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Sunshine Sue: 
Country Music’s First and Only 

Radio Barn Dance Femcee

By Wayne W. Daniel and Kevin S. Fleming

  

Radio Barn Dances
One of the most successful program formats of early radio 

broadcasting was the radio barn dance. Consisting of a stage, 
a group of hillbilly entertainers, a working microphone, and 
a transmitting tower, the radio barn dance proved to be a radio 
station owner’s dream come true.

The barn dance name, minus the afore described format, hit 
the air waves of radio for the first time in 1923 by way of station 
WBAP, located in Fort Worth, Texas. The following year, the 
full-fledged granddaddy of radio barn dances, the National Barn 
Dance, airing from WLS in Chicago, marked the beginning of one 
of broadcasting’s longest-lasting programming styles.1

Ten years and seven months after the National Barn Dance 
began its successful ethereal journey, the popular entertainment 
periodical, Variety, in its December 11, 1934, front-page lead 
article, informed readers that during the preceding decade 
broadcasters of radio barn dances had witnessed several indicators 
of success:

“More than 10 years of steady audiences, more than 200,000 
studio visitors for 140 consecutive weeks of shows to S.R.O. 
business, the biggest mail-pulling strength in the history of 
advertising, the greatest box-office attraction in the smaller towns 
throughout the country, the most loyal audience ever assembled.” 
And, declared Variety’s scribe, “the radio barn dance [is] the top 
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attraction on some dozen of the major stations in the land. It’s 
a story without precedent in show business, in radio or in the 
advertising and commercial world.”2

The Variety correspondent could not stop marveling at 
the good fortune resulting from the broadcasting of radio 
barn dances. “No other type of program has built such a loyal 
audience and no other type of program has continued to remain a  
top radio attraction through the years of broadcasting,” he 
declared. “And at present no other program is so completely 
sponsored as barn dances.”3

And so it was that for decades thousands of Americans from 
east to west and north to south ventured forth on Saturday nights 
to some local theater or other entertainment venue to see and hear 
a radio barn dance. Thousands of others stayed home to listen on 
their radios to the same performances. It has been estimated that 
by the end of the 1930s five thousand radio programs had featured 
some form of country music.4 Many of these programs were radio 
barn dances. A recent visit to Hillbilly-music.com revealed a 
list of 103 United States barn dance-type programs, bearing, in 
addition to the name barn dance, such titles as hayride, jamboree, 
and hoedown.5 

Extensive research indicates that the emcees of all of these 
barn dance programs, with the exception of one, were males. This 
fact was not questioned during the twentieth century era in which 
it took place. Fifty years later, however, the single female emcee, 
sometimes referred to as a femcee, has become the subject of 
scholarly research.6

In the interim, as discussed by scholar Bradley Hanson, 
“By the late 1950s, the [barn dance format] style, as a national 
phenomenon, had peaked in its live radio form.” Hanson cites 
the Grand Ole Opry as an exception that “persisted mainly on the 
strength of the Powerful Nashville music industry and the city’s 
growing tourism business.”7 

The lone female master of ceremonies among the hundreds of 
males who welcomed radio-listeners and on-the-scene audiences 



– 11 –

International Country Music Journal 2015

to the golden age of barn dance programs was Mary Arlene Higdon 
Workman. She joined the family of radio barn dance emcees at 
WRVA, a 50,000 watt station located in Richmond, Virginia. To 
those who heard and saw her in person on stage, and to those who 
heard her on the radio, she was known as Sunshine Sue. 

No one, neither male nor female, achieves the success and 
popularity enjoyed by Sunshine Sue, by simply walking on 
stage and speaking into a radio microphone. That person must 
bring along a wide range of strengths, experiences, and talents. 
Of such success-producing qualities Sunshine Sue possessed an 
abundance. Among the qualities that contributed to her success 
was musicianship of which she had both talent and experience. 

Birth and Early Career
The future Sunshine Sue was born in Keosauqua, Iowa, on 

November 12, 1912.8 In high school, at the age of 13, she was 
playing trumpet in the school band. Also playing trumpet in that 
school band was 17-year-old John Workman. A romance developed 
between the two, and in 1930, after both had graduated from high 
school, they were married. After high school and marriage they 
both continued to pursue their interests in music, singing and 
learning to play additional instruments. By the mid-1930s they 
had given up their day jobs and had become veteran performers on 
small radio stations in Iowa. Their act, known as the Rock Creek 
Ramblers, featured Mary on accordion, John on upright bass, and 
two of John’s brothers, Sam who played guitar, and George who 
played fiddle.

The October 7, 1936, issue of Variety noted that the Workman 
act had been added to the talent roster at Chicago’s WLS, home 
of the National Barn Dance and other radio programs featuring 
music of similar genre.9

While at WLS, the Workmans underwent some name changes. 
The group’s name became Rock Creek Rangers, later changed 
to Rock Creek Wranglers, and the female member of the group, 
who had previously used the stage name Sunshine Sally, became 
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Sunshine Sue, the name that endured throughout the remainder of 
her music career.10 

Barn Dance Favorites
Before they debuted on the Old Dominion Barn Dance, 

Sunshine Sue and the Workman brothers had appeared on other 
radio barn dance programs. Following their stint at WLS they 
were featured on the Kentucky Play Party, aired over WHAS in 
Louisville.11 By 1943 Sunshine Sue and Her Rangers were among 
the acts that made the Boone County Jamboree, broadcast over 
Cincinnati’s WLW, one of the country’s most popular radio barn 
dances.12 In 1944, they were cited as one of the Boone County 
Jamboree acts that were popular among Midwest fair goers.13 With 
their extensive experience as stage and radio performers, Sunshine 
Sue and Her Rangers arrived in Richmond well prepared to make 
WRVA’s Old Dominion Barn Dance a popular addition to the 
nation’s roster of radio Barn Dances.

Queen of the Hillbillies
Thus, on Saturday, September 14, 1946, began the Saturday 

night Old Dominion Barn Dance’s dynasty, ruled over by Sunshine 
Sue, who would soon be crowned “Queen of the Hillbillies” by a 
Virginia governor who frequently attended the show.14

A list of artists whom Sunshine Sue conceded or persuaded 
to become regular performers on her show reads like a roster of 
traditional country music celebrities. They included Don Reno 
and Red Smiley, Mac Wiseman, Grandpa Jones and Ramona, Joe 
and Rose Lee Maphis, Chet Atkins, Merle Travis, and Mother 
Maybelle and the Carter Sisters.15 Janis Martin, one of the Barn 
Dance’s locally-discovered female singers, achieved national 
celebrity after the fact. She left the show to carve out a career as a 
rockabilly performer, complete with body movements that earned 
her the sobriquet, the “Female Elvis.”16 

With Sunshine Sue’s support, numerous other artists became 
local and regional stars. Among them were comedians; vocal 
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soloists, duets, and trios; instrumentalists; and dancers. Old 
Dominion Barn Dance listeners and on-sight attendees looked 
forward on Saturday nights to hear and see such local favorites as 
Bonnie, Bea, and Buster Puffenbarger, a brother and two sisters 
trio; singer Zag Pennell, the Ozark Mountain Boy; comedians 
Red Murphy and Quincy Snodgrass; and Benny (Kissinger) and 
Curley (Collins), a brother duet-type act.17 

If the local press can be believed, Sunshine Sue chose her 
cast well and delivered an audience-attracting show. In 1950, a 
Richmond newspaper reported that her Saturday night barn dance 
had “achieved a huge and fanatical following.” According to the 
report, box office sales revealed that the Barn Dance performers 
had played to more than 400,000 attendees since the show’s 
inauguration. Untold numbers stayed home and listened to the 
Barn Dance on the radio. Further evidence of its popularity were 
the thousand pieces of correspondence addressed to the Barn 
Dance that were delivered to the station’s mailroom each week.18 
Thirteen months later ticket sales had reached the half-million 
mark.19 

Sunshine Sue prided herself on knowing how to select a cast 
that would appeal to Barn Dance audiences. Referring to these 
Saturday night faithfuls, she told a newspaper reporter that “Our 
folks like hillbilly music and hillbilly fun, and we try to give them 
just that. It helps that hillbilly music and hillbilly fun are just what 
we like, too.”20

Sunshine Sue knew what else her folks liked -- a romantic 
wedding, for example. When she learned that cast member Curley 
Collins, one-half of the Benny and Curley act, and his fiancée 
were engaged to be married, Sunshine Sue had visions of a cast 
of thousands. With the blessings of Curley and his bride to be, 
Kathleen Williams, the Old Dominion Barn Dance femcee, well 
in advance of the event, set about informing the public that the 
nuptials would take place during a Saturday night Barn Dance 
performance. Anticipating a large attendance, the Barn Dance 
for that Saturday night was moved to a larger venue, Richmond’s 
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Mosque Theater. As Sunshine Sue had advertised, Curley and 
Kathleen were married on stage at the Old Dominion Barn Dance 
on Saturday night March 19, 1949, before an audience of 5,000 
fans.21 

More than three years later, Hank Williams’s promoters had 
the same idea, and Hank and Billie Jean Jones Eshlimar, on October 
18, 1952, were married on stage during a Williams concert at the 
Municipal Auditorium in New Orleans.22 

Those with whom Sunshine Sue had substantial contact 
learned early on that she had a mind of her own. She basked in the 
knowledge that she was widely considered to be an authority on 
hillbilly music. She and a smaller group of people with an interest 
in music were aware that she also knew something about folk 
music. In 1950, when she was invited to present a program of folk 
music at that year’s annual Virginia Music Festival, she readily 
accepted. When she discovered that a renowned Virginia folklorist 
had been engaged to advise her on what folk songs and tunes would 
be appropriate, she refused the offer, and rather than yielding to 
his suggestions, threatened to go home. The confrontation resulted 
from the fact that the “advisor” had a narrow concept of how folk 
music should be defined while Sunshine Sue was of a broader 
conviction. As it turned out, the “advisor” retreated, and Sunshine 
Sue and her Barn Dance crew that night performed folk music as 
they knew it.23 

Sunshine Sue possessed other qualities that led to success. 
She was adventurous, to mention one. In 1954, when two WRVA 
officials decided to produce a barn dance show on Broadway, she 
jumped at their invitation to head up the production. The show 
was titled Hayride: A Hillbilly, Folk Musical and opened on 
September 13, 1954 at the 48th Street Theatre, but lasted for only 
24 performances. 

In the Playbill for the show, Sunshine Sue received top billing, 
followed by other cast members such as Cousin Joe Maphis and 
Rose, Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs, The Coon Creek Girls, and 
other artists from the Old Dominion Barn Dance. The program 
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also included (for the benefit of the urban audience) a section titled 
“The Genesis of the Country Style Musical,” which described the 
origins of folk music and the tradition of barn dance programs on 
the radio. This was followed by a list of hillybilly jargon used by 
fans of the genre which included such terms as: 

“Corn squeezin’ (corn liquor from the family still), Dust eater 
(dance on a dirt floored barn), Stomach Steinway (accordion), and 
Scratch box (fiddle)”24

Sue hoped that Hayride would provide an opportunity to 
elevate “country-style music in the minds of the sophisticates.”25 
However, various reviews of the production claimed otherwise. 
The production was described as a musical revue rather than a 
traditional musical that was propelled by a plotline. It was also 
compared to an earlier unsuccessful endeavor by the WSM Grand 
Ole Orpy artists at the Hotel Astor. Reviews in Variety and The 
Stage claimed that “upper crust spenders don’t hanker for cornfed 
entertainment”26 and that “sophisticated New Yorkers are refusing 
to allow any straw to get in their hair.”27

While the reception of “Hayride” may not have been what the 
producers and their headliner had dreamed of, there were “other 
valuable results of the engagement,” declared a Richmond Times 
Dispatch reporter. For example, noted the reporter, “Sunshine Sue, 
either alone or with some of the company, was interviewed on 10 
radio and television programs prior to and during the run of the 
show. Audience reaction from each of those appearances,” added 
the reporter, “was excellent, indicating that radio and TV fans 
liked what they had seen and heard.”28

In addition to her duties as the femcee of the Old Dominion 
Barn Dance, Sunshine Sue served as the program’s talent agent 
and producer. While this was common for barn dance programs 
led by the likes of John Lair of WLW and Cotton Carrier of 
Atlanta’s WSB, at the time it was rare for a woman to have the 
role of a broker and negotiate contracts in the radio business. 
As an extension of this role, along with her husband John, Sue 
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developed an independent business venture in the late 1940s called 
“Southland Shows” which brought Broadway musicals and other 
performing artist to the Richmond area.29

Virginia Workman Stanley, daughter of Sunshine Sue, 
remembers her mother as a no-nonsense business woman. “There 
are hundreds of times when I saw her navigate a situation with 
her charm but firm conviction that she was right. Everything from 
setting pay scale for performers, including denying higher wages 
when pressed, even if it meant losing them to another town.”30

Mark Zwonitzer and Charles Hirshberg, authors of the 
Carter Family biography, learned from Mother Maybelle and her 
daughters that Sunshine Sue was “one heck of a business woman.” 
In their book, the authors tell the story of how the Carters left the 
Old Dominion Barn Dance when they and the femcee could not 
come to terms on their performance assignments and salary.31 

When Chet Atkins debuted on the Old Dominion Barn Dance, 
Sunshine Sue enthusiastically introduced him as the “world’s 
greatest guitar player.” On the last day of his short stay he felt the 
brunt of Sunshine Sue’s no-nonsense policy. Atkins, who had just 
been let go at the Grand Ole Opry, could not get excited over his 
spot on the Richmond show and early on decided to leave. “I went 
to Sue one day,” he states in his autobiography, “and asked, ‘Sue 
could I talk to you?’”

“Yes, Chester, I want to talk to you, too,” she said.
 Being a Gentleman, I let her talk first.
“Chester, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to give you your 

notice,” she said.32 
When there was a mutual understanding between Sunshine Sue 

and a member of her cast regarding their respective responsibilities 
in maintaining the Barn Dance’s success, both parties lived in a 
state of peace, harmony, and good will. Apparently such was the 
case with singer Mac Wiseman. In an interview with author John 
Rice Irwin, he said, “I got a good offer to join the Old Dominion 
Barn Dance in Richmond in the spring of 1953, and I went there 
for about five years. Those were the best five years I spent in the 
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business.”33 
Virginia Stanley recalls that when on stage her mother was 

“always sweet and gentle and praising and promoting each act as 
the best to hit the stage.”34

As a member of the Old Dominion Barn Dance cast, Rose 
Lee Maphis explained to author Kristine McCusker what she 
deemed that Sunshine Sue expected in return. “On the barn dance, 
we worked together. . . . You just don’t do your own stuff and 
that’s it. . . . On the Old Dominion Barn Dance that’s when [I] 
really learned . . . whoever is working at the microphone to the 
audience you supported them with your attention.”35 

Another aspect of the radio industry that Sunshine Sue played 
an important role in for WRVA was advertising. With Sunshine 
Sue’s “down home” appeal, advertising sponsors realized that if 
she endorsed a product, sales would increase – especially with 
merchandise aimed towards the female demographic of the 
listening audience.36 Authors of the Carter Family biography, 
mention that she rarely saw a marketing opportunity that she would 
pass up. For instance, after her first son was born she allowed a 
soft-drink company to put out mini-diapers that read “Sunshine 
Sue says it’s time for a change – to Dr. Pepper!”37

As a result of Sunshine Sue’s savvy business skills and 
advertising appeal, The Old Dominion Barn Dance became one of 
WRVA’s primary sources of revenue during her tenure.

Retirement and Beyond
Sunshine Sue bid her loving fans farewell on Saturday night, 

June 8, 1957, when the eleven-year-old Old Dominion Barn Dance 
made its final appearance on the WRVA theater stage.38 

As the last strains of the evening’s closing number faded 
into the stratosphere, the performance career of the Queen of the 
Hillbillies followed close behind. The nation’s first and only radio 
barn dance femcee devoted her time to making commercials, 
serving as president of a parent-teacher association and a woman’s 
club, and enjoyed retirement in such places as Ashland, Virginia, 
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and Savannah, Georgia. Mary Arlene Higdon Workman, known 
to thousands as Sunshine Sue, died of complications following a 
heart attack on June 13, 1979.39 

Sunshine Sue Remembered
But Sunshine Sue was not forgotten by residents of her home 

town and adopted state. To date she and her contribution to the 
integrity and popularity of country music have been honored 
by induction into the Ashland (Virginia) Museum, The Famous 
People of Richmond category of the Richmond Then and Now (A 
Photo History of Richmond, Virginia) Website, and the Virginia 
Country Music Hall of Fame.

National recognition of the first and only radio barn dance 
femcee, however, has been meager. The present authors examined 
a total of 19 encyclopedias and other sources in which it would 
have been appropriate for editors to have included a substantial 
essay on Sunshine Sue. Only two of them were found to have done 
so. They are Finding Her Voice: Women in Country Music 1800—
2000, by Mary A. Bufwack and Robert K. Oermann and the second 
edition of The Encyclopedia of Country Music, compiled by the 
staff of the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum. The entry on 
Sunshine Sue in The Encyclopedia of Country Music was written 
by Robert K. Oermann, co-author of Finding Her Voice.40
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The Legend of Dick Damron
A Canadian Honky-Tonk Hero

by Linda J. Daniel

Introduction

Dick Damron is a Canadian legend who has forged his own 
path in country music for over five decades as a singer, songwriter, 
instrumentalist, and entertainer. He has been described as a 
“friendly country star” (Dudley), “an accomplished writer of songs 
ranging from ‘honky tonk’ to gospel” (Miller), “the grand-daddy 
of Alberta country outlaws” (Muretich), and “one of Canada’s 
great honk-tonk heroes” (Dickerson, “More Than…” 3). Damron 
has written over 500 songs and recorded more than 30 albums, 
cassettes, and CDs. His music can still be heard on classic country 
radio stations, satellite radio, and online (Dick…, “Biography”).

When his candid autobiography, Dick Damron, The Legend 
and the Legacy, was published in 1997, an article in the Edmonton 
Journal entitled “Damron Big as All Alberta; Country Music Star 
Finally Puts His Storied Past on Paper; Local Legend” stated:

Outside of Ian Tyson, there is no better-known 
figure in country music making his home in Alberta 
than Dick Damron. …He’s had his songs recorded 
by Wilf Carter and watched the rise of new country, 
the latter from a safe distance, and he’s stared at the 
ceilings of some of the worst hotel rooms on the bar 
circuit and looked out on a standing ovation from 
his peers when he was inducted into the Canadian 
Country Music Hall of Honour in 1994. (North)
 Greg Quill of the Toronto Star refers to Damron as “arguably 

the most enduring popular country crowd-pleaser in Canada.” 
He was an artist ahead of his time, according to The Globe and 
Mail journalist Alanna Mitchell, “big in country before country 
went big” and, at the height of his career, “the holy terror of 
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the international country-music touring scene.” Quoted in an 
introductory page to his life story, he is portrayed by George 
Hamilton IV, the American country music star who recorded 
Damron’s self-penned “Countryfied,” as “a genuinely nice man,” 
his gentleness a quality he has somehow managed to retain in an 
industry at times known for its “pushy, abrasive people.” 

During his career, Damron has experienced both the 
ecstatic highs and abysmal lows that being in the music business 
can elicit. The story of Dick Damron reveals not only a person 
who has spent most of his life pursuing the challenging vocation 
of an outgoing, party-hard country music entertainer but also 
that of a thoughtful, reflective singer-songwriter who has dealt 
with the benefits as well as the adverse effects of being drawn 
to this music and the environment in which it can sometimes 
exist. In his book, he writes:

Music, music, music. It is one of the most 
beautiful and creative God-given talents known to 
man. But you are never quite sure if  it is a blessing 
or a curse. Mix it with drugs (and the frequently 
appalling working conditions provided by the people 
who pay you to play it), and you have some small 
idea of what much of my life has been all about. 
(Damron 167)
With respect to his performances, Damron is still able to 

describe how “The magic feeling, which an entertainer gets 
when he knows everything is right,” can overwhelm him and 
acknowledges that the many awards and accolades he has 
received throughout his career “make me feel pretty happy 
with it all.” At the age of 80, he remains involved with music 
and when contacted by the author on November 10, 2014 
responded, “I am in Mexico and just heading out to play at 
Twisted Mamas…I will get back to you soon…” (Damron, 
“Re: Your…”).

The following is an account of the extraordinary musical 
life of an artist who “has worked hard his entire life to make 
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country music his legacy” (Dickerson, “The Recordings…” 
42). In recognition of his contribution to country music in 
Canada, it is a tribute to a man “lost in the music” who lived 
to tell the tale.

Growing Up
Singer, songwriter, guitarist, and banjoist Joseph Glenn 

Damron, better known as Dick Damron, was born on March 
22, 1934 in Bentley, Alberta (Miller), a small hamlet halfway 
between Calgary and Edmonton. He was the second child in 
what became a family of three siblings, his mother of Irish 
and Pennsylvania Dutch heritage and his father of Cherokee 
and early American through Nebraska, Kentucky, and Texas 
(Damron 26). Known as “Dickie” when he was young, 
Damron says that as “Far back as I can remember, I was 
always in trouble” and running away became a large part of his 
childhood and into his early teens (27).

When Damron was five, his family moved to a farm just 
north of Bentley and he reminisces fondly about his happy 
days of childhood adventures, often resulting in injury or near-
death experiences and a stern lecture from his father (30-40). In 
1944, their hired hand committed suicide, which had a major 
impact on the young boy: “There I was, only ten years old and 
my two alternatives to facing life were established: suicide or 
running away. Sometimes I think I am still running” (41-42).

I Want to Be a Cowboy
In grade two, Dick was asked what he would like to be 

when he grew up. Much to the consternation of the teacher 
and other students who considered a more acceptable occupa-
tion to be that of nurse or soldier during a time of war, the 
young boy replied, “I want to be a cowboy.” As a child, Dam-
ron dressed like a cowboy and enjoyed hearing stories about 
the old rodeo hands his Uncle Bud knew. He wanted to be a 
rodeo cowboy (50-52).

Dick participated in his first rodeo at the age of 10 and, 



International Country Music Journal 2015

– 26 –

although his parents were “dead set against me riding,” he was 
“hooked.” Without his parents’ knowledge, when the family 
would go to a rodeo he would sneak off  and enter the boys’ 
steer-riding amateur competition under an assumed name, 
which happened a few times before he was caught (54).

Damron lived on a farm from the age of five to 17. “My 
dad always had a large herd of cattle and 10 to 15 horses” so 
as he grew up, he began “living on horseback” (44). When he 
was 14, he ran away from home to avoid being caught for not 
attending school and hitched a ride on a boxcar in the bone-
chilling minus-30-degree Alberta weather. Fortunately, he 
did not freeze to death and was later apprehended in Rocky 
Mountain House by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police who 
called his parents to take him home (42-44).

When he and his elder brother, Bob, were old enough, 
they became “permanent employees on my father’s farm, 
where taking a day off  from the farm labor became a mortal 
sin.” As the years went by, Damron began to enter small 
amateur rodeos in central Alberta. Throughout the 1949 
summer rodeo season, the 15-year-old and his friend travelled 
around in a beat-up old pick-up truck, sleeping in a plywood 
box he had built on the back (54-55).

There was Always Music in My Life
Music was always a part of Dickie Damron’s life. His 

grandfather played banjo, his mother the piano, and his father 
the fiddle.

My dad played old-time fiddle tunes like Turkey 
In The Straw and Solomon Levi. He would stand in 
the living room with his fiddle, and my mother would 
chord along on the piano. I am not sure that she 
enjoyed this style of music, as she had studied piano 
for 13 years and could sit by the hour and play through 
the thick folios of heavy classics. She was also a piano 
teacher and, at one time, had 50 weekly students. (66)
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In addition, his mother was the Bentley United Church 
organist and for years would rehearse the “old church music” 
at home. According to Damron’s autobiography, it was his 
grandmother who bought him his first guitar as a gift on the 
condition that he would learn to play the piano. However, the 
Music Master Deluxe guitar from the Sears catalogue soon 
consumed Damron’s interest and, after only two lessons, he 
“never touched the piano again” (213-214).

Although surrounded by music as a child, it wasn’t 
until six-year-old Damron heard his Uncle Bud play a 
guitar placed flat across his knees, forming the chords with a 
kitchen knife, and singing “Be Nobody’s Darlin’ But Mine,” 
that country music “took hold of  me.” He quickly learned 
the song and sang it for his mother but she “disapproved 
of  the lyrics and told him not to sing it anymore.” Then 
he discovered Wilf  Carter, Jimmie Rodgers, and yodeling. 
His grandmother bought him some Wilf  Carter songbooks 
and he listened to the Canadian country music star’s RCA 
Bluebird records on a neighbour’s wind-up gramophone, 
memories later documented in Damron’s self-written “The 
Wilf  Carter Song.” During World War II, with Dick singing 
and his brother accompanying him on guitar, the siblings 
began entering local concerts and talent shows (66-67).

Our First Little Family Band
By the age of 15, Damron had formed his first band in 

which he sang in addition to playing guitar and fiddle. His 
brother played accordion and guitar and his girlfriend, the 
piano. Their first paying job was “on a deathly cold night” 
at a dance in a small community hall located in the rolling 
country hills about 15 miles from where he lived. The pay for 
performing was scant so to make ends meet he also worked 
on his father’s farm and did other part-time jobs like truck-
driving and painting. In 1954 Damron married Martha Evelyn 
Ohlson, the “longtime piano player in our little band,” and they 
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had their one and only child, Barbara Jean, on May 9, 1955. 
With the added responsibility of a child, he soon realized a 
better-paying job was needed and “running around the country 
playing small-time shows” would not be enough (68-70).

Take This Job and Shove It
On a cold and rainy day in late spring, Damron “hitched 

a ride” to the oil fields of  Drayton Valley, Alberta in search 
of  a job and was hired immediately as a roughneck on a 
drilling rig. He bluntly recalls, “The first day at the rig was 
hell.” As the “new guy” he got “every dirty job handed to him 
– and every trick in the book pulled on him.” Since he would 
not receive his first pay cheque for two weeks and could not 
afford a hotel room, he had to sleep in the lobby at night. 
“For the next two weeks I worked like a dog” but with “the 
same mud-caked clothes clinging to me twenty-four hours 
a day,” no shower, and no proper meals, he barely survived 
the hard labour and became very ill. Nobody seemed to 
care. He continued working until the middle of  July when he 
was hit in the head by a heavy chunk of  chain and regained 
consciousness in an Edmonton hospital. Several months 
later, back on the job and having witnessed the injuries of 
other workers, he finally had enough and “In December on 
a thirty-five-degree-below-zero night at four in the morning, 
the driller ordered me to take a pail of  diesel fuel down and 
wash the pumps. I told him to ‘take this job and shove it!’” 
(70-71).

The Musical Round-up Gang
Damron, his wife, and young daughter, who had been living 

in a trailer near the oil rig site, “headed back to civilization.” 
On the way, Dick and Martha decided to reform the band, find 
some musicians, and try to obtain bookings since Christmas 
was fast approaching (71). They set up their trailer on Dick’s 
father’s farm outside Bentley where they lived for the next five 
years but getting the musicians with whom they had formerly 
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worked back together was more difficult than anticipated. 
Finally, in the closest city to Red Deer, they found bass player 
Roger Dye and guitarist Ken Cave and secured a half-hour 
Saturday night show on CKRD Radio. They didn’t get paid 
but used it to promote themselves in the area for the next 
seven years (169). At first they called their group “The Musical 
Round-Up Gang” and later changed it to “Dick Damron and 
the CKRD Nite-Riders” (Dickerson, “More…” 10).

The band played locally from the mid-fifties to the mid-
sixties as Damron continued to hone his entertaining skills. 
By 1964, their music had gradually transitioned from square 
dances, polkas, and waltzes to rockabilly and rock ’n’ roll. 
The “old-time dance music gave way to the rockabilly sounds 
of Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, the Everly 
Brothers, and the early Elvis Presley tunes,” in addition to some 
original songs. “We had a sound that worked, and although we 
were still not making much money, we were booked solid and 
worked steadily for the next few years” (Damron 76-77).

Dick Damron and the Hitch Hikers
When entertainment in Canada was allowed in bars for 

the first time, Damron moved from “the country dance halls, 
Canadian Legion halls, community centers, and high school 
auditoriums to the bars, clubs, and taverns.” Around this time, 
his marriage ended and he began a career as “a sideman with 
local Alberta bands.” His first gig in a professional band was 
playing steel guitar at Klondike Days for Canadian singer Joyce 
Smith who had recorded in Nashville with Owen Bradley and 
was listed among the best of the newcomers by the American 
music trade magazines of the day. Next, he put together his 
own trio with a cousin, Danny Damron, and Jack Wensley that 
became popular. “I had learned how to entertain people and 
we had a lot of comedy mixed in with the music” (79-80). In 
1965, he appeared for 13 weeks as Dick Damron and the Hitch 
Hikers in Whitehorse, Yukon at the Kopper King with Wensley 
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on bass, his cousin on lead guitar, and Dick on steel guitar. In 
a 1966 Country Music Life article, Irene Beeler states, “Dick 
Damron of Bentley, Alberta, has completed a two month stand 
at Whitehorse, Yukon. He records for RCA Victor and writes 
most of his own material” (7).

RECORDINGS
Early Sessions

Due to “the lack of major recording studios” in the 1950s 
and early 1960s, Damron used a local radio station to make 
his initial recordings (Damron, “Re: Your…”). In 1958, his 
first two original songs, “Gonna Have a Party” and “Rockin’ 
Baby,” were recorded at CKRD’s small studio in Red Deer one 
night after their show and the tape was sent to King Plastics 
in Cincinnati, Ohio to have the records pressed on their own 
label. The songs received some airplay, which resulted in more 
gigs and a little better money. Over the next few years they 
recorded more original songs and signed with Quality Records 
to promote and distribute them (Damron 77-78).

In May 1961, Damron arrived in Nashville for his first 
recording session at Starday Studio, Madison, Tennessee with 
producer Tommy Hill following an arduous five-day journey 
by train from Alberta (Damron 94-95). After the session, Pete 
Drake took him backstage at the Grand Ole Opry in the Ryman 
Auditorium where he met “everybody who was anybody in 
country music in 1961” (96). The resulting Damron-penned 
recordings, “Little Sandy,” “Nothin’ Else,” “The Same Old 
Thing Again,” and “Times Like This,” “were released as singles 
on Quality Records in Canada into a non-existent Canadian 
market” and “released into a vacuum before national country 
music charts existed” (Brown 10). In 1963, he returned to 
Starday Studio and recorded another six sides of original songs 
that were released as singles on RCA (Weize with Damron, 
“The Discography” 46). These were added to the first four to 
eventually become The Nashville Sound of Dick Damron, his 
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first independent album release in 1965 (108). He recorded 
two originals and two covers at Columbia Recording Studio 
in Nashville in 1965 with Gary Walker producing (Weize with 
Damron, “The Discography” 48).

Damron explains that, unlike most other artists, he paid 
for his recording sessions and not the label. Later, as he was to 
learn, this arrangement would become an advantage for him:

See, I was too naïve to know how the music 
business worked, but eventually it worked in my 
favor. The way it’s supposed to be done, a record label 
will pay for all the studio time and the expenses and 
everything, but then they own the master tape and 
you’ll never get it back. Well, I didn’t know any better 
at the time, so I paid for the recordings out of my own 
pocket, and when Quality and RCA put out these 45’s, 
they simply leased the tapes from me, so they never 
owned them. That left me legally open to release these 
songs on my own when I put out the album on my 
own label. (Dickerson, “More Than…” 21)
Damron’s first chart record was “That’s What I Call 

Livin’” in 1961, recorded in 1960 at Radio Station CKRD, 
Red Deer, Alberta (Weize with Damron, “The Discography” 
45). His self-penned “Hitch Hikin’” on RCA was recorded 
in 1963 at Starday Studio, Madison, Tennessee and first 
appeared November 30, 1964 in RPM Magazine’s “Canadian 
Country Hits” at #3, reaching #1 on January 18, 1965 (RPM). 
In the fall of  1966, he was at CGCW in Camrose, Alberta 
producing Dick Damron Sings…Canadiana, Canada’s 
Centennial Souvenir Album which celebrated the country’s 
one hundred years with songs about historical figures and 
incidents like “The Canadian Pioneers” and “This Big Land” 
(Weize with Damron, “The Discography” 50).

An August 1964 Country Song Roundup piece describes 
Damron as a “good looking young fellow” who “has written 
all of the songs he has recorded” and “appears regularly with 
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his band on CHCA Television, Red Deer, has done many guest 
shots on CFCN-TV and radio in Calgary, and has a continuing 
half  hour radio show every Saturday night over CKRD 850 
Red Deer, for the past seven years” (11). By February of 1966, 
the magazine cites the popular singer touring throughout 
Alberta and British Columbia:

Tune in to any Canadian radio station that plays 
country music, and one of the top songs you’ll hear 
is an infectious melody that makes you want to stick 
out your thumb and go “Hitch-Hikin’” along with 
Dick Damron, the personable young man from the 
Canadian west who wrote it…and sings it on RCA 
Victor records. (28)
By 1968, Damron was living in Nashville, knocking 

on the doors of record companies and publishers without 
success and feeling depressed and lonely. One afternoon at a 
scheduled recording session, he openly recalls his profound 
disappointment with the “young, hot-shot would-be producer” 
who had “no control over my recording session” and figured 
it was merely “a jam session at my expense.” He states,“I was 
paying for the session with every last cent I had been able to 
scrape together in the last three years on the road playing 
bad-assed bars and living like a ‘road pig’.” In his mind, “The 
session was a disaster” (Damron 97-98).

Author Deke Dickerson believes Damron’s assessment to 
be “especially harsh” and claims:

The truth is that the songs aren’t bad at all, but 
they were just typical 1968 Nashville country…. 
The ‘countrypolitan’ go-go feel obviously unsettled 
Damron at the time, but in retrospect they weren’t the 
disaster he claims they were. (“More Than…” 25-26)
Yet the fact remains that Damron was so destroyed and 

intimidated by the experience that it was five years before he 
returned to Nashville again.
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Countryfied
Damron’s best known song is “Countryfied,” which he 

began writing on the way to a gig in Lethbridge, Alberta and 
finished in a small Edmonton studio called Korl Sound where he 
was recording songs for other artists looking for new material. 
Originally called “The Country Way of Life,” he sent the tape 
to Beechwood Music with whom he had recently signed a 
songwriter’s contract. When it reached the publishing office in 
Toronto, Gary Buck “phoned and excitedly told me there was 
a ‘hit song’ on the tape” (Damron 115-116). It was recorded by 
Damron in 1970 at Sound Canada, Toronto with Gary Buck 
producing (Weize with Damron, “The Discography” 55) and 
on September 26, 1970 “Countryfied” went to #1 on Canada’s 
“Top 50 RPM Country” (RPM). American country music 
singer George Hamilton IV’s version debuted on Billboard 
May 22, 1971 where it stayed for 11 weeks, peaking at #35 
(Whitburn). In Canada, this rendition reached #1 on “RPM 
Country 50” July 24, 1971 where it remained for five weeks 
(RPM). Eventually, “Countryfied” became the theme song for 
George Hamilton IV’s syndicated Canadian TV show (Miller).

After Damron won a BMI songwriting award in 1968, 
other artists began to record his songs but it wasn’t until George 
Hamilton IV released “Countryfied” that Damron’s career 
“took off.” “Toronto became a focal point” and he recorded 
more songs at the RCA Mutual Street Studio with the city’s 
top musicians and Gary Buck as producer. During this time, he 
continued to write and flew back to western Canada every few 
weeks to perform at the clubs (Damron 112).

“Countryfied” did more for Damron’s career that any 
other song that he has ever recorded and was, according to the 
songwriter, “the most commercially successful song I have ever 
written.”

It has been recorded by countless other artists 
around the world. It was used as a television theme 
and included in a number of compilation albums, 
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including the Reader’s Digest 20 All-Time Greatest 
Country Songs, which put it into millions of homes 
in the U.S. and Canada. “Countryfied” has been 
recorded and released in almost every English-
speaking country in the world, as well as Holland, 
Belgium, and Germany. (115)
Toronto Star journalist Judith Fitzgerald asserts that 

“Damron was a legend ahead of his time” given the fact that 
“Countryfied” was about “a guy who’s proud of his music’s 
connection to the rural landscape,” a theme which would not 
connect with the urban populace for “at least another decade.” 

The Magic Never Stopped
In 1973 Damron returned to Music City for the first time 

since the tension-filled recording session of 1968. Convinced he 
would “never record again,” he wanted to “pitch” his songs to 
Nashville publishers for other artists to record. However, things 
changed when he met the experienced Joe Bob Barnhill at the 
Music Row offices of Beechwood Central Publishing. Damron 
played some of his songs and the producer liked what he heard. 
Barnhill thought Damron should record his own songs so they 
set up a proper demo session and Damron recalls, “We did two 
sessions back-to-back and the magic never stopped.” Three 
days later he was on a plane back to Toronto to play the tape 
for Marathon Records. “Everybody loved it and, in a few weeks, 
the first single Mother, Love and Country was released. It was an 
instant hit on almost every country music station in Canada” 
(Damron 98-101). Then “somebody in Nashville spotted the 
song on the charts” and they had to redo the session at “full 
master scale.” The Soldier of Fortune album was released 
first in Canada and then in the U.K. to coincide with Dick’s 
first European tours in 1974 and 1975 respectively (Dick… 
“Albums”). On May 17, 1975 “Mother, Love and Country” 
peaked at #3 on the “RPM Country Playlist” (RPM). Barnhill 
went on to produce several of Damron’s albums including 
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North Country Skyline, Lost in the Music, High on You, Dick 
Damron – Honky Tonk Angel, the guitar album Night Music, 
and The Legend and the Legacy as well as Wings Upon the Wind 
and Touch the Sky, Damron’s two Christian country albums 
(Damron 101-102).

Jesus It’s Me Again
Damron’s “Jesus It’s Me Again” is “the song he’s most 

famous for” according to journalist Alanna Mitchell. “The 
opening lines of the song came as a silent prayer which I used to 
help myself through tough times,” recounts the singer-songwriter. 
At first, it was just a prayer but later became a complete song 
while he sat on the edge of a bed in a rundown hotel room one 
stormy spring day. “I don’t know where the words came from; 
they just flowed. …I sat with tears welling up in my eyes, singing 
the song over and over again” (Damron 170). “Jesus It’s Me 
Again” was recorded at Ironside Studio, Nashville with Barnhill 
as producer in 1982 and won Song of the Year in 1984 (Brown 
13). Damron proclaims that “it still remains one of my most 
requested songs to this day” (Damron 171). His first video in 
1995 was a remake of the popular tune filmed in a 150-year-old 
downtown Hamilton, Ontario cathedral and an old vaudeville 
house where he was joined by talented Canadian singing stars 
Lisa Brokop, Patricia Conroy, Tracey Prescott, Quartette, and 
Michelle Wright (North, “Albertans…”). Charley Pride covered 
the tune on his album Pride and Joy: A Gospel Music Collection 
released November 7, 2006 (Pride).

Vinyl Albums, Cassettes, CDs, and Singles
 From 1965 to 1995, Damron released several vinyl albums, 

cassettes, and CDs on a number of different labels: Holiday 
(1965), Point (1969), Columbia (1970), Marathon (1974, 1976), 
Westwood (1975, two in 1978, two in 1980), Broadland (1975), 
Condor (1976), RPA (1976), RCA (1978, 1980, 1981, 1982, 
1984, two in 1987), BMG (1989, 1995), ATI (1991, 1992, 1994), 
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and Coyote (1995) (Dick… “Albums”). Fifty of his singles 
from 1958 to 1996 are listed in the Encyclopedia of Canadian 
Country Music including “Rise ’n’ Shine” (1971), “The Long 
Green Line” (1972), “The Cowboy and the Lady” (1974), and 
“The Ballad of T.J.s” (1979) (Jackson).

In 2011 and 2012, Bear Family Records of Germany paid 
tribute to Dick Damron by reissuing his pioneering body of 
work in two three-CD sets entitled Dick Damron, More Than 
Countryfied, The Early Recordings of Dick Damron, 1959 – 
1976 (CD) and Dick Damron, Lost in the Music, The Recordings 
of Dick Damron, 1978 – 1989 (CD) with a total of 156 songs. 
Both comprehensive packages contain a biography written 
by Deke Dickerson and a discography by Richard Weize with 
Dick Damron in addition to several photographs.

Dick Damron has Done It All
Following the formation of his dance band in 1955, 

Damron “lived out of a suitcase” for the next 15 years leading 
to a total of “35 years of hard travelling.”

We played clubs six nights a week and just 
travelled from one end of  Canada to the other. 
Wherever we were playing, that’s where we lived. 
You made barely enough money to survive, let alone 
pay for a place back home. …It was pretty tough; 
we played all of  the dives. We used to call them knife 
and gun clubs. (Campbell, Robert)
Back in the early days, the life of a “road warrior” moving 

from club to club in “rusted-out vans and battered old yellow 
school buses” was a grueling one. Exposed to drugs relatively 
early in his career, Damron resisted them until his marriage 
fell apart, his drinking increased, and he started taking 
“bennies” to help him cope (165-166). But that was just the 
beginning. He writes, “Over the years, I spun through every 
kind of prescription drug known to man…usually held down 
with Bacardi and 7-Up. It was years later when I discovered 
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marijuana, hashish, and cocaine” (167).
Damron often led the kind of life that would have killed 

most people. The combined amount of drugs and alcohol that 
he describes consuming is truly astounding as the following 
example reveals. Prior to the annual Country Music Week 
becoming an institution in Canada, Damron recounts, with a 
writer’s flair, what transpired one afternoon at a get-together in 
the hospitality room of a Toronto hotel before deciding that he 
was “burnt out” and should leave:

It could have been from the drinks and tokes 
earlier that afternoon, the few bottles of wine at the 
Awards Dinner, the 15 or 20 Bacardi and Sevens I 
had consumed in the suite, or the half-dozen trips 
we’d made to adjoining suites to do a joint or snort 
a line or two of coke. I’m sure it had nothing to do 
with the straight shots of tequila a guitar-pickin’ 
friend of mine and I had done that afternoon, nor the 
afternoon delight I had experienced with the record 
company secretary, who swore she had always wanted 
to meet me. It was time to get out of there. (120)
In an interview with Calgary Herald journalist James 

Muretich in 1998, Damron justifies this type of behaviour by 
saying, “That lifestyle went with the territory, …You’d get out 
there on the edge, running with the gang and you had to taste 
it all. …And you did that night after night after night, …Now, 
if  I did that for just one night I’d probably be on my knees.” 

Surviving
One intensely devastating low point cited in his memoirs 

happened in 1969 when Damron was playing six nights a week 
at the old York Hotel in Lethbridge. Performing night after 
night was a difficult way of life but he continued to write and 
rewrite songs with the hope that one day he would have a hit and 
things would change for the better. However, on a wintery Easter 
weekend when the rest of the band members had gone their 
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separate ways and everything had closed for the holiday, he found 
himself alone and depressed. “I tried everything I could think of 
to snap myself out of it. I was broke, alone, and the downward 
spiral seemed endless.” By Sunday evening, he “couldn’t handle it 
anymore” (Damron 87-88). In the tiny rental house with the gas 
stove, he describes what happened next:

In my desperation, and with no will to live, I 
snuffed out the pilot light, turned the gas wide open, 
and swallowed all the black and green Librium 
capsules and Valium that I had in my possession. I 
washed them down with a glass of straight Bacardi 
rum and lay down on the bed to die. (88)
Fortunately, Damron didn’t expire but woke up a couple 

of days later with a pounding headache. The pilot light had 
failed to go out completely and the small house was like a 
steam bath.

Having experienced drugs firsthand, Damron’s opinion 
concerning them is found in his 1997 autobiography. He states 
that no matter what the type or level of consumption, the real 
drug wars rage within the people who take them. With drugs, 
life becomes overwhelming. Simply stated, drugs ruin lives. His 
own struggle to gain back his life is too painful to remember and 
he takes responsibility for putting himself  through a “personal 
hell,” acknowledging the fact that he doesn’t know how he 
survived his almost complete destruction (167). Some people 
were surprised by such an honest account of such sensitive 
issues but as journalist Peter North writes, “like his songs, 
Damron lays it on the line in his book.” (“Damron Big…”).

Being Canadian
When he first recorded as a young artist in the late fifties and 

tried to get airplay at Canadian radio stations, Damron remembers 
the DJs telling him:

They didn’t play Canadian records. In my naïve 
young mind, I couldn’t quite figure this out. I was 
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Canadian, he was Canadian, the listeners were 
Canadian, the advertisers were Canadian, we all 
lived in Canada … but he was telling me ‘we don’t 
play Canadian records.’ Some attitudes never seem 
to change. (Damron 78) 
Years ago, he could not understand the logic behind this point 

of view and still doesn’t seem to think much has changed since 
those early days. He feels being criticized by those at home hurts 
the most. It’s almost as if they believe you can’t possibly be good 
if they know you. Away from home, people judge you on what 
they see and hear without any prejudice. Damron states:

I have received the highest praise and the deepest 
cuts from music critics all over the world. The closer 
to home the deeper the cut. When you and your music 
are distanced from the closeness of the home country 
critic, there is nothing to judge you by except the 
sound of your music and the performance you give. 
‘Familiarity breeds contempt.’ It’s hard to overcome 
preconceived notions and personal vendettas. (199)
To illustrate this point, Damron discusses the release of his 

album Lost in the Music in Canada. One critic from Ontario told 
him “the album was so weak that he did not want to embarrass 
me by reviewing it.” That same album, a few months later, was 
released in the United Kingdom and became “pick of the month” 
over other albums by noted country music performers such as 
Willie Nelson and Asleep at the Wheel (199-200).

In a 1985 article, Toronto Star journalist Greg Quill writes 
about Canadian singer-songwriter Terry Carisse’s views on how 
the Canadian record industry generally overlooks country music, 
not giving entertainers such as Damron the kind of recognition 
they deserve, and cites Canadian songwriters like Damron as 
“more profound, more reflective” and “always more interested in 
their craft than in the business of music.”
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APPEARANCES
1970s – 1990s

Damron’s career was highlighted in 1972 when he 
performed at the CMA International Show (Damron, “Re: 
Your…”) and the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville (Miller). In 
1973, he hit “the big time” with a performance at the magical 
Horseshoe Tavern in Toronto (Damron 113). According to The 
Globe and Mail, in April of 1979 he appeared as the “Country 
& Western” entertainment at the Concord Tavern in Toronto. 
During Country Music Week in September, he returned to the 
Concord Tavern along with some of Canada’s “top country and 
western stars” such as Ronnie Prophet, Family Brown, Glory-
Anne Carriere, Dallas Harms, and Mary Bailey successfully 
fulfilling his duties as “gregarious” host on opening night 
(McGrath).

 In the Saskatchewan hamlet of Ruddell, just west of Saskatoon, 
the tiny Grove Country Fair attracted some well-known country 
performers such as Damron and Glory-Anne Carriere in July of 
1982 and fans were said to have “hooted through Dick Damron’s 
fast-paced irreverence” (Grant). In August 1985, he joined with 
country music stars Jerry Lee Lewis, Tammy Wynette, Wilf Carter, 
and the Charlie Daniels Band for the Rocky Mountain Country 
Jamboree’s three-day festival in southern Alberta (“Jamboree…”). 
The Toronto Star cites Damron joining Ronnie Hawkins in the 
Imperial Room of the Royal York Hotel, Toronto in a salute to 
Country Music Week on September 8.

During Country Music Week at the Canadian Country Music 
Awards in Edmonton, September 1990, a country dance featuring 
Dick Damron and Stoney Creek was held at the Convention Centre. 
Damron and Carroll Baker were guests of George Hamilton IV for 
a morning gospel show at the Edmonton Inn on Sunday (Metella). 
He entertained at the Canadian Finals Rodeo in November 
(Westgate). In the summer of 1991, Damron was one of the acts 
at the 15th annual Ivan Daines Country Music Picknic held at the 
Daines Rodeo Ranch in Innisfail, Alberta and in 1993 was part 
of the live entertainment on a vintage steam train’s special car 
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called The Lone Star Saloon providing “intriguing experiences” 
with excursions through rural Alberta (“Antique…”). In June, “an 
ambitious group of volunteers” called Alberta Country, Friends of 
Country Music, organized the Alberta Country Celebration ’93 at 
Fort Edmonton Park. It featured 65 acts, including Dick Damron, 
and celebrated “Alberta’s western culture, with cowboy poets, 
native dancers, square dancers and aboriginal arts and crafts” 
(Howell). A country singer from British Columbia named Laurie 
Thain enlisted the talents of some “top flight performers” such 
as Dick Damron, Cindy Church, and Sylvia Tyson to perform at 
an acoustic showcase at the Palliser Hotel, Country Music Week, 
1994 (North, “Greenhorn…”). In November 1995, Damron 
entertained at Alberta’s Farmfair International (MacLean). “Long 
before ‘country was cool’” journalist Peter North of the Edmonton 
Journal writes that the early Klondike Days often featured acts like 
Dick Damron, Ian Tyson, or Diamond Joe White turning it into “K 
Days country cabarets” (“K-Days…”). In June of 1999, Damron 
was part of Global Country’s First Annual Golf Tournament of the 
Stars where he later entertained with a number of other well known 
country music artists at the Winspear Centre (North, “Mixin’…”).

TELEVISION AND RADIO
The 1970s

The Toronto Star states that Damron appeared on several 
television shows throughout the 1970s. He performed on Good 
Time Country in August 1974 and with host Ray Griff in October. 
In January 1975, he was listed as a special guest, returning to 
the show on March 1 and again in June. That same month, he 
appeared in a CBC hour-long special called Hurtin’ Songs, taped 
entirely outdoors near Orangeville, Ontario, which was hosted by 
Cliff Edwards and included other Canadian country artists such as 
Lynn Jones and Linda Brown. In 1977, he was a guest on The Road 
Show, a CBC Canadian musical mini-series televised from Banff, 
Alberta. Along with stars like Carroll Baker, Damron performed 
on the Tommy Hunter Show in October, returning in September 
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1979 with stars such as Ray Price and Colleen Peterson.
The Globe and Mail shows Dick Damron as a guest along 

with Merle Travis, Jack Green, and Jeannie Seely on Grand Old 
Country in January of 1978. Later that year, he appeared with 
host Tim Daniels and Julie Lynn on Comin’ Up Country in 
June. In May of 1979, he was a guest on Family Brown Country, 
returning twice in August and later in October.

The 1980s
In January of  1981, the Toronto Star cited Damron as 

a guest on the Ray St. Germain television show (J30) and in 
March he appeared with Heather Haig on Lively Country. 
Back on Ray St. Germain in August, 1982, Damron was 
featured in a country music series on CBL AM radio called 
Six Days on the Road in October 1983. In 1984, he was a 
guest on the Don Harron Show in June. Host Rich Elwood 
welcomed him, along with Carroll Baker, to The Performers 
in June, 1985. A month later he was on Kissin’ Country. The 
“Calgary entertainer” was featured on The Music Makers, 
an AM radio show on CBL 740 in October. A new television 
series called Country West began in January 1986. It featured 
an “all-Canadian line-up and was hosted by Deborah Lauren 
of  Regina, Saskatchewan (Poulton). The Toronto Star states 
that in both February and May, Damron was a guest along 
with Colleen Peterson. Damron and Dottie West appeared as 
guests on Rocky Mountain Inn in August.

The Globe and Mail lists Damron appearing in November, 
1980 on Family Brown Country. In January, 1981, he 
performed on the Tommy Hunter Show with other guests like 
Razzy Bailey and entertained on Ray St. Germain Country in 
February. CBC Radio featured Damron in concert on Variety 
Tonight in March and he was a guest on the television show 
Lively Country in August. By October, he was on Music Till 
Midnight. In 1983, he was a guest on the Don Harron Show 
in December and appeared on Family Brown Country in June 
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1984. Damron sang “the hits of  1961” on Ray St. Germain, 
August 1985 and was back on The Performers with Carroll 
Baker in September. In January 1986 he was on The Pro Band 
Presents with Iris Larratt. Damron was a guest on CFGM 
radio’s Opry North in May 1986 and back on Ray St. Germain 
Country later that month.

The 1990s
According to The Globe and Mail, Dick Damron appeared on 

Country Beat in November of 1991 along with Patricia Conroy, 
George Fox, and the Nitty Gritty Dirt. In February of 1992, 
Canada’s rich history of country music was portrayed in a CBC 
television two-part, two-hour special called Country Gold. Part 
One showed rare footage of Canadian country music pioneers Wilf 
Carter and Hank Snow. Damron was included in this initial hour 
among other long-established stars like Lucille Starr, Ron Hynes, 
and the Good Brothers. Part Two concluded with a first-ever duet 
by Anne Murray and k.d. lang singing “Love Song,” which won 
Murray her first Grammy (Walmark).

International Tours
In an interview with Edmonton Journal writer Robert 

Campbell in 1990, Damron tells how his international touring 
began:

Bob Powell from the BBC in London saw me at 
a country music showcase in Toronto and asked me 
if  I’d be interested in touring over there. …he called 
me and set me up with an agent who set up a 30 day 
tour. From then, we toured almost every year. (C17)
During his first trip to the United Kingdom in 1976, he 

performed 26 shows in 26 nights. With seven musicians jammed 
into an old beat-up van with no heater, the conditions were 
less than ideal. Damron remembers, “It was cold and damp” 
and “it never quit raining.” To coincide with this trip, Gordon 
Davies’ Westwood Recordings had released his album Soldier 
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of Fortune (Damron 130-132). That same year, he performed at 
the Wembley International Country Music Festival in London, 
England among stars such as Marty Robbins, Carl Perkins, 
and John Hartford, an event Damron recalls as being one of 
his greatest achievements, returning in 1978. He also toured in 
Germany and Holland (Miller).

By 1978, he was performing throughout Europe from 
places like Amsterdam, Frankfurt, and London to Birmingham, 
Munich, and Oudwater. While it was exciting at first, spending 
two or three nights without staying in a hotel began to take 
its toll. Only the enthusiasm of the audience kept them going 
since, Damron remarks, “It certainly wasn’t the money.” The 
promoters kept most of any proceeds made which “was just 
like when I was a kid with my little hometown band – they 
got the money and I got the experience” (Damron 135-136). 
Although the demanding schedule proved overwhelming for 
some, Damron persevered and states:

Near the end of one particular string of 40 
one-nighters in five different countries, I suddenly 
realized that I was the only one still standing. I had 
worked with four different bands, burned out three 
drivers, and worked for five different promoters. And 
I still had five days to go before we could cross the 
channel back to England and I could catch a flight 
back to Canada. (136-137)
By 1979, he had released three albums in the U.K. (138). 

That spring, after travelling to England, Scotland, Wales, 
Holland, Belgium, and Germany, he ended his tour with a few 
dates in the U.K.

While on tour in Holland in 1982, Damron learned that a 
bootleg album featuring two of his songs was being circulated 
and, later, that some of his early songs had been broadcast on 
Radio Caroline, the pirate radio ship. As time went on, more 
illegitimate tapes and discs began to appear. Damron came to 
resent the sub-standard pirated reproductions of his music, for 



– 45 –

International Country Music Journal 2015

which he would apologize “’til I was blue in the face” to those 
who would show up at his European concerts wanting them 
signed (205). After his initial visit to Europe in 1976, from 1978 
to 1980 and from 1982 to 1987, he continued to travel there 
annually (Miller).

Festivals
Damron is credited with hosting one of  the first outdoor 

Country Music Festivals in 1976 at the Medicine Lodge  
Ski Hill, ten miles west of  Bentley. That same August, Ivan 
Daines held his initial Country Music Picknic north of 
Innisfail, Alberta. While Daines’ festival “has survived it all 
and still runs every year,” by the third year, Damron’s was 
finished but his participation in them was. The singer asserts 
that over the years:

I have played dozens of festivals from Vancouver 
Island to Indiana’s Hoozier Hills Festival, from the 
Rocky Mountain Jam to the Gatineau Clog, from 
the giant international festival in Wembley, England 
to the tiny North Country Fair in northern Alberta. 
I have played the gigantic Big Valley Jamboree in 
Craven, Saskatchewan. And I was also involved with 
the Cattle Country Jam at Brooks, Alberta for a 
number of years. (161-162)

Vegas
In November 1985, Damron was booked to perform a 

month at the Desert Inn, Las Vegas for the National Finals 
Rodeo (N.F.R.) where he would return for the next five years for 
a total of seven months from 1985 to 1989. Being an entertainer 
in Vegas was a thrill:

We were in the ‘Entertainment Capital of 
the World,’ not in one of the million obscure bars, 
lounges, clubs, and hell-holes I had performed in 
over the past 30 odd years. It was pretty big stuff  for 
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a kid from Bentley, Alberta. (16-17)
While at the N.F.R. he sang the Canadian national anthem 

in front of 17,000 rodeo fans.

Mexico
It wasn’t until the age of forty that Damron took his “first real 

vacation” and headed to Mexico in a “luxurious Grande Torino.” 
He had never been there before and says, “Little did I know that I 
would soon be living almost a quarter of my time in this country, 
and write 90 per cent of my music on the west coast of Mexico” 
(176). In 1976, he went to Mazatlan, located about a thousand miles 
south of the California border, on the northwest coast. It was a time 
before the developers when tourism was just beginning and “it was 
pretty relaxed.” He began to spend his winters there, away from the 
music business, in order to heal, recharge, and write his music. In its 
simplicity, Mexico became what he needed, “some kind of winter 
haven,” and he continues to write and perform there (177-179).

The Later Years
Damron was touring fulltime in 2001 when he suffered a 

stroke. Fortunately, he recovered, eventually regaining all his 
faculties through physical therapy while in Mexico. In 2009, a 
tribute concert was held in Calgary where friends and colleagues 
honoured their friend “who had meant so much to them over the 
years” and came to sing his songs. Some noteworthy attendees 
were George Hamilton IV, Charley Pride, and Carroll Baker 
among others (Dickerson, “More Than…” 41).

Damron continues to write, record, and perform, playing 
in Mexico during the winter and at Canadian festivals, rodeos, 
and casinos throughout the summer months. He is working on 
his fourth book entitled The Last Days of a Crazy Old Man in 
Mexico and a documentary called “Life Story” to be released 
around Christmas 2014 (Damron “Re: Your…”). Dick is also 
the author of two novels: Rock A Bye Baby Blues and Pacific 
Coast Radio (Dick… “Biography”).
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Awards
Throughout his years in the country music industry, Dick 

Damron has accumulated many awards for his work. He won 
RPM’s Top Country Male Artist in 1976, 1977, and 1978 
(Dick… “Awards/…”). He “charted five Number 1 Canadian 
Country Music hits, received seven BMI awards (as Canada’s 
top songwriter) as well as Academy of Country Music Song 
of the Year awards for Susan Flowers (in 1976) and Jesus 
It’s Me Again (in 1984).” During the eighties, he won Texas 
Proud Awards (1980, 1981, 1982, 1983) for Male Vocalist of 
the Year, Songwriter of the Year, and Best Foreign Artist. In 
1984, he was a Juno nominee for Country Male Vocalist of 
the Year. (“Juno…”). He was voted Foreign Artist of the Year 
by the readers of Country Gazette in Europe in 1986 and 1987 
(Damron 153). Also known as Dickie Damron when he sang 
rockabilly, he is a member of the Rockabilly Hall of Fame 
(“Rockabilly…”).

The Canadian Country Music Association (CCMA) 
honoured Damron for 10 years in a row. From 1982 to 1991 
he won at least one award every year. He was Entertainer of 
the Year in 1985 and a nominee in 1986 and 1988. He was 
nominated for Male Artist of the Year from 1982 to 1991 
(except for 1989 when he was named Instrumentalist of the 
Year), winning the title in 1983. In 1982, he was the recipient 
of the C.F. Martin Lifetime Achievement Award. He received 
Songwriter of the Year in 1984 for “Jesus It’s Me Again.” In 
1986, Dick Damron and Ginny Mitchell were Duo of the Year. 
Damron was nominated for Country Music Person of the Year 
in 1985, 1987, and 1989 (Canadian… “CCMA Awards…”). He 
was inducted into the CCMA’s Hall of Fame [formerly the Hall 
of Honour] in 1994 (Canadian… “CCMA, Hall…”)

 Dick Damron entered the Alberta Country Music Hall of 
Fame in 1991 at a ceremony in Calgary (“Spotlight”). In 1993, 
an Edmonton Journal article from August 30 entitled “Bard of 
Bentley Tops Alberta Country Music Awards” states:
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Seasoned country music singer-songwriter Dick 
Damron added three more awards to his career-long 
haul Sunday night, picking up the most honors at the 
Alberta Country Music Awards. Damron, who began 
his career at Bentley, took home the Album of the Year 
trophy for Wings Upon the Wind and also was named 
Entertainer of the Year and Gospel Music Performer 
of the Year at ceremonies in Calgary. [B4]
Dick Damron is still relatively unknown in the United 

States, even though he has won five Texas Music Awards and 
performed in Las Vegas for six years. His career in music has 
been mainly in Canada and Europe while he is also “quite well 
known” in Mazatlan, Mexico where he resides in the winter 
(Dickerson, “The Recordings…” 3).

Conclusion
Dick Damron is best known for his ability to write a song 

and for his performances on stage:
His little dance up to the microphone and his 

announcement, “Hi there, folks, I’m Dick Damron, 
your average hippie Country singer, fresh from 
beautiful Bentley, Alberta, the home of the Medicine 
Hat Marijuana Festival,” have endeared him to 
Canadian and British Country audiences. (McCloud)
Since the late fifties, this “singer, songwriter, bandleader, 

recording artist, guitarist and all-around great guy has been 
making his way up and down the highways and secondary 
roads of this country spinning his stories set to music” (North, 
“Damron Big…”). In a 1998 article from The Globe and 
Mail, Edmonton songwriter and musician Dennis Charney 
confesses, “he constantly gets Damron mixed up with God. 
‘For me and a lot of people in country music, Dick is an icon.’” 
Pete Hicks, senior announcer at CFCW in Camrose, Alberta 
believes those coming up in the business need to recognize 
Damron’s contribution in establishing the music industry in 
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Canada while Jim Baine of Canada’s Country magazine feels 
that Canadian legends like Damron should be respected more 
for what they have done (Mitchell).

As far as being called a legend, the humble Canadian 
singer-songwriter simply says that he is “pleased to have been a 
part of what the music scene was.” As for his legacy:

That’s the music, the songs that do more than 
just run up the chart one week and drop off  the next. 
There are still bands that do Countryfied and I get 
letters from people saying they played Jesus It’s Me 
Again at their father’s funeral, things like that. …I 
guess that’s the legacy part of it. (Muretich)

 
At Dick Damron’s induction into the Canadian Country 

Music Hall of Honour in 1994, he walked up to the microphone 
and stated, “Hi, I’m Dick Damron, and I’m a survivor” (Brown 
14). So how did Dick Damron survive his over fifty years in the 
country music business? In November 2014, he contemplated 
what kept him going: 

I survived by always sticking to my guns. From 
my first days playing Rockabilly we played teen dances, 
A&W parking lots, local radio shows, often for little 
or no money. …I always resisted the big money of oil 
fields and pipelines and stuck to my music, thinking 
if  I quit I may never find my way back to music. 
When my songs started getting picked up by other 
artists and publishers I worked on my song writing 
on the road, in dumpy hotels and places you wouldn’t 
let you[r] dog sleep, with that dream of writing hit 
songs. Looking back, I think the musicians and folks 
who worked the road with me suffered more than I 
did because they didn’t have [the] songwriting dream 
to sustain them. (“Re: Your…”)
Dick Damron was drawn to music at a young age and  

it became his life’s work. Throughout his career, he strove 
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to be the consummate entertainer, one who aspired to write  
great songs and perfect his craft no matter what the 
circumstances or the surroundings. This is Dick Damron’s 
story, a Canadian legend who successfully made country 
music his lasting legacy.
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When It Was Always Summer, 
And She Was Always Mine:
How The Statler Brothers 
Opened Up Country Music

By Edward Morris 

“We didn’t bring country music to the city—we brought it to 
town,” said Harold Reid, the bass voice and chief comic presence 
of the Statler Brothers.1. He was right, of course. But there is 
substantially more to the Statlers’ musical contributions than that. 
They were the first country act that routinely spurned country’s 
most dearly held conventions to present their own worldview. 
It wasn’t just that they sang about idyllic small towns instead of 
hardscrabble farms; their songs also exhibited a different, more 
urbane array of attitudes and values than previously found in 
country music.

“We were very early country music fans—and had been all 
our lives,” Reid continued in a phone interview for this article 
from the group’s offices in Staunton, Virginia. “But we had a real 
thing about everybody who came on the country music scene 
[being] poor, liv[ing] on a farm, pick[ing] cotton. His mother and 
father were hoboes—both of them. They would pass around a 
little piece of meat for supper [since] that’s all they had for two 
weeks. Sometimes it just really got the best of you. So we got 
to telling people in country music—which didn’t make us real 
popular—that our parents actually took better care of us than 
their parents did.”

Comic exaggeration aside, Reid put his finger on a reigning 
country stereotype: the poor but proud undereducated rube who 
revels in his own inadaptability. For most of its existence, the 
“country” part of country music meant rural. And rural meant 
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geographical isolation, family-centeredness, hard work, a slow-
paced existence and a visceral sense of place.

Country meant living in ways dictated more by nature—
daylight and dark, changes in weather, seasons of growth and 
harvest—than by the clock. Lacking the control over events that 
education, wealth, social exposure and the right connections 
conferred, country folk tended to be wary of “outsiders,” self-
conscious about their own worth, defensive and fatalistic. They 
were victims before victimhood was cool. At least that was how 
the music portrayed them. To a degree, it still does.

But there was none of this righteous insularity for the 
Statlers. Having grown up together in small-town Staunton 
during the 1950s—when the national economy was booming and 
television was becoming the great cultural homogenizer—they 
were confident enough to sing about the things that really shaped 
and excited them. And it sure wasn’t Mama’s home cooking or 
Daddy’s character-building aphorisms.

Country music is filled with references to nature—trees, 
meadows, fields, rivers, rocks, creeks, the moon, stars, wind, rain, 
snow, thunder and lightning. Not so in the songs by which the 
Statlers established their identity. Their world was man-made—
streets, cars, schools, grocery stores, movies, proms, sock hops, 
cigarettes, comic books, knock-knock jokes and the like. It was a 
radical departure from tradition.. 

The first incarnation of what would become the Statler 
Brothers emerged in 1955 as the Four Star Quartet. Its members 
were Harold Reid, Lew DeWitt, Phil Balsley and Joe McDorman. 
Although the group featured pop and country songs in its repertoire, 
its vocal models were Southern gospel quartets, particularly the 
Blackwood Brothers and the Statesmen. When McDorman left the 
group in 1961, Harold’s younger brother, Don, took his place. By 
this time, they were performing as the Kingsmen. 

In 1963, the quartet cajoled Johnny Cash into allowing 
them to open a show for him in Berryville, Virginia. Cash was 
sufficiently impressed by the youngsters’ showmanship to invite 
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them to tag along to his other concerts. Finally, in early 1964, he 
welcomed them officially into his troupe. They would stay with 
him for the next eight and a half years, a tenure they memorialized 
in the song “We Got Paid By Cash.”

Another act calling itself the Kingsmen surfaced in late 1963 
with the pop hit “Louie Louie.” This necessitated a second name 
change for the boys from Staunton. According to their oft-told 
story, they were in a hotel room puzzling over what their next 
name should be when their gaze alighted on a box of Statler-brand 
tissues. They agreed that one would do nicely.

Cash lost no time in using his leverage at Columbia Records, 
his home label, to get the Statlers a recording deal. Their first two 
singles failed to chart, but the third more than compensated for the 
earlier disappointments. “Flowers On The Wall,” penned by tenor 
Lew DeWitt, is the ironic and cinematically bleak rumination of 
a man who has apparently been dumped by his girlfriend. Stark 
though its vision is, the Statlers delivered “Flowers” with such 
buoyant vocals and sprightly rhythms that it became a major 
crossover hit in 1965, reaching No. 2 on Billboard’s country charts 
and No. 4 on the pop rankings.2

Remarkably, the Statlers had made their country music 
breakthrough without observing any peculiarly country 
conventions. DeWitt’s imagery is urban throughout: He writes of 
“hard concrete,” of dressing in “tails” and pretending to be “on the 
town,” of retreating to his “room” (not his home) and of dealing 
with the breakup by “countin’ flowers on the wall,” “playin’ 
solitaire ‘til dawn” and “smokin’ cigarettes and watchin’ Captain 
Kangaroo.” There are no references to bloodshed, pleading, 
prayer or alcohol, the standard rural remedies for breakups. The 
protagonist in the song seems more alienated than crushed.

Alas, “Flowers On The Wall” would be the Statlers’ biggest 
record for Columbia. They were able to score two Top 10 novelty 
hits in 1967—“Ruthless,” by Bobby Braddock, and “You Can’t 
Have Your Kate And Edith, Too,” by Braddock and Curly Putman. 
But their remaining singles, even the ones they wrote, never got 
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enough airplay to make a significant cultural impact. That would 
come only after they switched to Mercury Records and began 
constructing their own idealized vision of home.

“We started writing [songs] before we were actually doing 
much recording,” recalls Don Reid, who joined his brother for 
the interview. “Then we got into the situation where we wanted to 
record our material but [Columbia] was saying, ‘We’ve got other 
publishers we’re looking at.’ One of the best things that happened 
to us as writers was in 1970, when we went from Columbia over 
to Mercury Records. Jerry Kennedy was in charge of Mercury. 
He said, ‘I want to sign you guys, but I’ve got to tell you right 
now I’m busy and I don’t have time to look for material. You all 
are going to have to come up with your own songs.’ That was 
like Brer Rabbit [saying], ‘Don’t throw me into that briar patch.’ 
We were sitting there with catalogs of songs we’d been writing. 
And we were writing every day. We said, ‘Hey, we’ll take care 
of the material.’”

The Statlers’ success with Mercury began in late 1970 with 
the charting of Harold’s composition, “Bed Of Rose’s.” The 
song, which ultimately peaked at No. 9, was by no means the 
first country tune about a whore with a heart of gold. But Reid’s 
lyrics offer neither excuses nor apologizes for Rose’s profession. 
The only condemnation is for the hypocritical townspeople who 
revile her even as they fail to measure up to her morally. The man 
in the song who sings her praises dwells fondly on the fact that 
Rose took him in and “wiped away [his] childhood” when he was 
just an 18-year-old street kid and she was a 35. True, there is a 
mention at the end that Rose died (“knowing that I really loved 
her”). But her death is simply a dramatic way of wrapping up the 
song, not punishment for her “sins.” God, heaven and hell make 
no appearance here.

Throughout country music’s history, the city has been a place 
for simple country boys to avoid. Bristling with pretty snares, it 
symbolizes confusion, complexity, trickery, danger and a general 
sensory overload. Think of “Detroit City,” “Big City,” “The 
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Streets Of Baltimore,” “Streets Of Bakersfield,” “City Lights,” 
“Heartbreak Hotel” and the unequivocal “I Wouldn’t Live In New 
York City (If They Gave Me The Whole Dang Town).” 

The city represented no such evils in Statler Brothers songs. 
Maybe it was because television carried gentler pictures of urban 
living into the Virginia hills, or, more likely, that the group’s 
incessant touring after 1965 stripped away the city’s strangeness 
and reduced it to just another stop along the road. Don Reid’s 
“New York City” (which went to No. 19 in 1971) certainly 
doesn’t present that metropolis as an earthly paradise. But it is 
the place where the protagonist’s pregnant girlfriend finds refuge 
to have their baby. Whether “two angels in hell in New York 
City” refers to conditions imposed by the city or to the hell the 
spineless and absentee boyfriend has set in motion is left for the 
listener to decide.

In DeWitt and Don Reid’s “Pictures” (No. 12, 1971), a man 
and his wife browse through photographs reflecting on the good 
times they’ve had together in trips to Cincinnati, Nashville and 
Baltimore. There’s no hint here of urban menace. 

The Statlers made their foray into what would prove to be a 
goldmine of nostalgia with “Do You Remember These” (No. 2, 
1972). Jointly written by the Reid brothers and Larry Lee, the song 
was basically a rhyming catalog of pop culture artifacts from the 
1950s—brand names, TV and movie characters, slang expressions, 
fashions and playground diversions. It was a relentlessly sunny 
list—and one with which an entire stratum of the American 
population could identify. “We have people who were raised in 
the projects in Philadelphia or New York,” Harold said, “and they 
write to us and say, ‘You described my childhood.’”

Don vowed that his childhood years were almost as glorious 
as he portrays them in his songs. “They really were. We grew up 
in the ‘50s, and we saw such a peaceful, small-town, Norman 
Rockwell time. . . . Looking back, maybe we made it sweeter than 
it really was from time to time. But you always do that.” Added 
Harold, “Well, we said in one song [“Carry Me Back”], ‘It was 
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always summer/and she was always mine.’ That’s kind of the way 
you remember it.” [NOTE: In their recording of “Carry Me Back” 
(No.26, 1973) the Statlers sound like they’re singing, “She was 
always kind,” and that’s the way it appears in various lyric sheets. 
Clearly, though, either word fits the message and mood.]

As the Statler Brothers grew in prominence and influence, 
Don Reid became their primary songwriter. “[He] was a great, 
great producer of songs all the time we were recording,” said 
Harold. “He was just very prolific. On top of coming up with a 
large quantity of them, he came up with quality songs.”

The younger Reid credited a great deal of his songwriting 
success to Johnny Cash. “We went to ‘school’ on John, just in 
the matter of studying the stuff he’d written before we got there 
[working with him]. We were writing a song one day—I think we 
were in an airport—and I was having trouble with a line I was 
working on, and I just showed John what the situation was. He 
wasn’t one to say, ‘You ought to do this’ or ‘You ought to do that.’ 
He just said, ‘The best way to say anything is just say it.’ That was 
the best advice I ever got as a songwriter. Cut that fat meat away 
and quit trying to be too poetic, quit trying to put too many flowers 
in it. Just say it.”

The Reid brothers said it quite well in “The Class Of ‘57” (No. 
6, 1972). Even to identify oneself as a member of a high school 
graduating class was unusual in country music at that time. It was 
the wrong focus. After all, education was for white-collar types, 
and country collars were blue. While there were underachievers in 
the class the Statlers sang about, others had escaped the hard labor 
so central to the country ethos: “Harvey runs a grocery store . . . 
Paul sells life insurance and part-time real estate. . . Jack’s in lab 
research.” The theme is that the loftiest dreams of youth often go 
awry, but the song is more bittersweet than tragic.

Novelist Kurt Vonnegut took a special liking to “The Class 
Of ’57,” as he explained in his 1981 collection of essays and short 
stories, Palm Sunday: An Autobiographical Collage.3 “I would 
actually like to have ‘The Class Of ‘57’ become our national 



– 65 –

International Country Music Journal 2015

anthem for a little while,” Vonnegut said. “I can see Americans 
singing in a grandstand at the Olympics somewhere, while one of 
our athletes wins a medal—for the decathlon, say. I can see tears 
streaming down the singers’ cheeks when they get to these lines: 
‘Where Mavis fin’ly wound up/Is anybody’s bet.’ ‘The Class Of 
’57’ could be an anthem for my generation, at least.”

Vonnegut wasn’t making light of the Statlers’ lyrical 
contributions, either. He told of driving “all the way” to Niagara 
Falls with his wife in 1980 “to hear them and to shake their hands. 
We had our pictures taken with them, too.”

“The Class Of ‘57” appeared in the 1972 album Country Music 
. . . Then And Now, a collection that also introduced the Statlers’ 
formidable alter egos, Lester “Roadhog” Moran and the Cadillac 
Cowboys. Here, again, the band poked a stick into country music’s 
eye by revealing just how painfully inept some “artists” can be. 
Anyone who has ever listened to rustic performers doing live 
shows—whether on stage or radio—knows that the outcome tends 
to be more ragged than right. The master of ceremonies—who’s 
also usually the “star” and bandleader—is desperately jovial; the 
band members labor to find a common tempo; lyrics are mangled, 
transposed or forgotten; the instrumental breaks are memorable 
only for the enthusiasm with which they’re undertaken; and the 
between-songs patter consists of minor variations on the phrase 
“Are you having a good time?”

“Roadhog,” as Harold played him, suffered all the above 
deficiencies and more. Many more. But he smoothed them over 
with his reassuring mantra, “Mighty fine! Mighty fine!” Although 
it was a merciless parody, the “Roadhog” segment on the album 
was so popular with fans that the Statlers expanded it into its own 
album in 1974, Alive At The Johnny Mack Brown High School. 

Country music has had lots of songs that are sympathetic to 
women. But the objects of that sympathy were usually mothers, 
housewives and waitresses. Don’s “Monday Morning Secretary” 
(No. 20, 1973) carried the message that educated white-collar 
women with “good jobs” suffer, too. Whether or not it was written 
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in response to the rising women’s movement, the song does have 
a political edge in that it examines the secretary’s tough working 
conditions. She is aware that she “does so much more than what she 
gets credit for.” She fends off the salesman who makes a pass and 
tells her “the new dirty joke.” And she must repeat this soul-killing 
schedule every day with a smile. “Then at five she goes home/
To her cat and two rooms/And cries ‘cause she’s lonely as hell.” 
The secretary is a more complex figure than the stereotypically 
devoted mother, wife or girlfriend.

The Reids’ “Whatever Happened To Randolph Scott” (No. 
22, 1974) and DeWitt’s “The Movies” (No. 10/1977) were further 
plunges into pop culture and further proof that the Statlers valued 
contemplation over action. No honky-tonking, rodeoing, car racing 
or tractor pulling for these guys. They celebrated the life supine.

It should be noted the Statlers covered many traditional 
country songs in their albums, among them “I Wonder How The 
Old Folks Are At Home,” “When My Blue Moon Turns To Gold 
Again,” “Honky Tonk Blues,” “When I Stop Dreaming” and even 
“City Lights” and “The Streets Of Baltimore.” But it was their 
singles—embedded with their own images and attitudes and heard 
on radio by millions—that stretched the boundaries of country. 
The album cuts are essentially addenda.

Throughout the ‘70s, the Statler Brothers propagated small-
town and middle class values that were foreign to the prevailing 
country outlook. They did share with fellow country performers 
a mania for “going home” (which is, of course, another way of 
saying they wished to be young again). But for the Statlers, it is 
not a literal home, not a cabin in the hills where Mom and Dad 
(or their spirits) await them. Their idealized home is a community 
of their youthful peers where no parents intrude and where it is 
always a Friday or Saturday night. To the Statlers, going home is 
more a wistful preference than a stylized obsession.

One of the most pronounced differences between conventional 
country and Statler country is the diminished role of parents. 
References to Mom and Dad are rare in the Statler-penned hits. 
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They do occur—as in Don’s “Silver Medals And Sweet Memories” 
(No. 18, 1977) and “Pictures”—but even here parents are merely 
interesting characters, not emotionally vital ones. And, despite the 
quartet’s gospel grounding, God is just as peripheral, a name often 
invoked but seldom appealed to for relief.

During the 1980s, the Statler Brothers had even greater chart 
success, achieving three No. 1s, seven Top 5s, and seven Top 
10s. But by this time, they had already established themselves as 
lyrical outsiders and their observations had become mainstream. 
DeWitt left the group in 1983, a victim of Crohn’s disease, and 
died in 1990. Jimmy Fortune replaced him and single-handedly 
wrote the group’s three top hits: “Elizabeth” (1983), “”My Only 
Love” (1984) and “Too Much On My Heart” (1985). From 1992 
to 1999, The Statler Brothers Show was consistently the highest-
rated program on The Nashville Network (TNN).4 Even so, it was 
finally cancelled as the network searched in vain for a younger 
audience. The Statler Brothers gave their farewell concert in 2002. 

From the start, the Statlers’ sound was so old-fashioned and 
their appearance so amiable and reassuring that critics paid scant 
attention to their truly revolutionary lyrics. But listen closely to 
their formative hits and you will hear the creaky doors of country 
music being flung open.
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Country Music Artists In Short 
Film Performances - Soundies, 
Telescriptions, and Scopitones

By Wayne W. Daniel

Introduction

The urge to imitate life through visual images dates back at 
least to the cave-dwelling era of our ancestors.1 Efforts to enhance 
life through the creation of pleasurable sounds that we now call 
music also arose early in the evolution of Homo sapiens.2

Following close on the heels of the introduction of technology 
that enabled man to record for posterity vocal utterances and 
other sources of sound, scientists began a quest to combine the 
mechanical reproduction of auditory effects with the presentation 
of visual images to create artifacts possessing aesthetic and 
entertainment value. The first major commercial result was 
the feature-length motion picture, followed years later by the 
development of television, videos, and digital videodiscs (DVDs). 
An essay by Charles M. Berg presents a chronological outline of 
the history of visualizing music through the medium of motion 
pictures, including video, that covers the period from 1895 to the 
present era.3 Several wide-ranging critical and historical studies 
of the incorporation of the musical arts into these technological 
achievements are available for the scholar of general music history. 
One may, for example, consult those by Evans and Prendergast.4, 

5 The concern of the country music historian is the utilization 
of these technologies in the presentation of country music. The 
purpose of this essay, therefore, is to examine the development of 
certain short films for the commercial exploitation of music and 
the utilization of these media by country music performers.
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Soundies
The jukebox was a well-established fixture in bars, cafes, and 

other public gathering places and the motion picture was a major 
component of American culture when, in 1938, the two were 
first successfully incorporated into a single machine that enabled 
patrons of jukebox venues to simultaneously hear a song and 
watch its performance on a screen.6 It was not until 1940, however, 
that the concept of the movie jukebox became commercially 
viable. In February of that year Variety, in a leading front-page 
story, broke the news that the venerable Mills Novelty Company 
of Chicago had been exploring the possibility of becoming 
involved in the manufacturing of coin-operated machines that 
simultaneously would play music and show a related film.7 Later 
in the month, readers learned that Globe Productions, owned by 
James Roosevelt, son of then President Franklin D. Roosevelt, had 
closed a deal with Mills Novelty Company to form the Globe-
Mills Company. The mission of the new firm was the nation-wide 
distribution of so-called “automatic coin-in-slot sound films.” 
These films, to be produced by Roosevelt’s Globe Productions, 
would be shown by means of projection devices located, 
according to Billboard magazine, in “restaurants, drugstores, 
cocktail bars, railroad depots, bus stations and other places with 
a heavy transient trade.”8 The announcement of these plans drew 
immediate and speculative responses from the popular press. The 
New York Post, for example, suggested in an editorial that “There 
is a strong possibility that within a few months the nickel-in-
the-slot automatic phonograph [jukebox] will be outmoded. ... It 
means revolution in the atmosphere of diners, bars, bus terminals, 
roadhouses and hamburger stands of the nation. ... For a nickel or 
a dime the roadhouse patron could not only hear his favorite band 
playing ... but see the ensemble projected on the wall.”9

Reaction within the entertainment industry was equally 
swift and enthusiastic. During the next few months more than 
20 firms, in addition to the Globe-Mills coalition, declared their 
intent to become involved in some aspect of the movie jukebox 
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business: film production, film distribution, or the manufacture 
of projection machines. For their products they created such 
names as Phonovision, Phonofilm, Cinematone, Movietrola, 
Visiontone, Talk-A-Vision, Talkietone, Metermovies, Phonofilm, 
Visionola, Viso-Graph, Reeltone, Sho-Box, and Filmtone. Among 
the celebrities cited as partners in some of these entrepreneurial 
endeavors were motion picture magnate Cecil B. De Mille and 
pop singer Rudy Vallee.10, 11

Then there were the variations on the basic idea. The Pic-
A-Tune was a film projector attachment designed to “permit the 
projection of visual entertainment in synchronization with music 
from records in the regular automatic phonographs.” Not to be 
bothered with finer points of technology such as synchronization, 
another entrepreneur introduced the Picturette, a film device to 
be set on top of ordinary jukeboxes to convert them into movie 
jukeboxes. The film, reported Variety, “doesn’t necessarily tie up 
directly with the disc being played, but simultaneously shows news 
or other pictures.” The concept that gave rise to these inventions 
appears to have been the reverse of the old idea that had led to 
piano accompaniment of silent movies.12

Somewhere between the drawing board and the barroom 
floor, most of these plans for revolutionizing the coin-in-slot 
entertainment field met with failure. Of the two or three that 
survived, only the Globe-Mills venture made a significant impact 
on the manner in which habitués of bus stations, roadhouses, and 
hamburger stands disposed of their loose change.

The movie jukebox manufactured by Mills Novelty Company 
was called a Panoram. The cabinet was constructed entirely of 
walnut. Though built to withstand “any amount of wear and tear,” 
its graceful design was pleasant to the eye. The Panoram stood 79 
3/4 inches high, was 35 1/2 inches wide, and had a depth of 29 1/2 
inches. It weighed approximately 800 pounds.

The screen, occupying the upper third of the machine, 
was 17 inches by 22 1/2 inches. It was translucent, practically 
unbreakable, non-inflammable, and gave “faithful reproduction of 
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color and contrast under the most unfavorable light conditions.” 
The Panoram’s speaker rested unobtrusively atop the machine.

The innards of the air-conditioned cabinet, accessible 
through service doors at each side, included an RCA 16 mm sound 
projector, a reel, and the mirrors necessary for the projection of the 
film onto the screen. The cost to operators of each Panoram was 
about $1,000.13

The motion pictures shown on the Panoram were christened 
Soundies by James Roosevelt and were produced by his Globe 
Productions, Inc.14 The production of Soundies films, each of  
which captured a three-minute performance, consisted of a two-
phase procedure. During the first phase the music was recorded on 
the right-hand side of a 16 mm film and simultaneously, for backup 
purposes, on a disc. In the second phase of production, the sound 
was played back while the actors, musicians, singers, and dancers 
were filmed performing in mime and lip-synching in what was 
hoped would be perfect synchronization with the sound track. The 
films were all black and white. Eight Soundies, or performances, 
called a program, made up each film that was to be mounted on the 
Panoram reel. The film was formatted as a loop to avoid the need 
for rewinding.

The Soundies on a given reel were available in succession 
only. That is, if selection B was next in sequence to be played, 
but a patron wanted to see and hear Selection D, both selections 
B and C had to be played in sequence before D could be selected. 
Soundies were printed in reverse because the films had to rely 
on a system of mirrors to accomplish, within the confines of the 
Panoram, a projection procedure that ordinarily would require 
a minimum of 30 feet across a room. Globe’s objective was to 
provide each machine with about one reel per week which, over 
the course of a year, would require the production of more than 
400 individual performances, or Soundies. Films were rented to 
operators of the Panorams at a cost of from $10 to $15 each.15 

Soundies producers typically contracted with artists for the 
production of performances in sets of four. Bands received a fee 
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per set ranging from $800 up, depending on the group’s name 
value, with an average payoff of about $1,000.16 Total production 
costs per reel of eight Soundies ran about $20,000.17

Amid much fanfare Soundies and Panoram held their joint 
Eastern debut at the Starlight Roof of New York’s Waldorf-Astoria 
Hotel on Monday evening, October 21, 1940. According to a Variety 
reporter, two thousand attendees, with engraved invitations in 
hand, downed Scotch, gobbled sandwiches, greeted fans, gawked 
at 25 Powers models present to lend decor, patted their feet to 
the music of an all-female band hired to whoop things up, and 
jockeyed for space before scores of flash-happy photographers.18 
The guest list included Miss America, the crème de la crème of 
the entertainment world, music industry executives, and a bevy of 
media moguls.19 During an NBC radio network broadcast of the 
event Soundies were hailed as “marking a new era in entertainment 
for the nation.”20

Soundies were regularly reviewed in Billboard. For example, 
Program 1077 was reviewed in the July 18, 1942, issue. On 
this program the Wakely Trio and Denver Darling contributed 
two country selections that were interspersed among the eight 
performances that also included the efforts of pop female 
vocalists, an ensemble of dancers, a gay 90’s quartet, a tenor, and 
a swing band. In its review of this Soundie, Billboard, in typically 
terse terms, stated that the Wakely Trio boys were “fine in ‘Git 
Along, Little Pony,’” and that “The boys are quite at home in 
this ranch set, waxing romantic toward city gals. This bit is fast 
and entertaining.” The reviewer predicted that “Denver Darling 
and his group of instrumental hillbillies will do all right with the 
hillbilly fans in ‘Buffalo Gals.’ Denver is lanky and funny. The 
lyrics, delivered by most of the gang, have real sparkle. Plenty of 
pretty girls around to decorate this short.”21

Pretty girls, lavish parties, and full-page ads in Bilboard and 
Variety were not enough to propel Soundies into the mainstream 
of mechanical entertainment. As early as the fall of 1943 it had 
become evident that the Soundies industry was in trouble. The 
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situation was summarized in an article titled “Movie Juke boxes 
... What About Them?” in The Billboard 1943 Music Year Book. 
“For the duration [of World War II] the progress of the juke box 
movie industry must remain at a standstill,” the article began. The 
manufacture of Panorams had been halted completely in April of 
1942. Only 4,500 machines were on location in the usual places 
such as small night clubs, high-grade restaurants, and venues 
catering to the transient population. An additional 1,500 machines 
were located in schools and war plants where they were used for 
educational purposes. To service the machines already on the 
market, the producers of Soundies had plans to continue producing 
films at the rate of one eight-performance reel per week. But even 
in this endeavor the signs of economic stress were apparent. Of the 
eight performances on a film only six would be new. The other two 
would be re-releases. Soundies producers had also decided that 
the high salaries needed for the use of well-known performers was 
not justified. Subsequent productions, they said, would employ 
“good, unknown talent.”22

The hoped-for resumption of Panoram production after World 
War II did not happen. The last of the Soundies performances 
were copyrighted in 1946, and in 1947 the Soundies Distributing 
Corporation stopped servicing the Panorams that were already 
on location.23 Soundies were now history, and it was left for 
entertainment historians to explore the reasons for their demise 
and for the production companies to try to figure out how to 
dispose of the stock of films left on their shelves.

Aside from the war-time restrictions that interrupted the 
production of movie juke boxes, other causes have been proposed 
as culprits in the death of the Soundies industry. Foremost among 
these is the phenomenal rise in the popularity of television following 
the War.24 Other seeds of failure were imbedded in the nature of 
the Soundie presentation process itself which came encumbered 
with physical limitations that could not be overcome. Patrons of 
many of the locations where juke boxes were acceptable, wanted 
to dance. This desire could be more readily fulfilled with the use 
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of a music juke box whose records, by and large, were made for 
dancing. The medium that made use of movie juke boxes stressed 
visual images. Therefore, the full benefit of these devices could 
not be realized from the distance of a dance floor. Even those who 
were content to sit and watch the Soundies had to compete for a 
desirable vantage point from which to do so. The lack of specific 
selectivity in choosing a song was also an annoyance. Finally, the 
novelty attraction of movie juke boxes rapidly ran its course as the 
“ho-hum” factor took over.25 

Although Soundies became obsolete as far as their use in 
juke boxes was concerned, they did not vanish from the scene. 
A company called Official Films bought the on-hand stock of 
programs and marketed them to 16mm home movie enthusiasts.26

Some of the Soundies were transformed into one-reel musicals 
for distribution to theaters. Three or four similar Soundies were re-
edited and welded together with new scenery shots. A Red River 
Dave movie called “Pretty Women” was created in this manner 
as was “Hillbilly Hit Parade” starring Tom Emerson. Soundies in 
their original three-minute format were also marketed for use by 
pioneering television stations that were coming on the scene at 
about the time that movie juke boxes were making their exit.27 
Finally, many of the old Soundies wound up in the hands of private 
collectors and have since been recast as video productions, some 
without benefit of having been reprinted, with the result that they 
are seen on the video screen in reverse.

Of the 1,851 Soundie performances listed by Terenzio, et al., 
108, or 5.8 percent, were by country acts.28 The distribution of 
performances, by year of copyright, is shown in Table 1.
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This list includes artists who were listed first as well as 
secondarily in the artist credits. Table 1 shows that the greatest 
number (22) of country music Soundies was copyrighted in 1946. 
This year, also, country music performances constituted the highest 
percentage (8.0) of all Soundies copyrighted in a given year. 

Table 2 shows the country artists or acts on Soundies who 
were listed first in the artist credits along with the number of 
performances as the first listed artist or act.
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We see in Table 2 that Red River Dave with 12 and Cindy 
Walker with 11, were the country music artists with the most 
copyrighted Soundies in which the artist was listed first in the list 
of credits.
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Table 3 shows the number of performances by country acts 
whose names were listed secondarily in the credits.

According to this table, the country music artist with secondary 
credit who made the most Soundies was Carolina Cotton.

No copyrights for country artists were issued to Soundies 
producers in 1940. The first country artist for whom a Soundies 
copyright was issued was Cindy Walker. This copyright was for 
“Seven Beers With the Wrong Man,” with an issue date of May 5, 
1941.29 Presumably she was the first country artist to perform on 
a Soundies film, but that is not necessarily so, unless copyrights 
were issued in order of performance.

Telescriptions
Ironically, television, one of the causes of the decline and 

fall of Soundies in the 1940’s, created a demand in the 1950’s 
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for a similar medium that was called telescriptions. Although, as 
mentioned earlier, attempts were made to market old Soundies 
to television stations, there was a much greater demand for the 
newly filmed telescriptions. The Soundies that had been turned 
into theatrical films met with disdain from critics who complained 
about the antiquity of these movie jukebox casualties. Television 
critics and viewers probably felt the same way about the 
Soundies. Besides, technological advances and more fashionable 
aesthetics endowed the telescriptions with an aura of freshness 
and modernity that was lacking in the Soundies. In contrast to 
the way the Soundies were produced, for example, the filming of 
telescriptions employed multiple cameras and live microphones. 
In other words, telescriptions, unlike the Soundies, did not suffer 
the stigma of lip-synching.30, 31

Telescriptions were produced by at least two firms. A company 
called Studio Telescriptions turned out its product in 1952 and 
1953. The better known of the two telescription producers was the 
Snader Telescriptions Corporation, headed by Louis D. Snader, 
which was in business from 1950 to 1952.32

Like Soundies, telescriptions ran for about three minutes. 
They served a purpose in the early days of television when one 
or more of them could be used as filler to plug gaps of various 
duration between live programs originating from local stations. 
They were also used in variety shows.33 Telescriptions were not 
marketed for the juke box industry.

Terenzio, et al., list 1,006 telescriptions in their book. Of 
these 61, or 6.1 per cent, are by country artists. The list indicates 
that eight different country acts appeared on telescriptions.

Table 4 shows these artists and the number of performances 
by each. Credits listed by Terenzio, et al., include only the primary 
artist. For example, Carolina Cotton and others served as lead 
vocalists in several of Bob Wills’s telescriptions, but they do not 
receive credit in the list published by these authors. 
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We see in Table 4 that Tex Williams, with 16 performances, 
was the leading country music telescriptions artist, followed by 
Merle Travis who is credited with 10 performances.

Scopitones
Santayana’s warning that “Those who cannot remember the 

past are condemned to repeat it,” comes to mind when we consider 
those who in the 1960’s, like their eager counterparts of the 1940’s, 
became intrigued with the idea of a movie jukebox.34 Perhaps 
the entrepreneurs of the 1960’s were not familiar with Soundies, 
for this latest twist on the idea of a movie jukebox originated  
in Europe.

In the May 23, 1962, issue of Variety, an article datelined 
London, informed readers that the “Latest phase of show biz 
in Britain is a Continental invention called Cinebox. This is a 
glorified jukebox,” the article explained, “which not only plays 
disks but screens a 16mm film of the artist miming to the number. 
First of these machines has been installed in a Soho cafe, where it 
plays for 15c a time.”35 Cinebox, which would later be rechristened 
Colorama, was manufactured in Italy. It had been on the market in 
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Europe about two years when Americans began to pay it serious 
attention. A similar machine called Telebox Caravelle was being 
manufactured in Paris.36 Eventually, an American firm would 
introduce a movie jukebox called Color-Sonics Theater.37 It was, 
however, another Parisian product, the Scopitone, that became 
the leader of the movie jukebox pack in the United States. By 
mid-1964, Time magazine reported that Scopitone machines could 
be found in “some 500 bars, restaurants, and servicemen’s clubs 
throughout the U. S.”38

The Scopitone had a 26-inch screen, and by dropping a quarter 
in the slot, a patron could choose one from among 36 selections 
which lasted about three minutes each. The machines cost $3500. 
Operators paid a $720 leasing fee for the first set of 36 individual 
productions and $60 a month thereafter to rent films that were 
replaced “weekly or as according to popularity of the subjects.”39

Scopitone films were shot in 35mm Technicolor and printed 
down to 16mm for projection in the machines. Production costs per 
film ranged from six to eleven thousand dollars. Name acts received 
$1,000 a performance and a royalty of 40 cents on each print. Acts 
of less stature received $250 for each performance. Dancers and 
other extras were paid about fifty dollars a day. Scopitone films were 
known for their scantily clad female extras and suggestive dance 
routines designed to quickly relieve testosterone-laden males of 
their pocket money. In 1966 the Backporch Majority, a folk-revival 
group, made a Scopitone film titled “The Mighty Mississippi,” 
which they rendered in the “good, clean fun” hootenanny style of 
the day. When the film was released the group sued the producers 
for five million dollars, claiming that it had been doctored-up with 
too many titillating scenes.40

Scopitone films enjoyed something of a cult following. 
Novelist and essayist Susan Sontag, for example, writing during 
this time, included Scopitones in her list of items which she said 
were “part of the canon of Camp.”41

Scopitones met with mixed reaction around the country. 
A Louisville, Kentucky, operator complained that “patrons 
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seated out of the line of sight do not get the benefit of the 
entertainment.” A report from Milwaukee in 1965 indicated that 
the machines had not yet made “a big splash” in the city that 
beer had made famous. Consensus among members of the local 
jukebox trade association was that “the machines are a passing 
novelty.” “Looks like a sixty-day wonder,” agreed the president 
of the Music and Vending Association of South Dakota.42 On 
the other hand, managers of the 26 venues in the Minneapolis-
St. Paul area where Scopitones had been installed were more 
optimistic. They reportedly were convinced that “customers 
sit around longer and keep drinking more when the machines  
are going.”43

But a force greater than mere public opinion was coming to 
bear on the future of Scopitones -- scandal. On April 26, 1966, a 
Wall Street Journal headline announced that “Grand Jury Looks 
Into Everybody Linked With Scopitone.”44 In a lengthy article a 
staff reporter stated that a Federal grand jury in New York had 
been “digging into the background of everyone and every thing 
ever connected with Scopitone ... .” The object of the inquiry, 
according to the article, was to determine whether hoodlums had 
succeeded in taking over or intimidating some of the independent 
franchised concerns that distributed Scopitone machines. Among 
the names mentioned as figuring into the investigation were 
a number of Cosa Nostra chieftans, as well as Roy Cohn who, 
at the time, was still remembered as a major player in Senator 
Joseph McCarthy’s 1950’s investigations into alleged Communist 
subversive activities. By the time the story hit the newsstands, 
Scopitone stock on the American Exchange had plummeted from 
a high of $9.50 to $3.87 1/2 per share. At least one indictment 
followed the investigation45 and in November of 1969 Scopitone, 
Inc., went out of business.46

One student of the Scopitone phenomenon has compiled a list 
of some of the causes of the company’s failure: (1) the perception 
within the trade and among the public that the movie jukebox 
was a “novelty”, (2) the allegations of mobster involvement, (3) 
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dishonest independent distributors, (4) questionable practices 
on the part of the company designed to deceive the market, (5) 
reputed mechanical unreliability of the machines, and (6) the 
changing tastes of a fickle public.47

As had happened two decades earlier when Soundies failed, 
efforts were made to find uses for the some 2,000 Scopitone 
jukeboxes said to exist when the company went out of business. 
Some of them wound up as vehicles for the showing of training 
films in the medical industry, NASA used others to show to Space 
Center visitors films of rocket launchings, and peep show arcades 
found uses for still others. Many were sold for their junk metal 
content, some were relegated to storage places at the venues of 
their glory days, and others have become expensive collectibles 
whose owners have restored them to their original grandeur.  
Many of the Scopitone films, like some of the Soundies, have 
found their way into the hands of collectors who have converted 
them into videos.48

The Society for the Restoration and Preservation of Scopitone 
Jukeboxes and Films has prepared a list of 680 Scopitone titles.49 
Of these, eight, or 1.2 per cent, are by country music artists.
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Table 5 shows these country artists by name and number of 
filmed performances.

Conclusion
We have discussed three forms of short musical movies 

that preceded videos and DVDs. The life spans of these media, 
as we have seen, were extremely small, with each confined to 
a small portion a separate decade. The Soundies venture was a 
phenomenon of the 40’s, telescriptions coincided with the early 
days of television during the early 50’s, and Scopitones arrived 
and departed the scene during the 60’s. Along with cylinder 
records, 8-track tapes, and a wide variety of mechanical music 
devices, Soundies, telescriptions, and Scopitones, as viewed in 
their original habitats, are all now relics of entertainment history. 
Thanks to modern technology, however, their sounds and images 
are experiencing a new life in cyberspace. The twentieth century 
entertainment, created for enjoyment in such venues as bars, 
restaurants, bus stations, and living rooms with black and white 
television sets, awaits now, at the YouTube Website, modern-day 
audiences, wherever they may be.
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“Selling Support for an 
Unpopular War: Country Music 

and Vietnam”

By Dr. Charles J. Pellegrin

“It’s an enlistment song and I hate any kind of 
army recruitment that doesn’t actually come out with 
it and say, ‘Join the Army.’ Everyone must know what 
the Army is like by now and they must know what 
Vietnam’s all about. It just goes to show how bloody 
long the war’s been going on – they’re even making 
records about it!”

Pete Townshend’s reaction to “The Ballad of the Green Berets”1

In early 2002, country music recording artist Toby Keith’s 
song “Courtesy of the Red, White and Blue (The Angry 
American)” was released to considerable controversy. Written 
as part of his reaction to the attacks of September 11, 2001, and 
as part of his personal reflection on the passing of his Army 
veteran father, Keith told Billboard magazine, “What would the 
old angry American himself, the old one-eyed veteran, think 
about how soft our country got, to allow somebody to attack 
us on our own soil and kill this many innocent Americans?”2 

Directing his ire at Osama Bin Laden and al-Qaeda, Keith’s 
song raced to number one on the country chart, pledging “you’ll 
be sorry that you messed with the U. S. of A., ‘cause we’ll put 
a boot in your ass. It’s the American way.”3 The song proved 
so controversial that executives at the ABC television network 
reportedly removed Keith from its Fourth of July television 
special that year.4
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Keith’s song reflected the anger and frustration many 
Americans felt in the wake of the attacks of September 11. Just 
over forty years earlier, Americans experienced similar anger 
and frustration in the face of war and changing times. Folk 
musicians of the 1960s, such as Phil Ochs, Tom Paxton, and 
Joan Baez, wrote songs about complacency, war, and poverty, 
and their music became anthems for the anti-war movement. 
Nonetheless, politicians and political organizations from the 
left and the right attempted to cash in on such sentiments. In 
August 1968, former Vice President and recently nominated 
Republican presidential candidate Richard M. Nixon interpreted 
the dissatisfaction of a cross section of Americans he termed 
the “silent majority.” With the country plagued by violence and 
disorder at home as well as overseas, Nixon pledged that, if 
elected, he would lead Americans out of “the valley of despair 
and climb the mountain so that we may see the glory of the 
dawn – a new day for America, and a new dawn for peace and 
freedom in the world,” beginning with “an honorable end to the 
war in Vietnam” through negotiation.5 

For a small minority of Republicans and others who were 
affiliated with conservative political organizations, ending the 
war through negotiation was the equivalent of selling out an ally. 
Whereas some folk musicians of the 1960s helped to generate 
anti-war sentiment at a time when a nascent counter-culture 
challenged social convention and militarism, there were artists 
who encouraged support for the war in Vietnam and generated 
American patriotism. Some of those organizations, like the 
Christian Anticommunism Crusade and Young Americans for 
Freedom, even sponsored songwriters and performers, such as Janet 
Greene and Vera Vanderlaan, to write songs that would fire up their 
political base. Although their songs did not receive mainstream 
airplay, there were attempts to market these recordings to like-
minded individuals. Their songs, and other more marketable songs 
by Tom T. Hall, Kris Kristofferson, Staff Sergeant (SSGT) Barry 
Sadler, and Merle Haggard, in some way, reflected a sentiment of 
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those who weren’t protesting the war and burning their draft cards.
By the early 1960s, many Americans began to take note of 

the changing foreign and domestic realities. Right-wing political 
organizations that had their origins in the Cold War tumult of the 
1950s found new support in the reaction to John F. Kennedy’s 
inauguration as President of the United States in 1961, a president 
they persistently harangued as weak on containing communism. 
Policy failures in Cuba and Berlin more than likely encouraged 
Kennedy to step up American involvement in South Vietnam. 
After his assassination and the election of Kennedy’s former Vice 
President, Lyndon B. Johnson (D-Texas) in 1964, the mission to 
advise the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), by April 
1965, turned into a combat mission throughout South Vietnam 
against the National Liberation Front, or Viet Cong, and the 
North Vietnamese Army (NVA). As involvement in Vietnam 
grew increasingly unpopular, and as songs from left-leaning folk 
musicians garnered some critical attention, organizations like the 
Christian Anticommunism Crusade and Young Americans for 
Freedom openly supported issues and candidates that promised 
not only to stem communist aggression but also to turn it back.

Meanwhile, between 1965 and 1966, country music 
entertainers had begun to comment on American involvement 
in Southeast Asia. Historian Bill C. Malone writes that country 
music’s response to the war was more complicated than just 
songs that spoke for reactionary politics and alienated Americans. 
Two of Tom T. Hall’s songs, “Hello Vietnam” (as performed by 
Johnny Wright) and “Mama Tell Them What We’re Fighting 
For” (as performed by Dave Dudley) reflect a narrative form 
of storytelling from the soldier’s point of view – a letter saying 
goodbye to a girlfriend and another to his mother explaining why 
military action was necessary to save freedom.6 On the other 
hand, Kris Kristofferson’s “Vietnam Blues” (as performed by 
Dave Dudley) addresses the reality of war and protest from the 
opinion of a soldier headed to South Vietnam. Again, in narrative 
form, a soldier in Washington, D.C., angrily observes the 
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protestors in front of the White House, converses with them, and 
resolves that he and the protestors agree that no one likes dying, 
but unlike the protestor, the soldier “ain’t gonna crawl.”7 Harlan 
Howard’s “The Minute Men (are Turning in Their Graves)” 
(as performed by Stonewall Jackson) pointedly criticizes the 
protestors and challenges their patriotism, rather than condemn 
policy, raising the question, “Since when do free Americans pull 
for the other side?” and hoping that future generations “Don’t 
ever let those kind of people serve in Washington.”8 Even Ernest 
Tubb complained about “hippies runnin’ wild and burnin’ down 
the schools and steppin’ on the flag” in his song “It’s America 
(Love It or Leave It).”9

Perhaps the most popular of those early songs from 
mainstream performers was “The Ballad of the Green Berets” by 
SSGT Barry Sadler. A twenty-five year old combat medic, Sadler 
was first inspired to write the song that would make him the face 
of the U.S. Army, oddly enough, after drinking tequila with a 
friend at Fort Sam Houston.10 Sadler had been a member of the 
Green Berets, the counterinsurgency unit established during the 
Kennedy administration for special duty in Vietnam. Pairing the 
lyrics with a march he had heard in 1964 by the West Point Military 
Band, he sent the song to Chet Gierlach and Phyllis Fairbanks of 
Music Music Music, Inc., a publishing company, who then tried 
to market the song to be recorded. Four companies turned down 
Sadler before RCA Victor agreed to record the song. In total, 
Sadler recorded eleven other patriotic songs to be included on a 
long-play (LP) album.11

Receiving tremendous radio play across the country, Sadler’s 
song became an anthem of support for American soldiers fighting 
in South Vietnam. At first, “The Ballad of the Green Berets” 
simply tells the story of the unit’s training: “Trained to live, off 
nature’s land, Trained in Combat, hand to hand, Men who fight 
by night and day, Courage deep, from the Green Beret.”12 But 
toward the end, like “Hello Vietnam,” the song’s lyrics become 
narrative, making clear the Green Beret’s instructions to his wife 
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upon his death: “Put silver wings on my son’s chest, Make him 
one of America’s best, He’ll be a man they’ll test one day, Have 
him wear the Green Beret.”13 Sadler told David Martin of Life 
magazine that he kept the lyrics simple “because I don’t know 
enough about music to make them complicated.”14

 By June 1966, “The Ballad of the Green Berets” became 
one of the most popular songs in the country. The song reached as 
high as second on Billboard magazine’s country chart and as high 
as number one on their pop chart.15 RCA Victor sold over three 
million single records, over two million albums, and over 125,000 
copies of sheet music. Sadler, himself, made over $500,000 off 
the song and album, most of which went into his foundation to 
provide scholarships for children of soldiers killed in action. The 
song also provided a form of free advertising for the U.S. Army, 
for which Sadler made frequent appearances as a recruiter. And, 
as the public responded to Sadler’s song with increased sales and 
more television appearances, some tried to cash in on Sadler’s 
success by marketing official Barry Sadler buttons as well as 
official toy guns and toy field ration kits. Sadler’s licensing agent, 
C. A. Isaacs, Jr., told Newsweek magazine that “We don’t want to 
turn Sergeant Sadler into a carnival figure.”16

In the end, it seemed on the surface that Barry Sandler’s 
anthem became the focus for those seeking to cash in on pro-
war support. Meanwhile, leaders of some ultra-conservative 
organizations may have been thinking along the same lines. As 
president of the Christian Anticommunism Crusade, Dr. Fred 
Schwarz believed that international communism was a threat to 
Christian society and had to be destroyed. Established in 1950 
by Schwarz, an Australian psychiatrist and Baptist lay minister, 
the Christian Anticommunism Crusade began as a series of radio 
broadcasts, which then expanded into traveling seminars called 
“Schools of Anti-Communism.”17 By the summer of 1961, these 
seminars became multi-day and multi-speaker events. Between 
August 28 and September 1, 1961, Schwarz sponsored a “School 
of Anti-Communism” at the Los Angeles Sports Arena and filled 
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the 16,000-seat venue. Later that year, on October 16, Schwarz and 
others spoke for three hours to a capacity crowd at the Hollywood 
Bowl in a rally dubbed “Hollywood’s Answer to Communism.”18 
These events garnered large amounts of money as well as corporate 
sponsorship. At the August “School of Anti-Communism” alone, 
Schwarz made over $200,000.19

But as rapidly as Schwarz’s popularity rose, less than a year 
later, it seemed that Schwarz’s traveling seminars had begun 
to fall on deaf ears. In May 1962, a rally in Omaha, Nebraska, 
only drew eighty-eight attendees,20 and by 1964 the beleaguered 
right-wing activist sponsored only multi-day seminars. In the 
meantime, after a rally in Columbus, Ohio, Schwarz met a local 
singer and children’s television personality named Janet Greene. 
She noted to Schwarz that his rallies had no music and that he 
could better get his message across if he included patriotic songs 
in his program. In turn, Schwarz offered Greene a position as his 
Musical Director. He introduced Greene at a press conference and 
said that he had “taken a leaf out of the Communist book . . . You’d 
be amazed at how much doctrine can be taught in one song.”21 
Shortly after her appointment, Greene began touring with Schwarz 
across the country in an attempt to revive slumping attendance at 
his seminars, but it was because of their association with Barry 
Goldwater’s presidential campaign that their numbers began to 
increase, providing Janet Greene with a ready-made audience for 
her patriotic songs. By 1965, Greene had recorded eight songs, 
included among these were “Be Careful of Commie Lies” and 
“I’m Just a Poor Left Winger,” that were part of a package of 
Schwarz’s lectures which had been marketed to his supporters 
entitled “What is Communism?”.22 The editorial staff of The New 
Republic quipped that “Despite her pleasing voice, catchy lyrics 
and nimble guitar playing, Mrs. Greene poses little threat to, say, 
Joan Baez. She has short hair.”23 

Among the songs included in her 1965 album was a song 
about American involvement in Vietnam entitled “Inch by Inch.” 
In the song, Janet Greene attempts to determine whether or not 
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fighting communists in South Vietnam was worthwhile. Her 
premise, much like the “Domino Theory,” was that communists 
could not be allowed to spread their influence. The song begins 
as a question to a soldier, asking why he doesn’t stay at home, 
to which the soldier replies, “I’m gonna fight for my Uncle Sam 
because there’s trouble in South Vietnam.” The soldier narrates 
the remainder of the song, further explaining why South Vietnam 
could not be allowed to enter the communist bloc. “Inch by 
Inch” equates communism with both slavery and cancer. Greene 
sings that the communists, in each country they’ve occupied, 
extinguished freedom and enslaved the people, so much so that the 
“Iron Curtain muffles [the] cries” of over a billion people. Greene 
suggests that the war against communism, like fighting cancer, had 
to be fought to stop its spread; if unsuccessful, the death of liberty, 
“the right of a newborn babe to be free,” would be imminent. In 
other words, American involvement in South Vietnam, according 
to Greene, was the right thing to do. Greene concludes, “yes, it’s 
worthwhile.”24

Just as Fred Schwarz used Janet Greene’s songs to garner 
support for his organization, some right-wing radio hosts used 
such patriotic folk music to garner support for their shows and 
newspapers. In 1966, Kent Courtney, an ultra-conservative radio 
host, newspaper publisher, and political activist headquartered out 
of New Orleans, Louisiana, used songs by Washington, DC-born 
Vera Vanderlaan as an enticement to get people to subscribe to his 
newspaper, The Independent American. Highlighting two of her 
songs entitled “Torch of Freedom” and “Freedom is a Hammer” 
from her 1965 album Sing Out For Freedom, Courtney offered 
Vanderlaan’s record free of charge if one signed up to receive a 
three-dollar subscription to his monthly newspaper.25

Like Janet Greene, Vera Vanderlaan had been an 
experienced performer. Inspired by country music legends 
like Bill Monroe, Lester Flatt, and Earl Scruggs, Vanderlaan 
learned to play guitar at a young age. Influenced by Barry 
Goldwater’s campaign for president and by Ronald Reagan’s 
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“Time for Choosing” speech (probably the inspiration for her 
song “Modern Day Paul Revere”), she began writing songs 
that appealed to conservatives and far right-wing activists. In 
an interview with writer and Cold War historian Bill Geerhart, 
Vanderlaan explained, “This was when the hippie movement and 
anti-war movement started coming in and was getting a lot of 
publicity. They were becoming popular and I thought, well, you 
know somebody needs to do the other side of the story here. It’s 
not all just freedom and drugs and wild sex and oppose the war 
– there’s another side to American life. So that’s kind of what I 
was doing.”26 By 1966, Vanderlaan became involved in Young 
Americans for Freedom (YAF). Founded in Sharon, Connecticut, 
in 1960, the YAF, the right-wing counterpart of Students for a 
Democratic Society, sought to mobilize college students for 
the conservative movement and became an incubator for future 
conservative leaders. Although they were heavily involved in 
Barry Goldwater’s failed presidential bid, the YAF soon became 
involved in generating support for the Vietnam War through 
food drives for refugees, soap drives for soldiers in the field, and 
picket campaigns against anti-war hunger strikers, proclaiming 
“better fed than red.”27 

In January 1966, the YAF enlisted Vanderlaan to perform at a 
series of rallies around the country in support of the military effort 
in Southeast Asia, in which she featured one song on her Sing Out 
For Freedom album entitled “Let’s Pretend.”28 “Let’s Pretend,” 
hints at American military involvement in Vietnam, claiming that 
some Americans would just rather “close their eyes and think nice 
thoughts” rather than confront the chief international threat which, 
according to Vanderlaan, was communist expansion. Vanderlaan 
writes, “Let’s pretend the wars in Asia are not as they appear. All 
countries have some problems. Why should we interfere? The 
boys that died in Vietnam don’t matter anyway; just a few hundred 
soldiers. And if we pretend long enough, their memory won’t stay.” 
Further, Vanderlaan argues that American involvement in Vietnam 
is just one battle on a much larger front against tyranny. She writes, 
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“The communist conspiracy really isn’t there. The Reds are only 
nice guys wanting to be fair. Why should they want to conquer 
us when they truly are our friend. Don’t look at Hungary or East 
Berlin, for if we pretend long enough all tyranny will end.”29

Three years later, Vanderlaan released another album entitled 
Torch of Freedom. A song on this album, entitled “Don’t Bite 
the Hand That’s Feeding You,” expressed Vanderlaan’s opinion 
about dissent over the war in Vietnam. Originally a 1915 song 
written and recorded by Irving Kaufman, Vanderlaan introduced 
the song as a dream where she saw an angry “Uncle Sam” crying. 
But where Kaufman questioned the patriotism of recently arrived 
immigrants, Vanderlaan attacked anti-war activists and chastised 
those she felt were unthankful and unfaithful Americans who 
were not willing to fight to protect the rights and freedoms of 
others. In the second verse, Vanderlaan’s “Uncle Sam” proclaims, 
“Now here you have grown and have prospered, protected by the 
greatest power on earth. So, when in trouble I need you, remember 
what your freedoms are worth.” In the song’s chorus (taken from 
the original song), Vanderlaan suggests that those who protest 
and dodge the draft just leave the country. “If you don’t like your 
Uncle Sammy, then go find another home across the sea. Any 
place will do . . . but don’t be ungrateful to me. If you don’t like 
the stars in Old Glory, if you don’t like the Red, White, and Blue, 
then don’t act like the cur in the story. Don’t bite the hand that’s 
feeding you.”30

Although there’s little indication as to the success of these 
rallies or of Vera Vanderlaan’s career success, resentment toward 
those who opposed the war in Vietnam persisted and, perhaps, 
helped Richard M. Nixon win the presidential election in 1968. 
Although Nixon initially scaled down the war and had begun the 
process of “Vietnamization,” campus protests against the war 
continued throughout 1969 and early 1970. Moreover, Nixon 
continued to pander to his self-styled “silent majority” in their 
calls for law and order.31 Once again, country music reflected 
these sentiments. Toward the end of 1969, country singer Merle 
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Haggard, a descendent of “dust bowl” refugees who had settled in 
California, wrote and released a song with his backing band, the 
Strangers, called “Fightin’ Side of Me.”32 Although the song takes 
a rather ambivalent opinion toward the war itself (“I don’t mind 
‘em switching sides and standing up for things they believe in”), 
Haggard criticized those who persistently attacked the country and 
its values and traditions. Perhaps taking his cue from Ernest Tubb, 
Haggard writes, “If you don’t love it leave it. Let this song I’m 
singing be a warning. If you’re running down this country, hoss, 
you’re walking on the fightin’ side of me.”33 As the song became a 
major hit, President Nixon and others embraced the song as a form 
of “angry patriotism.” Later, Nixon invited Haggard to perform 
the song at the White House. Even some congressmen used the 
song to garner votes in the upcoming 1970 mid-term election.34 
Haggard’s “Fightin’ Side of Me,” just like songs written by Barry 
Sadler, Janet Greene, and Vera Vanderlaan, had been used by those 
who sought to benefit from this sense of “angry patriotism.”

In the end, songs like Toby Keith’s “Courtesy of the Red, 
White, and Blue (The Angry American)” are not new. Nearly forty 
years earlier, country music artists were quick to write songs that 
reflected the pain and suffering of families who had sons stationed 
in Vietnam as well as the hurt and anguish of soldiers and others 
who realized that not everyone supported their cause. On the other 
hand, there was also money to be made and activists to be recruited 
as publishing and recording companies, novelty companies, 
right-wing organizations, and politicians attempted to cash in on 
pro-war and anti-protestor sentiment through the songs of Barry 
Sadler, Janet Greene, Vera Vanderlaan, and even Merle Haggard. 
Well into the 1970s and 1980s, country music continued to reflect 
the struggle Americans had with the Vietnam War’s legacy. In 
2005, country music duo Big and Rich released the song “8th of 
November (1965),” which told the story of a veteran who survived 
the ambush of the 173rd Airborne. Pete Townshend, guitarist from 
the British band The Who, commented in Melody Maker magazine 
in April 1966 that Barry Sadler’s “The Ballad of the Green Berets” 
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showed “how bloody long the war’s been going on – they’re 
making records about it!”35 Perhaps the Vietnam War is still going 
on in some way and they’re still making records about it.
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Richard Weize and Bear 
Family: A History 

By Don Cusic 

A-one-two-three-o’clock-four-o’clock ROCK!
Five-six-seven-o’clock-eight-o’clock ROCK! 
Nine-ten-eleven-o’clock-twelve-o’clock ROCK! 
We’re gonna Rock Around the Clock tonight! 

That’s how it all started. 
In 1956, when Richard Weize was eleven years old, he 

bought his first record, “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley 
and the Comets. That record marks the “official” beginning of the 
history of rock’n’roll for many rock historians; it was released 
in the United States and reached number one on Billboard’s Hot 
100 chart in the summer of 1955, aided by its inclusion on the 
soundtrack of the film, Blackboard Jungle. The following year 
it made its way to Europe. This record marked the beginning of 
Richard Weize’s passion for music. For a boy growing up in Bad-
Gandersheim near Braunschweig, West Germany, it was like a 
bolt of lightning had gone through him. 

Weize believes that the second record he bought may have 
been a record by Janis Martin, a rockabilly artist signed to RCA 
and produced by Chet Atkins.

Richard Weize was born on August 4, 1945, three months 
after Germany surrendered to the Allied Forces, marking the end 
of World War II in the European theatre. He grew up during the 
Cold War when Germany was divided between East and West 
and when there were American military bases throughout West 
Germany. Those bases had Armed Forces radio, broadcast from 
the bases and, if you lived close to a base—like many Germans 
did—you could hear American recordings. 

The Weize family lived in a house built in 852; his family ran 
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a book store and instilled in him a love of books and the importance 
of preserving them. As a teenager, Richard ordered records directly 
from an American wholesaler, using the bookstore’s letterhead, 
then sold them for a ten percent mark-up, which meant that for 
every ten records he sold, he could keep one for himself 

Bill Haley’s career peaked with “Rock Around the Clock” 
and “See You Later, Alligator” but Weize moved on to country 
music when he heard records by Jim Reeves and Don Gibson, 
both on RCA, which had an international distribution network. 
Weize remembers that some of the first country records he owned 
were “Two Fools in Love” by Marvin Rainwater (on the German 
division of MGM) and British skiffle artist Lonnie Donegan singing 
“The Battle of New Orleans,” which had been an American hit 
for Johnny Horton. He did not live close enough to an American 
military base to hear Armed Forces radio, but he had friends who 
did and they told him about new American releases. 

Passionate about music, Weize began writing articles for 
German fan magazines and European music magazines for record 
collectors. 

Blessed with an entrepreneurial spirit, Richard decided 
he wanted to make a lot of money, so he sold his huge record 
collection (400 albums and singles) and went into the business of 
selling wine. In 1966 he moved to England, although his English 
was rudimentary, and became a wine merchant. During his time 
in England, he attended the Wembley Festival, which featured 
American country artists, and got hooked on country music again; 
in 1971, after five years in England, he moved back to Germany. 

Weize started the Folk Variety label with a partner, and also 
managed and booked US folk acts in his off-hours; he also recorded 
several of those folk acts. When his partner decided to go into 
politics, Weize had to re-think his career. In spring, 1975, that re-
thinking led him to form a mail order business selling records. Weize 
reasoned he could start selling records. The fact that he was deep in 
debt with no income and a wife with two children to support, made 
going into the record distribution business a bit easier. 
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In 1975 Weize, living in Harmenhausen, used an overdraft 
for $1,000 to start Bear Family. The name came to Weize when 
he saw a picture in an old encyclopedia of a mother bear and her 
cubs; it became the logo for the label and later was the inspiration 
for a giant redwood sculpture that is outside the Bear Family 
offices. Through the years, Weize developed a collection of bears 
in various sizes made of clay, leather and paper. 

With his partner, Herman Knuelle, who was a math student 
at a nearby University, Weize established a mail order business 
where he imported records released on small American labels in 
exclusive agreements that meant his customers paid high prices 
for hard-to-find records. He kept costs down by operating out of a 
small town.1

In an interview for Music Row magazine, he told Bob 
Allen, “At first, we just barely made it. I had to sell the house 
in the country and we moved into Bremen. It was an old house 
in the typical Bremen style on the Goethestrabe. We rebuilt and 
remodeled it, and we finally had a small office in the basement 
covering all of 630 square yards. With help from good friends 
like Hedy West, Bill Clifton, Roland und Heidrun Zgoll, Mohns 
Mohnssen, Dr. Ernst Grafe, Uwe Pauls and Rudolf Matiasovic, as 
well as an understanding bank, I successfully got through those 
hard times.” 2

Weize’s business partner, Hermann Knulle, proved valuable. 
“He was always around when needed,” said Weize, “like when we 
moved from Harmenhausen to Bremen, or needed records hauled 
from the factory or needed repairs to Bear Family’s family and 
company car, a Renault R-4, which had to endure a lot.” 3

After Weize saw a boxed set of Flatt and Scruggs recordings 
issued by David Freeman on County Records, Weize called and 
asked how he pulled the Flatt and Scruggs set together. Freeman 
told him that the set, which carried the notice “CBS Special 
Market” required him to purchase 5,000 units in order for CBS 
to lease the songs to him. Freeman had leased other bluegrass 
recordings from the major labels so he had a working relationship 
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with them. Weize then contacted CBS for a Johnny Cash album of 
12 unissued tracks, leased for $3,000 (20,000 marks), which had 
to be paid in 30 days. Weize pre-sold the album, The Unissued 
Johnny Cash in 1978 and by the time they arrived, he had the 
$3,000 to pay CBS. 

Knulle graduated in 1977 and began working full-time at Bear 
Family. “We leased a Datic computer for which Hermann developed 
a program that was able to improve our service considerably,” said 
Weize. 4 

By 1979 they had outgrown their house in Bremen—the 
basement was packed—so they moved to Eduard-Grunow-Strasse, 
which had more space. 

In 1985, Bear Family released it’s most ambitious project 
to date, a boxed set of Lefty Frizzell—His Life—His Music that 
contained 15 LPs holding 239 songs, 50 of them previously 
unreleased, with a 128 page biography by Charles Wolfe and a 
discography compiled by Weize. “I spent three years on that and 
far too much money,” said Weize. The set retailed for $130.

“It would have to sell 6,000 copies before it will pay for 
itself,” said Weize. “But Lefty was one of the most important 
singers in country music, and I simply felt it had to be done. It was 
the craziest thing I ever did. But of course there are even crazier 
things on the way!” 5

By this time, Bear Family released about 10-15 boxed sets of 
LPs each year. They were high quality releases, featuring quality 
pressings, attractively designed packages and painstakingly 
annotated liner notes that were a book, often including recordings 
that had never been released or were out of print. 

An article by Bob Allen in Music Row about Weize in the year 
of the Lefty Frizzell release described Weize as having a pony tail, 
a thick red beard and a rumpled flannel shirt. 

“He has about him a sarcastic bluntness and barely restrained 
sense of impatience that can easily be misinterpreted as outright 
truculence,” stated Allen. “When registering annoyance, his 
smile can quickly fade into a Teutonic glower, giving him the 
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appearance of a Hell’s Angel who just wasted five minutes trying 
unsuccessfully to kick-start his Harley.”

“He’s come up against his share of Nashville record executives 
whose sense of musical history seldom extends past last week’s 
top 10 and who are far too busy, hyping the latest Willie Nelson-
Julio Iglesias single to be bothered helping to locate or rerelease 
old Johnny Horton or Lefty Frizzell masters languishing in their 
vaults,” continued Allen, adding that Weize “has waded through 
masses of misinformation, obfuscation and indifference.” 

“The major labels are essentially marketing companies 
and they could care less about historical things,” Weize told the 
reporter. “So sometimes it’s very difficult for me. I want something 
and I can’t wait. And the more resistance I get, the hotter I get. 
Sometimes I have to talk to people 20 or 30 times before I get what 
I want. But somehow, I usually manage in the end.” 

Allen related that Weize “Once dumped 2,000 copies of a 
freshly pressed album in the garbage bin” because the albums, 
pressed by the label at their insistence (and specified in the 
contract) resulted in shoddy sound quality. “Unbeknownst to the 
company, he repressed the album using his own money and master 
tapes obtained by unrevealed means.” 6 

Charles Wolfe, who worked with Weize on a number of 
projects, described Weize as “big and wild looking and openly 
disdainful of the current country music scene. He’ll go into 
some label head’s office wearing a dirty T-shirt and patched blue 
jeans with this attitude that he knows more about the music than 
they do—which he does. And somewhere along the line, when 
he learned colloquial English, he got the impression that when 
you do business, you have to use a four-letter expletive in every  
other sentence.” 

By 1986, Weize and the Bear Family group had to move 
again, this time to Vollersode, thirty miles northeast of Bremen. 
That place, surrounded by fields and forest, held no parking 
problems and no distractions; they have remained in that location. 

The Compact Disc was introduced in the United States in 
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1983 but Weize didn’t particularly care for them. The LP as the 
dominant configuration peaked in 1978, replaced by the cassette 
until 1989 when the CD became the dominant configuration. 
Weize always loved and preferred the LP, but he bowed to the 
demands of the market and began releasing his boxed sets with 
CDs, although he kept the packaging the same as the LP with four 
CDs in the space where one vinyl album sat. The advantage of 
the CD was that he could put more songs on a single disc than he 
could with a vinyl album. 

“I never thought my dreams would come true like they have, 
and never thought I could make a living from my hobby,” said 
Weize. That “hobby” had a serious, profitable business on the 
side; Weize’s import business brought recordings from the United 
States, Canada, Britain and other places into Germany. 

“I don’t mind if Bear Family makes a profit or not,” stated 
Weize. “While others are watching TV or going to the CMA Awards, 
I’d just as soon be spending fifteen hours a day researching. When 
you get right down to it, I put this stuff out for myself as much as 
for the customer. Basically, I feel like it is good stuff that deserves 
a second hearing and somebody has to do it.” 7

 “Basically, I’m a collector, and I want to document what 
happens,” Weize told Ed Ward for an article in the New York 
Times. “The unreleased tracks are rarely outtakes. The way 
things happened at the time, the union rule was four songs 
in three hours. You couldn’t do more, so the companies tried 
to make the most of it. They’d pull out two for a single from 
the session, and if the single hit and the other two songs were  
in another style, they ignored those songs and went on to 
something else.” 

“It’s kind of sad to see that these guys who had hit after hit in 
the old days are now ignored by Nashville,” said Weize. “Brenda 
Lee says, ‘This box is what I show my kids.’ With Darrell McCall, 
I just happened to put his box in my suitcase as I was flying off to 
Nashville on another project, and I called him and his wife when 
I got in. In no time they were there in the hotel. His wife started 
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crying, she was so happy. And it’s good to make people happy.” 8

Weize’s passion for quality means that for all Bear Family 
releases, “I listen to everything three times, first when I record it, 
next when I master it and then about six months after it comes out, 
when I can finally stand to hear it again.”

Those who write about Weize and Bear Family note just how 
thorough he is in documenting artists. He has released projects on 
Jim Reeves (16 CDs), Johnny Cash (17 CDs), Darrell McCall (5 
CDs), the Louvin Brothers (8 CDs), Bill Monroe and his Bluegrass 
Boys (12 CDs), Lefty Frizzell (12 CDs) and numerous others. 
All of the Bear Family releases aren’t multi-disc boxed sets; a 
large number of single CDs are also released, but every one has 
extensive liner notes documenting the artist and recordings. 

Although this article is about Bear Family and country or 
country related music, Weize does not confine himself to country 
music. Bear Family has released “themed” boxed sets such as 
Next Stop Vietnam: The War on Record 1961-2008, There’s a Star 
Spangled Banner Waving Somewhere, Atomic Platters: Cold War 
Music From the Golden Age of Homeland Security, Songs For 
Political Action 1926-1953, and Songs of the Depression: Boom, 
Bust and the New Deal. 

He has released sets on American pop artists such as Doris 
Day, Rosemary Clooney, Dean Martin, Pat Boone, Nat King 
Cole, Harry Belafonte, Johnny Ray, Bobby Darin, Tiny Tim,  
Neil Sedaka. 

Bear Family has released sets on rhythm and blues acts The 
Platters, The Ink Spots, Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers, The 
Cadillacs, Fats Domino, Louis Jordan, The Orioles and Hank 
Ballard and the Midnighters. They have released R&B “theme” 
series featuring various R&B artists on Blowing the Fuse: Rhythm 
and Blues and Soul Music. 

Bear Family released the jazz collection Live From the Cotton 
Club (featuring Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, Bill Robinson, 
Ivie Anderson, Cootie Williams, Louis Armstrong, Ethel Waters 
and Lena Horn), sets on Louis Prima, Bill Ramsey and a boxed set 
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on jazz guitarist Freddie King. 
Bear Family has not ignored their domestic artists; they have 

released sets on German Cabaret, German Jazz, German Schlager, 
Yiddish Music in Germany German Beat Music, German Singer/
Songwriters, and German soundtrack composers and German 
artists such as Lotte Lenya, Caterina Valente (30 CDs!), Gunter 
Gabriel, Gisela May and Conny Froboess. 

They have released a boxed set on British Music Hall songs, 
Round The Town: Following Grandfather’s Footsteps: A Night 
at the London Music Halls and West Indian Rhythm: Trinidad 
Calypsos 1938-1940. 

There is a boxed set of the complete recordings of singer/poet 
Rod McKuen, a CD of Sophia Loren and a CD filled with versions 
of the song “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” sung by a variety 
of artists. 

He’s even released multi-CD sets on Bill Haley, the artist 
who first triggered his interest in music. 

Richard Weize has consistently come back to his first love, 
Rockabilly, with a series of CDs titled The Drug Store’s Rockin’, 
That’ll Flat Git It and Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight featuring 
a variety of artists singing rockabilly and rockabilly-related songs. 

Richard Weize loved Sun Records and the early releases of 
Elvis, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash and others on 
that legendary label founded by Sam Phillips. In 1969, Phillips 
sold Sun Records to Shelby Singleton, who moved the label to 
Nashville. Weize visited Singleton and the label owner allowed 
him to spend hundreds of hours in their vault, listening to old 
master tapes and documenting what he found; it was the first time 
someone had gone through that catalogue that thoroughly. This led 
to Bear Family compiling a boxed set of Sun’s singles as well as 
boxed sets on Cash, Lewis, Perkins, Billy Lee Riley and Howlin’ 
Wolf’s recordings on Sun.

Weize has cultivated a network of “experts” in various fields 
of music and depends on them to come up with ideas for new Bear 
Family releases. He has reached mandatory retirement age and 
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must step down from his position as head of Bear Family but plans 
to continue as a consultant, working to acquire new and interesting 
boxed sets. He cites boxed sets on German Yiddish music and 
Carribean music as examples of finding an “expert” to work with 
for new Bear Family releases. 

Although Richard Weize has documented a number of artists 
and their recordings, his interest seems to wane when it comes to 
music after the early 1960s and Bear Family has not documented 
most of their artist’s sets after that period. The distant past seems 
to have more appeal to Bear Family than the music artists recorded 
after that time. 

Weize was interviewed by Robert Hilburn for a Los 
Angeles Times article that was published in 2003. In that article, 
Hilburn stated the Bear Family’s box sets “are the Rolls Royce 
of recordings—comprehensive collections, great sound quality, 
often rare, breathtaking cover photos and handsomely illustrated 
booklets that outline an artist’s career in loving detail. Rather than 
shrink the boxed sets to CD size, the sets remain LP-size, giving 
them a sense of grandeur, adding “some artists would be more 
flattered to have their own Bear Family boxed set than a Grammy.” 

“I don’t just want the hits, but everything so that I have a 
definitive portrait of an artist,” said Weize, adding “I’m crazy, I’m 
a fanatic. I know it.“ Weize stated that neither he nor his partner 
“are into money. If I won $10 million for the lottery tomorrow, I 
would just make more records.” 

“Weize isn’t so much a businessman as an ultimate fan,” 
stated Hilburn, who noted that Weize “spends three or four months 
a year on the road, personally overseeing the transfer of music 
from tapes to make sure he is getting the best quality available. 
Oddly, he sometimes finds better source material in Holland or 
Germany than in the U.S. He has more than 200 albums in various 
stages of planning. 10

“This is my life,” said Weize, and the reporter noted that 
Weize “certainly doesn’t spend much on wardrobe or expense 
account meals. It is safe to say that Richard Weize will never be 
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photographed for the cover for any fashion magazine dressed in 
his overalls, pony tail and beard. 

“Looking back,” said Weize, “I believe I’ve made a 
contribution towards the greater love and understanding of popular 
music, and I believe our releases should help the artists receive the 
respect they’re due. With their songs and music they’ve bought 
immeasurable happiness to countless people.” 

“I feel that people have been cheated too often by far too 
many of the reissues done by major labels,” continued Weize. 
“I’m talking about labels like Membran, JSP they use our CDs as 
masters and build a re-issue package around Public Domain songs 
that they don’t have to pay any royalties. Or they put out something 
that has a new picture on it, but the customer gets home and finds 
out that every song on it he’s already got on earlier LP’s.” That’s 
because “the major labels are marketing companies,” said Weize. 
“They often can’t be bothered with historical things. Often they 
could care less about what they have in their vaults. 

Bear Family operates in a highly specialized market. Although 
some of their releases could be sold to consumers in retail outlets, 
most are only available by mail order. Their sales average 1,500 to 
3,000 for his boxed sets and some artists, such as Tibby Edwards 
to name just one, have few sales but Weize believes “It is equally 
important to reissue material by such artists who were only 
regionally popular, because those guys did their job as well, and 
their music is certainly as good. It’s just that for whatever reason, 
they didn’t make it.” It has not been an easy road for Weize, who 
has often encountered resistance when delving into the vaults of 
major labels. However, “the more resistance I got, the hotter I get, 
and waiting for something is sometimes difficult for me. But I 
have learned that in this business, you have to be easy going and 
learn to wait. Sometimes you have to talk to people twenty or 
thirty times before you get what you want. Somehow or other, 
in the end, I almost always manage. In the end, those people are 
thinking, ‘This guy may be a nut! Let him do it!”

 “Somehow one has to find a way to be a nut about these 
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things and to bother people to get them done without being too 
much of a bothering nut,” he said. “Sometimes you walk on a very 
thin—how do you say it?—top of a hill. Sometimes you make it, 
sometimes you don’t.” 11 

No scholar of country music (or American music or German 
and German-language music) would argue that Bear Family has 
not made a valuable (priceless, really) contribution to the field. 
From the major labels point of view, it is easy to understand why 
they resisted the initial entry of Richard Weize into their vaults. 
The music industry is a hit driven industry and Weize was not 
concerned with just the hits. It was not a profitable venture and 
the music industry operates with a capitalist mentality; push the  
hits and ignore the rest. But Richard Weize must be thanked for 
his persistence and doggedness; he has created a musical library 
and record of the past. He has put country, rockabilly and other  
forms of music (jazz, etc.) on the plane that literature operates; to 
fully understand an author you must study all of his/her works. 
Richard Weize learned that lesson from his parents and they taught 
him well.

Here’s a list of the most important people who helped 
through those 40 years, in alphabetical order: Michael Brooks, 
Andy Brown, Jürgen Brückner, Kevin Coffey, John Cowley, 
Hank Davis, Colin Escott, Bill Geerhart, Mychael Gerstenberger, 
Martin Hawkins, Bill Inglot, Bob Jones, Otto Kitsinger, Jürgen 
Koop, Volker Kühn, Rüdiger Ladwig, Rainer E. Lotz, Bill Millar, 
Bob Pinson, Dave Sax, Russ Wapensky, Charles Wolfe, and 
many other friends whose names are mentioned in the credits to  
their products.

At the company, Weize would like to name: Katrin Duckhorn, 
Nico Feuerbach, Stefan Kohne, Andy Merck, Birgit Niels, Christel 
Stelljes, and of course our two new owners, Detlev Hoegen and 
Michael Ohlhoff.
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The following is a sample of the country and country-related 
recordings released by Bear Family 1975-present. 

Acuff, Roy. The King of Country Music. (2 CDs 48 page booklet) 
Allen Brothers, The. When You Leave Me You’ll Leave Me Sad.  

(Vinyl LP) 
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Allen, Rex. Voice of the West. (CD; 8 page booklet) 
Alleton & Alton. Back, White and Bluegrass. (CD with 36 page book) 
Arnold, Eddy. Cattle Call. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Arnold, Eddy. Tears Broke Out on Me. (CD digipac; 44 page booklet) 
Arnold, Eddy. The Tennessee Plowboy: The Complete Recordings 

1944-1950. (5 CDs; 40 page book) 
Arnold, Eddy. There’s Been a Change in Me: The Complete Recordings 

1951-1955. (7 CDs; 52 page book) 
Arthur, Charline. Welcome to the Club. (CD; 28 page book) 
At Town Hall Party. TV show in Los Angeles with individual DVDs 

on Johnny Bond, Tex Carman, Johnny Cash, Eddie Cochran, The 
Collins Kids, Bob Luman, Joe Maphis, Marty Robbins, Merle 
Travis, Gene Vincent, and a number with various artists. 

Atkins, Chet with Homer & Jethro as The Country All Stars. Jazz 
From the Hills. (CD; 24 page booklet)

Homer & Jethro with Chet Atkins as The Country All Stars. Jazz 
From the Hills. (CD; 24 page booklet)

Atkins, Chet. Gallopin’ Guitar: The Early Years: His Complete 
Recordings mid-1940s-1954. (4 CDs; 44 page book) 

Atkins, Chet. Mr. Guitar: His Complete Recordings 1955-1960. (7 
CDs; 112 page hardcover book) 

Atomic Platters: Cold War Music From the Golden Age of Homeland 
Security. (5 CDs; DVD; 292 page hardcover book) 

Autry, Gene. That Silver Haired Daddy of Mine: His Complete 
Recordings 1929-1933. (9 CDs; 100 page hardcover book) 

Bailes Brothers. Oh So Many Years. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Ballew, Michael. Daddy Don’t Live in Heaven. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Ballew, Michael. I Love Texas. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Ballew, Michael. Live at Gruene Hall. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Ballew, Michael. You Better Hold On. (CD; 20 page booklet)
Bare, Bobby. Lullabys Legends and Lies. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Bare, Bobby. The All American Boy: His Complete Recordings 1956-

1965. (4 CDs; 40 page book) 
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Beatles, The. (Tony Sheridan & The Beatles.) Beatles Bop—
Hamburg Days. (2 CDs; 120 page book) 

Beatles, The. Beatles Bop: Hamburg Days. (2 CDs; 100 page booklet) 
Big Bopper. Hello Baby—You Know What I Like! (CD; 52 page booklet) 
Blackwood Brothers. Rock-A-My-Soul: Their Complete Recordings 

1952-1959. (5 CDs; 82 page book)
Blue Sky Boys. The Sunny Side of Life: Their Complete Recordings 

1936-1950. (5 CDs; 75 page hardcover book) 
Bonanza (soundtrack) Cast; Lorne Greene. (4 CDs; 28 page book)
Bonanza (soundtrack) Various artists (CD; 56 page booklet) 
Bond, Johnny. At Town Hall Party. (DVD; 16 page booklet) 
Bond, Johnny. Put Me To Bed: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 

28 page booklet) 
Boone, Pat. Baby, Oh Baby. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Boone, Pat. Pat Rocks. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Boone, Pat. The Drugstore’s Rockin’. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Boone, Pat. The Fifties—Complete: His Complete Recordings 1953-

1959. (12 CDs; 84 page hardcover book) 
Boone, Pat. The Sixties: His Complete Recordings 1960-1962. (6 CDs; 

76 page hardcover book) 
The Bristol Sessions 1927-1928. Various artists. (5 CDs; 120 page 

hardcover book) 
Brown, Hylo & The Timberliners. 1954-1960. (2 CDs; 16 page 

booklet)
Brown, Maxine. A Country Music Odyssey: My Favorite Songs. (CD; 

80 page booklet) 
Browns, The. The Three Bells: Their Complete Recordings 1954-

1967. (8 CDs; 40 page book) 
Bruce, Ed. Puzzles. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Bruner, Cliff and His Texas Wanderers. His Complete Recordings 

1937-1950. (5 CDs; 60 page book) 
Burgess, Sonny. Classic Recordings 1956-1959. (2 CDs; 32 page 

booklet)
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Burnette, Dorsey. Great Shakin’ Fever. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Burnette, Johnny (Trio). Rockabilly Boogie. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Burnette, Johnny. Johnny Rocks. (CD; 44 page booklet) 
Burnette, Johnny. The Ballads of Johnny Burnette. (CD; 36 page 

booklet) 
Burnette, Johnny. Train Kept A-Rollin’/Memphis to Hollywood. (9 

CDs; 116 page hardcover book) 
Burns, Sunny. A Real Cool Cat: The Starday Recordings. (CD; 56 page 

booklet) 
Butler, Carl & Pearl. Crying My Heart Out Over You. (CD; 8 page 

booklet) 
Butler, Carl & The Webster Brothers. I Wouldn’t Change You If I 

Could. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Butler, Carl. A Blue Million Tears. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Campi, Ray. Taylor, Texas 1988. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Campi, Ray. The Memory Lingers On: Remembering Jesse James and 

All the Boys. (C; 24 page booklet) 
Carlisles, The. Busy Body Boogie: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. 

(CD; 32 page booklet) 
Carman, Jenks “Tex.” At Town Hall Party. (DVD; 12 page booklet) 
Carman, Jenks “Tex.” Cow Punk. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Carman, Jenks “Tex.” Hillbilly Hula. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Carman, Jenks “Tex.” The Old Guitar And Me. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Carson, Joe. Hillbilly Band From Mars (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Carter Family. The Original Carter Family: In the Shadow of Clinch 

Mountain. (12 CDs, 220 page hardcover book) 
Carter, Anita. Appalachian Angel: Her Recordings 1950-1972 & 1996. 

(7 CDs; 76-page hardcover book) 
Carter, Anita. Ring of Fire. (CD; 20-page book) 
Carter, Janette. Deliverance Will Come. (CD with 20 page booklet) 
Carter, Joe and Janette. Carter Family Favorites. (CD with 16 page 

booklet) 
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Carter, Sara & Maybelle. Sara & Maybelle. (CD with 20 page book) 
Carter, Wilf. A Prairie Legend. (4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Carter, Wilf. Dynamite Trail (CD with 16 page booklet) 
Cash, Johnny & Carl Perkins. I Walk the Line/Little Fauss & Big 

Halsy. (CD with 24 page booklet) 
Cash, Johnny & Gunter Gabriel & Others. The Man in Black/The 

International Johnny Cash. (CD with 60 page booklet) 
Cash, Johnny & Johnny Horton. I’m a Fishin’ Man. (CD in paper 

sleeve) 
Cash, Johnny. The Deep Roots of Johnny Cash. (CD with 36 page 

booklet) 
Cash, Johnny and June Carter. It’s All In The Family. (CD digipac with 

52 page booklet) 
Cash, Johnny. At Town Hall Party (DVD with 16 page booklet) 
Cash, Johnny. Come Along and Ride This Train. (4 CDs; 32 page book) 
Cash, Johnny. Five Minutes to Live. (DVD with 16 page booklet)
Cash, Johnny. The Man in Black Vol. 1: 1954-1958. (5 CDs; 36 page 

book) 
Cash, Johnny. The Man in Black Vol. 2: 1959-1962. (5 CDs; 50 page 

book) 
Cash, Johnny. The Man in Black Vol. 3: 1963-1969. (6 CDs; 46 page 

book) 
Cash, Johnny. The Night Rider. (DVD with 12 page book)
Cash, Johnny. The Outtakes. (3 CDs; 100 page booklet) 
Cash, Johnny. Traveling Cash. (CD with 16 page booklet) 
Cash, Johnny. Up Through the Years, 1955-1957. (CD with 8 page 

booklet) 
And The Answer Is. Vol 1-3. CDs of “answer songs,” with the original 

and then the “answer.” 
Smoke That Cigarette: Pleasure to Burn. CD of songs about 

cigarettes. 
Clifton, Bill & Hedy West. Getting Folk Out of the Country. (CD; 36 

page booklet) 
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Clifton, Bill & Paul Clayton. A Bluegrass Session. (Vinyl LP) 
Clifton, Bill. Around the World to Poor Valley. (8 CDs; 100 page 

hardcover book) 
Cline, Patsy. Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Clooney, Rosemary & Perez Prado. A Touch of Tabasco, Plus. (CD; 28 

page booklet) 
Clooney, Rosemary. Come On-A My House: Her Complete Recordings 

1946-1954. (7 CDs; 76 page hardcover book) 
Clooney, Rosemary. Many a Wonderful Moment: Her Complete 

Recordings 1958-1968. (8 CDs; 64 page hardcover book) 
Clooney, Rosemary. Memories of You: Her Complete Recordings 

1955-1958. (7 CDs; 76 page hardcover book) 
Choates, Harry. Devil In The Bayou: The Gold Star Recordings. (2 

CDs; 112 page booklet) 
Cochran, Eddie. At Town Hall Party. ((DVD; 12 page booklet) 
Cochran, Eddie. Eddie Rocks. (CD digipac; 40 page booklet) 
Cochran, Eddie. Something Else!: The Ultimate Collection: His 

Complete Recordings 1953-1960. (8 CDs; 192 page hardcover 
book) 

Coe, David Allan. A Matter of Life and Death; Plus. (CD; 40 page 
booklet) 

Coe, David Allan. Castles in the Sand/Hello in There; Plus. (CD; 36 
page booklet) 

Coe, David Allan. Compass Point/I’ve Got Something To Say. (CD; 32 
page booklet)

Coe, David Allan. Human Emotions/Spectrum VII. (CD; 32 page 
booklet) 

Coe, David Allan. Longhaired Redneck/Rides Again. (CD; 40 page 
booklet)

Coe, David Allan. Mysterious Rhinestone Cowboy/Once Upon a Time. 
(CD; 44 page booklet) 

Coe, David Allan. Rough Rider/DAC; Plus. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Coe, David Allan. Tattoo/Family Album. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
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Coe, David Allen. Invictus (Means) Unconquered/Tennessee Whisky. 
(CD; 32 page booklet) 

Coe, David Allen. Just Divorced; Darlin’ Darlin; Plus. (CD; 36 page 
booklet) 

Coe, David. Unchained/Son of the South. (CD; 40 page booklet)
Collins Kids. At Town Hall Party Vol 1. (DVD; 12 page booklet) 
Collins Kids. At Town Hall Party Vol 2. (DVD; 12 page booklet) 
Collins Kids. At Town Hall Party Vol 3. (DD; 12 page booklet) 
Collins Kids. The Rockin’est. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Collins, Tommy. Leonard: His Complete Recordings 1951-1968. (5 

CDs; 36 page book) 
Cooper, Wilma Lee & Stoney. Big Midnight Special: Their Complete 

Recordings 1947-1984. (4 CDs; 48 page book) 
Copas, Cowboy. Settin’ Flat on Ready: Gonna Shake This Shack 

Tonight. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Country & Western Hit Parade. Country hits 1945-1960; each year 

has separate CD. 
Country Style U.S.A. Seasons 1-4; DVDs of various country artists 

with booklet; filmed by the Armed Forces Network. 
Country Style U.S.A. Seasons 1-4. Various artists. (DVD for each 

season with booklet) 
Cousin Emmy. Cousin Emmy and Her Kinfolks 1939-1947. (CD; 52 

page booklet)
Craddock, Billy Crash. Boom Boom Baby. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Crickets, The. Still in Style. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Curless, Dick. A Tombstone Every Mile: His Complete Recordings 

1950-1969. (7 CDs; 48 page book) 
Curless, Dick. Hard, Hard Traveling Man: His Complete Recordings 

1970-1973. (4 CDs; 48 page book) 
Williams, Curley. Curley Williams & His Peach Pickers. Half As 

Much. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Daffan Records Story, The. Various artists who recorded for the 

country independent label (2 CDs; 64 page booklet) 
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Damron, Dick. More Than Countryfied: The Early Recordings of Dick 
Damron: 1959-1976. (3 CDs; 68 page booklet) 

Darby & Tarlton. Their Complete Recordings 1927-1933. (3 CDs; 48 
page book) 

Davis Sisters. Memories. (2 CDs; 44 page booklet) 
Davis, Jimmie. Nobody’s Darlin’ But Mine: His Complete Recordings 

1928-1937. (5 CDs; 24 page book) 
Davis, Jimmie. You Are My Sunshine: His Complete Recordings 1937-

1946. (5 CDs; 28 page book) 
Day, Jimmy. Golden Steel Guitar Hits: Steel and Strings. (CD; 20 page 

booklet) 
Dean, Jimmy. Big Bad John. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Dickens, Little Jimmy. I’m Little, But I’m Loud: Gonna Shake This 

Shack Tonight. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Dickens, Little Jimmy. Out Behind the Barn: His Complete Recordings 

March 1957-1966. (4 CDs; 48 page book) 
Dim Lights, Thick Smoke and Hillbilly Music. Various artists on the 

“Country & Western Hit Parade” for the years 1945-1960, with 
each CD dedicated to a year. (16 CDs with book compiled by 
Colin Escott) 

Donegan, Lonnie. More Than Pye in the Sky: His Complete 
Recordings 1954-1966. (8 CDs; 60 page book) 

Dowell, Joe. Wooden Heart. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Driftwood, Jimmy. Americana. (3 CDs; 24 page book) 
Drugstore’s Rockin’, The. Series of CDs of various artists in the 

rockabilly vein. (7 CDs) 
Duncan, Johnny. Last Train to San Fernando: His Complete 

Recordings 1956-1973. (4 CDs; 28 page book) 
Duncan, Tommy. Beneath a Neon Star in a Honky Tonk. (CD; 16 page 

booklet) 
Duncan, Tommy. Texas Moon. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Eanes, Jim. Jim Eanes And the Shenandoah Valley Boys. (CD; 20 page 

booklet) 
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Eddy, Duane. Deep in the Heart of Twangville: His Complete 
Recordings 1962-1964. (6 CDs; 70 page hardcover book) 

Emery, Joe. If You Don’t Buy This, I’ll Find Somebody Who Will. (CD; 
28 page booklet) 

Endsley, Melvin. I Like Your Kind of Love. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Everly Brothers. Chained to a Memory: Their Complete Recordings 

1966-1972. (8 CDs, 1 DVD; 176 page hardcover book) 
Everly Brothers. Classic: Their Complete Recordings 1957-1960. (3 

CDs; 44 page book) 
Everly Brothers. The Outtakes. (CD; 64 page booklet) 
Everly Brothers. The Price of Fame: Their Complete Recordings 

1960-1965. (7 CDs; 188 page hardcover book) 
Farmer Boys. Flash, Crash and Thunder. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Feathers, Charlie. Rock-A-Billy: Definitive Collection 1954-1973. (CD; 

8 page booklet) 
Fell, Terry. Truck Drivin Man. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Felts, Narvel. Did You Tell Me. (CD; 20 page booklet)
Felts, Narvel. Drift Away: The Best of Narvel Felts 1973-1979. (CD; 

24 page booklet) 
Felts, Narvel. Memphis Days. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Flatt & Scruggs. Their Complete Recordings 1948-1959. (4 CDs; 16 

page book) 
Flatt & Scruggs. Their Complete Recordings 1959-1963. (5 CDs; 20 

page book) 
Flatt & Scruggs. Their Complete Recordings, Plus! 1964-1969. (6 

CDs; 28 page book) 
Flatt, Lester and Bill Monroe. Live at Vanderbilt. (CD; 32 page 

booklet) 
Flatt, Lester. Flatt On Victor, Plus More. (6 CDs; 52 page book) 
Foley, Red. Old Shep: His Complete Recordings 1933-1950. (6 CDs; 96 

page hardcover book) 
Foley, Red. Sugarfoot Rag: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 32 

page booklet) 
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Ford, Tennessee Ernie. Sixteen Tons. (CD; 16 page booklet)
Ford, Tennessee Ernie. Songs of the Civil War. (CD; 64 page booklet) 
Francis, Connie. Kissin’, Twistin’, Goin’ Where The Boys Are: Complete 

Recordings 1960-1962. (5 CDs; 32 page book) 
Francis, Connie. White Sox, Pink Lipstick and..Stupid Cupid. The 

Complete Recordings 1955-1959. (5 CDs; 40 page book) 
Friedman, Kinky. They Ain’t Making Jews Like Jesus Anymore. (CD; 

40 page booklet) 
Frizzell, Lefty. Life’s Like Poetry: His Complete Recordings 1950-

1974. (12 CDs; 150 page book) 
Frizzell, Lefty. Steppin’ Out: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 

36 page booklet) 
From Alamo To El Dorado. (Soundtrack) Various artists. (CD; 36 

page booklet) 
Garland, Hank. Hank Garland & His Sugar Footers. (CD; 16 page 

booklet) 244 525 
Gibson, Don. A Legend In My Time. (CD; 8 page booklet) 
Gibson, Don. Don Rocks. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Gibson, Don. Singer Songwriter: His Complete Recordings 1960-

1966. (4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Gibson, Don. Singer Songwriter: His Complete Recordings 1966-

1969. (4 CDs; 40 page book) 
Gibson, Don. Singer, Songwriter: His Complete Recordings 1949-

1960. (4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Glaser, Tompall. My Notorious Youth/Hillbilly Central #1. (CD; 36 

page booklet) 
Glaser, Tompall. Put Another Log on the Fire: Hillbilly Central #2. 

(CD; 40 page booklet) 
Glaser, Tompall. The Outlaw. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Glaser, Tompall. The Rogue. (CD; 8 page booklet) 
Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. Series of CDs on various artists: 

Johnny Bond, The Carlisles, Patsy Cline, Cowboy Copas, Little 
Jimmy Dickens, Tibby Edwards, Red Foley, Lefty Frizzell, 
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Hawkshaw Hawkins, Eddie Hill, Johnny Horton, Pee Wee King, 
Bobby Lord, Maddox Brothers & Rose, Leon McAuliffe, George 
McCormick and Earl Aycock, Skeets McDonald, Webb Pierce, 
Glenn Reeves, Jimmie Skinner, Carl Smith, Hank Snow, Jimmy 
Spellman, Clyde Stacy, Hank Thompson, Ernest Tubb, Justin 
Tubb, Hank Williams, Faron Young. Each artist had a CD and 
booklet) 

Greetings From Alabama. Various artists (includes Louvin Brothers, 
Sons of the Pioneers, Red Foley, Cowboy Copas, Bobby Bare 
etc.) 

Greetings From Georgia. Various artists (includes Don Gibson, Chet 
Atkins, Frankie Laine, Stonewall Jackson, Willie Nelson, Jerry 
Lee Lewis, etc.) (CD; 24 page booklet) 

Greetings From Hawaii. Various artists (includes Marty Robbins, 
Bill Haley, Hank Snow, Hank Locklin, Rex Allen, etc.) (CD; 24 
page booklet) 

Greetings From Oklahoma. Various artists (includes Jack Guthrie, 
Bob Wills, Sons of the Pioneers, Johnny Bond, Marvin 
Rainwater, etc.) (CD; 24 page booklet) 

Greetings From Tennessee. Various artists (includes Ernest Tubb, 
Pee Wee King, Tommy Duncan, Bill Clifton, Hank Williams, 
Johnny Horton, Eddy Arnold etc.) (CD; 24 page booklet) 

Greetings From Texas. Various artists (includes Asleep at the Wheel, 
Darrell McCall, Ernest Tubb, Tex Ritter, Willie Nelson etc.) (CD; 
20 page booklet) 

Griffin, Buck. Let’s Elope Baby. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Guitar, Bonnie. Dark Moon. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Guitar, Bonnie. The Velvet Lounge. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Guthrie, Jack. Milk Cow Blues. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Guthrie, Jack. Oklahoma Hills. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Guthrie, Jack. When The World Has Turned You Down. (CD; 36 page 

booklet) 
Haggard, Merle & Leona Williams. Old Loves Never Die. (CD; 24 

page booklet) 
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Haggard, Merle. Hag: The Studio Recordings 1968-1976. (6 CDs; 140 
page hardcover book 

Haggard, Merle. Same Train-Different Time. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Haggard, Merle. The Capitol Recordings 1968-1976: Concepts, Live & 

The Strangers. (6 CDs; 120 page hardcover book) 
Haggard, Merle. Untamed Hawk: his Complete Recordings 1962-

1968. (5 CDs; 52 page book) 
Hal Lone Pine & Betty Cody. On the Trail of the Lonesome Pine. (CD; 

32 page booklet) 
Haley, Bill. Bill Rocks. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Haley, Bill. Rock’N’Roll Arrives: The Decca Years and More: His 

Complete Decca Recordings 1954-1964. (5 CDs; 32 page book) 
Haley, Bill. Rock’n’Roll Arrives: The Real Birth of Rock’N’Roll 1946-

1954: His Complete Recordings 1946-1954. (5 CDs; 100 page 
hardcover book) 

Haley, Bill. Rock’n’Roll Arrives: The Warner Brothers Years and More: 
His Complete Warner Brothers Recordings 1960-1969. (6 CDs 
and 40 page book) 

Hall, Dickson. Outlaws of the West. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Hall, Tom T. Ballad of Forty Dollars/Homecoming. (CD; 28 page 

booklet) 258 
Hall, Tom T. I Witness Life/100 Children. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Hallyday, Johnny. The 1962 Nashville Sessions Vol 2: The French 

Recordings. (CD; 8 page booklet) 
Hamilton IV, George. My North Country Home. (3 CDs; 68 page 

booklet) 
Hamilton IV, George. To You and Yours From Me and Mine: His Complete 

Recordings: 1956-1965. (6 CDs; 88 page hardcover book) 
Hamilton IV, George. To Your and Yours: The Drugstore’s Rockin’. 

(CD; 44 page booklet) 
Hart, Freddie. Juke Joint Boogie. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Hawkins, Hawkshaw. Car Hoppin’ Mama: Gonna Shake This Shack 

Tonight. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
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Hawkins, Hawkshaw. Hawk: His Complete Recordings: 1953-1961. 
(3 CDs; 20 page book) 

Hawkins, Ronnie. Ronnie Rocks. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Hawkins, Ronnie. The Ballads of Ronnie Hawkins. (CD; 32 page 

booklet) 
Helms, Bobby. Fraulein: The Classic Years. (2 CDs; 24 page booklet) 
High Noon. (Soundtrack) Various artists. (CD; 44 page booklet) 
Homer & Jethro. Assault The Rock’n’Roll Era. (CD; 64 page booklet) 
Horton, Johnny. Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 36 page 

booklet) 
Horton, Johnny. His Complete Recordings: 1956-1960. (4 CDs; 124 

page book) 
Horton, Johnny. Rockin’ Rollin’ Johnny Horton. (CD; 12 page booklet)
Horton, Johnny. The Ballads of Johnny Horton. (CD; 28 page booklet)
Horton, Johnny. The Early Years: His Complete Recordings 1951-

1955. (4 CDs; 124 page book) 
Horton, Johnny. The Fantastic Johnny Horton. (Vinyl LP) 
Ian & Sylvia. The Beginning of the End. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Isaacs, Bud. Bud’s Bounce. (CD; 44 page booklet) 
Jackson, Stonewall. Waterloo: His Complete Recordings 1957-1967. 

(4 CDs; 72 page hardcover book) 
Jackson, Wanda. Right Or Wrong: Her Complete Recordings 1954-

1962. (4 CDs; 40 page book) 
Jackson, Wanda. Tears Will Be the Chaser for the Wine: Her Complete 

Recordings 1963-1973. (8 CDs; 48 page book) 
Jackson, Wanda. The Ballads of Wanda Jackson. (CD; 28 page 

booklet) 
Jackson, Wanda. Wanda Rocks. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
James, Sonny and Roy Orbison. The RCA Sessions. (CD; 8 page 

booklet) 
James, Sonny. Sonny Rocks. (CD; 32 page booklet)
James, Sonny. Young Love: The Complete Recordings 1952-1962. (6 
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CDs; 68 page book) 
Jennings, Waylon. Clovis to Phoenix: The Early Years. (CD; 24 page 

booklet) 
Jennings, Waylon. Nashville Rebel. (DVD; 16 page booklet) 
Jennings, Waylon. The Journey: Destiny’s Child: His Complete 

Recordings 1958-1968. (6 CDs; 60 page hardcover book) 
Jennings, Waylon. The Journey: Six Strings Away: The Complete 

Recordings 1968-1972. (6 CDs; 60 page hardcover book) 
Jennings, Waylon. The Restless Kid: Live At JD’s. (CD; 20 page 

booklet) 
Jim & Jesse. 1952-1955. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Jim & Jesse. Bluegrass and More: Their Complete Recordings 1960-

1989. (5 CDs; 32 page book)
Jimmy & Johnny. If You Don’t, Somebody Else Will. (CD; 48 page 

booklet) 
Johnnie & Jack and the Tennessee Mountain boys. Their Complete 

Recordings 1947-1962. (6 CDs; 68 page book) 
Johnnie & Jack. Johnnie & Jack with Kitty Wells at KWKH. (CD; 20 

page booklet) 
Jones, George & Gene Pitney. Gene Pitney and George Jones. (CD; 29 

page booklet) 
Jones, George. A Good Year For the Roses: The Complete Musicor 

Recordings 1965-1971 (Part 2). (4 CDs; 52 page book)
Jones, George. She Thinks I Still Care: The Complete United Artists 

Recordings 1962-1964. (5 CDs; 48 pp book 
Jones, George. Walk Through This World With Me: The Complete 

Musicor Recordings 1965-1971 (Part 1). (5 CDs; 48 page book) 
King, Bob. Bob King & The Country Kings. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
King, Claude. Wolverton Mountain: His Recordings 1947-1979. (5 

CDs; 36 page book) 
King, Pee Wee. Pee Wee King & His Golden West Cowboys. (6 CDs; 66 

page book) 
Kingston Trio, The. The Guard Years: Their Complete Recordings 
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1958-1961. (10 CDs; 104 page hardcover book) 
Kingston Trio, The. The Stewart Years: His Complete Recordings 

(1961-1968. (10 CDs; 104 page hardcover book) 
Knox, Buddy & Jimmy Bowen with the Rhythm Orchids. Buddy & 

Jimmy Rock. (CD; 52 page booklet) 
LaBeef, Sleepy. Larger Than Life: His Complete Recordings 1955-

1979. (6 CDs; 28 page book) 
LaBeef, Sleepy. Sleepy Rocks. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
LaFarge, Peter. As Long As the Grass Shall Grow/On the Warpath. 

(CD; 68 page booklet) 
Lafarge, Peter. Songs of the Cowboys/Iron Mountain and Other 

Songs. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Laine, Frankie. I Believe: The Important Years of His Career Part 2. 

(6 CDs; 100 page hardcover book) 
Laine, Frankie. On the Trail Again. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Laine, Frankie. On the Trail. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Laine, Frankie. Rawhide: The Important Years of His Career Part 3. 

(9 CDs; 104 page hardcover book) 
Laine, Frankie. That Lucky Old Sun: The Important Years of His 

Career Part 1. (6 CDs; 72 page hardcover book) 
Laine, Franklie & Jo Stafford. The Duets. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Lanham, Roy. Sizzling Strings/The Fabulous Guitar. (CD; 24 page 

booklet) 
Lee, Brenda. Little Miss Dynamite: The Complete Recordings 1956-

1962. (4 CDs; 84 page book) 
Lee, Jimmy. Knocking On Your Front Door. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Lewis, Jerry Lee. Classic: The Definitive Edition of His Sun Recordings 

1956-1963. (8 CDs; 36 page book) 
Lewis, Jerry Lee. Greatest Live Shows on Earth. (CD; 8 page 

booklet) 
Lewis, Jerry Lee. Jerry Lee Rocks. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Lewis, Jerry Lee. Live at the Star-Club Hamburg. (CD; 8 page 

booklet) 
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Lewis, Jerry Lee. Live At the Star-Club Hamburg. (Vinyl LP) 
Lewis, Jerry Lee. Mercury Smashes and Rockin’ Session: His Complete 

Recordings 1970-1977. (10 CDs; 64 page book) 
Lewis, Jerry Lee. Old Time Religion: Rare Recordings of Jerry Lee 

Lewis in Church Preachin’, Shoutin’, and Singin’. (CD; 36 page 
booklet) 

Lewis, Jerry Lee. Southern Swagger. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Lewis, Jerry Lee. The Locust Years and the Return to the Promised 

Land: His Complete Recordings 1963-1969. (8 CDs; 48 page 
book) 

Lewis, Jerry Lee. Up Through the Years, 1956-1963. (CD; 8 page 
booklet) 

Lightfoot, Gordon. Did She Mention My name/Back Here on Earth. 
(CD; 40 page booklet) 

Lightfoot, Gordon. Lightfoot/The Way I Feel. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Lightfoot, Gordon. Sunday Concert, Plus. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Lister, Big Bill. There’s a Tear In My Beer. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Locklin, Hank. Please Help Me, I’m Falling. (4 CDs; 36 page book) 
Locklin, Hank. Send Me The Pillow You Dream On: His Complete 

Recordings 1948-1954. (3 CDs; 32 page book) 
Logsdon, Jimmie. I’ve Got a Rocket In My Pocket. (CD; 32 page 

booklet) 
Lonesome Pine Fiddlers, The. Windy Mountain. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Lord, Bobby. Everybody’s Rockin’ But Me: Gonna Shake This Shack 

Tonight. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Loudermilk, John D. Blue Train. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Loudermilk, John D. It’s My Time. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Loudermilk, John D. Sittin’ In The Balcony. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Louvin Brothers. Close Harmony: Their Complete Recordings 1947-

1963. (8 CDs; 57 page book) 
Lulu Belle and Scotty. Series of Vogue Picture Discs. Songs include 

“Some Sunday Morning, “In the Doghouse How,” “I Get a Kick 
Out of Corn,” Have I Told You Lately That I Love You,” “Time 
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Will Tell, and “Grandpa’s Getting’ Younger Ev’ry Day.” 
Luman, Bob. At Town Hall Party. (DVD; 16 page booklet) 
Luman, Bob. Bob Rocks. (CD; 84 page booklet) 
Luman, Bob. Let’s Think About Living: His Complete Recordings 

1955-1967. (4 CDs; 104 page hardcover book) 
Luman, Bob. Luman: His Complete Recordings 1968-1977. (5 CDs; 

48 page book) 
Macon, Uncle Dave. Keep By Skillet Good and Greasy: His Complete 

Recordings 1924-1950. (9 CDs; DVD; 176 page hardcover book) 
Maddox Brothers & Rose. The Most Colorful Hillbilly Band in 

America: Their Complete Recordings 1952-1958. (4 CDs; 28 
page book) 

Maddox Brothers & Rose. Ugly and Slouchy: Gonna Shake This Shack 
Tonight. (CD; 36 page booklet) 

Maddox, Rose. The One Rose: Her Complete Recordings 1959-1965. 
(4 CDs; 16 page book) 

Man Who Robbed the Bank at Santa Fe, The. (Soundtrack) Various 
artists (CD; 52 page booklet) 

Mann, Carl. Carl Rocks. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Maphis, Joe. At Town Hall Party. (DV; 16 page booklet) 
Maphis, Joe. Flying Fingers. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Martin, Dean. Everybody Loves Somebody: The Reprise Years: 

His Complete Recordings 1962-1966. (6 CDs; DVD; 94 page 
hardcover book) 

Martin, Dean. Lay Some Happiness On Me: The Reprise Years and 
More: His Complete Recordings 1966-1985. (6 CDs; DVD; 112 
page hardcover book) 

Martin, Dean. Memories Are Made of This: His Complete Recordings 
1946-1955. (8 CDs; 84 page hardcover book) 

Martin, Dean. Return To Me: His Complete Recordings 1956-1981. (8 
CDs; 84 page hardcover book) 

Martin, Janis. The Female Elvis/Complete Recordings 1956-1960. 
(CD; 16 page booklet) 
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Martin, Janis. The Outtakes, Plus. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Martin, Jimmy and the Sunny Mountain Boys. His Complete 

Recordings 1954-1974. (5 CDs; 44 page book) 
Maynard, Ken. Sings the Lone Star Trial. The Story of Hollywood’s 

First Singing Cowboy. (CD; 80 page booklet) 
McAuliff, Leon. Tulsa Straight Ahead: Gonna Shake This Shack 

Tonight. (CD; 52 page booklet) 
McAuliffe, Leon. Take Off, and More. (CD; 44 page booklet) 
McCall, Darrell. The Real McCall: His Complete Recordings 1960-

1980. (5 CDs; 40 page book) 
McDevitt, Chas. The Chas McDevitt Skiffle Group. (CD; 28 page 

booklet) 
McDonald, Skeets. Don’t Let the Stars Get In Your Eyes: His Complete 

Recordings 1950-1967. (5 CDs; 44 page book) 
McDonald, Skeets. Heart Breakin’ Mama: Gonna Shake This Shack 

Tonight. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
McKuen, Rod. If You Go Away: The RCA Years: His Complete 

Recordings 1965-1968. (7 CDs; 104 page hardcover book) 
Miller, Frankie. Blackland Farmer: The Complete Starday Recordings 

and More. (3 CDs; 100 page booklet) 
Miller, Frankie. Sugar Coated Baby. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Miller, J. D. Miller. (Various Artists) Acadian All Star Special: The 

Pioneering Cajun Recordings of J.D. Miller. (3 CDs; 80 page book) 
Miller, Ned. From a Jack To a King. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Miller, Roger. A Man Like Me: The Early Years of Roger Miller. (CD; 

36 page booklet) 
Miller, Roger. King of the Road. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Mitchell, Guy. Heartaches By The Number. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Mitchum, Robert. Tall Dark Stranger. (CD; 76 page booklet) 
Mitchum, Robert. That Man. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Monroe, Bill and Lester Flatt. Live at Vanderbilt. (CD; 32 page 

booklet) 
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Monroe, Bill. Blue Grass 1959-1969: His Complete Recordings. (4 
CDs; 28 page book) 

Monroe, Bill. Blue Grass 1970-1979: His Complete Recordings.  
(4 CDs; 32 page book)

Monroe, Bill. Blue Grass: His Complete Recordings 1950-1958.  
(4 CDs; 48 page book) 

Monroe, Bill. Blue Moon of Kentucky: His Complete Recordings 1936-
1949. (6 CDs; 86 page hardcover book) 

Monroe, Bill. Far Across the Blue Water: Bill Monroe in Germany 
(1975 & 1989). (4 CDs; 1 DVD; 52 page book) 

Monroe, Bill. My Last Days on Earth: His Complete MCA Recordings: 
1981-1994. (4 CDs; 84 page hardcover book) 

Monroe, Bill. Rosenberg, Neil and Charles K. Wolfe. Bluegrass 1950-
1958: Bill Monroe. (Book) 

Monroe, Bill. Two Days at Newport. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Monroe, Charlie. I’m Old Kentucky Bound: His Complete Recordings 

1938-1956. (4 CDs; 60 page hardcover book) 
Morgan, George. Candy Kisses: His Complete Recordings 1949-1966. 

(8 CDs; 40 page book) 
Morris, Rod. Bimbo. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Mullican, Moon. Moon’s Rock. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
My Rifle, My Pony and Me. (Soundtrack) Various artists.  

(CD; 24 page booklet) 
Nashville Artists On Tour. Various artists; includes Jim Reeves, 

Anita Kerr Singers, Bobby Bare, The Blue Boys, Chet Atkins.  
(4 CDs, 1 DVD; 112 page hardcover book) 

Nashville Stars in Germany, 1957. 5000 Miles Away From Home. 
Various artists; includes The Browns, Hank Locklin, Janis 
Martin, Jim Reeves, Del Wood, Tommy Hill and Leo Jackson. 
(CD; 28 page booklet) 

Nelson, Rick. For You: The Decca Years: His Complete Recordings 
1963-1969. (6 CDs; 140 page hardcover book) 

Nelson, Rick. Ricky Rocks. (CD; 44 page booklet) 
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Nelson, Rick. The Last Time Around: His Complete Recordings 1970-
1982. (7 CDs; 144 page hardcover book) 

Nelson, Ricky. The American Dream: His Complete Recordings 1957-
1962. (6 CDs; 176 page hardcover book) 

Nelson, Willie & The Offenders. Reunion—Can’t Get the Hell Out of 
Texas. (CD; 16 page booklet) 

Nelson, Willie. It’s Been Rough and Rocky Travellin’: The Complete 
Recordings 1954-1963. (3 CDs; 68 page book) 

Nelson, Willie. Nashville Was the Roughest: The Complete Recordings 
1964-1972. (8 CDs; 72 page hardcover book) 

Newman, Jimmy C. Bop-A-Hula. (2 CDs; 20 page booklet) 
Newton, Wayne & Newton Brothers. The Real Thing (1954-1963). 

(CD; 48 page booklet) 
Next Stop Is Vietnam: The War on Record 1961-2008. Various artists. 

(13 CDs; 304 page hardcover book) 
O’Day, Molly. Cumberland Mountain Folks. (2 CDs; 44 page booklet) 
Orbison, Roy & Sonny James. The RCA Sessions (CD; 8 page booklet) 
Orbison, Roy. Orbison 1955-1965. (7 CDs; 104 page hardcover 

book)
Orbison, Roy. Sun Years 1956-1958. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Orbison, Roy. Roy Rocks. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Osborne Brothers, The. Their Complete Recordings 1956-1968.  

(4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Osborne Brothers, The. Their Complete Recordings 1968-1974.  

(4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Owens, Bonnie. Queen of the Coast. (4 CDs; 76 pge book) 
Owens, Buck. Act Naturally: The Buck Owens Recordings 1953-1964. 

(5 CDs; 84 page hardcover book) 
Owens, Buck. Open up Your Heart: The Buck Owens & The Buckaroos 

Recordings 1965-1968. (7 CDs; 120 page hardcover book) 
Oxford, Vernon. Keeper of the Flame. (5 CDs; 32 page book) 
Parker, Fess. Great American Heroes. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
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Paul, Billy. Texas Rose. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Paycheck, Johnny. Shakin’ The Blues. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Payne, Leon. I Love You Because. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Perkins, Carl. Back On Top: His Complete Recordings 1968-1975. (4 

CDs; 36 page book) 
Perkins, Carl. Carl Rocks. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Perkins, Carl. Classic: His Complete Recordings 1954-1964. (5 CDs; 

24 page book) 
Perkins, Carl. The Dollie Masters: Country Boy’s Dream. (CD; 20 page 

booklet) 
Perkins, Carl. Up Through the Years, 1954-1957. (CD; 8 page 

booklet) 
Pierce, Webb. Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 36 page 

booklet) 
Pierce, Webb. His Complete Recordings 1951-1958. (4 CDs; 36 page 

book) 
Pitney, Gene. Hits and Misses. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Preston, Johnny. Charming Billy: The Stereo Recordings. (CD; 28 

page booklet) 
Preston, Johnny. Running Bear. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Price, Ray. The Honky Tonk Years: The Complete Recordings 1950-

1966. (10 CDs; 80 page book) 
Prophet, Orval. The Travellin’ Kind. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Pullins, Leroy. I’m a Nut. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Rainwater, Marvin. Classic Recordings: His Complete Recordings 

1953-1969. (4 CDs; 36 page book) 
Rainwater, Marvin. The Westwood Recordings. (CD; 8 page booklet) 
Rainwater, Marvin. Whole Lotta Woman—Rockin’Rollin’. (CD; 20 

pge booklet) 
Randolph, Boots. Yakety Sax. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Reed, Jerry. Here I Am. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Reeves, Glenn. Johnny On The Spot: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. 

(CD; 44 page booklet) 



– 137 –

International Country Music Journal 2015

Reeves, Goebel. Hobo’s Lullaby. (CD; 44 page booklet) 
Reeves, Jim & Friends. Radio Days Vol. 1. (4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Reeves, Jim. Jim Reeves & Others: The Jim Reeves Connection. (CD; 28 

page booklet) 
Reeves, Jim. Kimberly Jim. (DVD; 28 page booklet) 
Reeves, Jim. Radio Days Vol. 2. (4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Reeves, Jim. The Jim Reeves Radio Show, February 14, 1958. (CD; 20 

page booklet) 
Reeves, Jim. The Jim Reeves Radio Show, February 25-28, 1958. (CD; 

20 page booklet) 
Reeves, Jim. Welcome To My World: His Complete Recordings 1949-

1983. (16 CDs; 124 page book) 
Reno, Don and Red Smiley. Sweethearts in Heaven—The Dot 

Recordings 1957-1964. (CD; 48 page booklet) 
Rich, Charlie. Charlie Rocks. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Rich, Charlie. The Ballads of Charlie Rich. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Rich, Charlie. The Sun Years: His Complete Recordings 1958-1962. (3 

CDs; 44 page book) 
Rich, Dave. Ain’t It Fine. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Riley, Billy Lee. Classic Recordings 1956-1960. (2 CDs; 36 page 

booklet) 
Riley, Billy. The Mojo Albums, Plus. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Riley, Billy. The Outtakes. (2 CDs; 68 page booklet) 
Rio Bravo. (soundtrack) (Various artists) (CD; 44 page booklet)
Ritter, Tex. Have I Stayed Away Too Long: His Complete Transcription 

Recordings 1945-1952. (4 CDs; 48 page book) 
Ritter, Tex. High Noon. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Ritter, Tex. High Noon: His Complete Recordings 1947-1954. (4 CDs; 

40 page book) 
Robbins, Marty with Frankie Starr. Elevator Boogie. (CD; 24 page 

book) 
Robbins, Marty with Ray Conniff. The Story of My Life. (CD; 12 page 

booklet) 
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Robbins, Marty. A Musical Journey to the Caribbean and Mexico. (CD; 
12 page booklet) 

Robbins, Marty. At Town Hall Party. (DVD; 12 page booklet) 
Robbins, Marty. Country 1951-1958: His Complete Country 

Recordings. (5 CDs, 20 page book) 
Robbins, Marty. Country 1960-1966: His Complete Country 

Recordings. (4 CDs; 32 page book) 
Robbins, Marty. Hawaii’s Calling Me. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Robbins, Marty. Ruby Ann: Rockin’ Rollin’ Robbins Vol 3. (CD; 12 

page booklet) 
Robbins, Marty. Under Western Skies: His Complete Western 

Recordings 1958-1979. (4 CDs; 60 page book) 
Roberts, Kenny. Jumpin’ And Yodelin’. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Robertson, Don. And Then I Wrote Songs for Elvis. (CD; 36 page 

booklet) 
Rodgers, Jimmie. I Am Sad and Weary: Jimmie Rodgers Revisited. 

(CD; 64 page booklet) 
Rodgers, Jimmie. Let Me Be Your Sidetrack: The Influence of Jimmie 

Rodgers. Various artists. (6 CDs; 188 page booklet) 
Rodgers, Jimmie. Memories of Jimmie Rodgers. Various Artists (CD; 

32 page booklet) 
Rodgers, Jimmie. The Singing Brakeman: His Complete Recordings 

1927-1933. (6 CDs; 60 page book) 
Seay, Johnny. Blue Moon of Kentucky. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Shafer, Whitey. My House Is Your House. (Vinyl LP) 
Shaver, Billy Joe. Honky Tonk Heroes. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Shepard, Jean. The Melody Ranch Girl: Her Complete Recordings 

1952-1964. (5 CDs; 36 page book) 
Sherley, Glen. Live at Vacaville, California. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Shit Happens!: Songs of Everyday Life. (Various artists, including 

Eddy Arnold, Dolly Parton & Porter Wagoner, George Hamilton 
IV, Louvin Brothers, Webb Pierce, Johnny Cash etc. (CD; 68 
page book)
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Skinner, Jimmie. Doin’ My Time: His Complete Recordings 1947-
1961. (6 CDs; 96 page booklet) 

Smith, Carl. Hey Joe: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 40 page 
booklet) 

Smith, Carl. Satisfaction Guaranteed: The Complete Recordings 
1950-1959. (5 CDs; 36 page book)

Smith, Connie. Born To Sing: Her Complete Recordings 1964-1967. 
(4 CDs; 56 page book) 

Snow, Hank. The Complete Thesaurus Transcriptions 1950-1956. (5 
CDs; 36 page book) 

Snow, Hank. The Goldrush Is Over: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. 
(CD; 40 page booklet) 

Snow, Hank. The Singing Ranger Vol 1: The Studio Recordings 1951-
1953. (4 CDs; 8 page book) 

Snow, Hank. The Singing Ranger Vol 2: His Complete Recordings 
1953-1958. (4 CDs, 16 page book) 

Snow, Hank. The Singing Ranger Vol 3: His Complete Recordings 
1958-1969. (12 CDs; 44 page book) 

Snow, Hank. The Singing Ranger Vol 4: His Complete Recordings 
1969-1984. (9 CDs; 32 page book) 

Snow, Hank. The Yodelling Ranger: The Complete Recordings 1936-
1947. (5 CDS; 48 page book) 

Snow, Hank. Wanderin’ On: The Best of the Yodelling Ranger. (CD; 20 
page booklet) 

Songs for Political Action 1926-1953. Various artists. (10 CDs; 212 
page hardcover book) 

Songs of the Cowboys. Iron Mountain and Other Songs. (CD; 48 page 
booklet) 

Songs of the Depression: Boom, Bust and the New Deal. (4 CDs; 160 
page hardcover book) 

Sons of the Pioneers and Roy Rogers. Way Out There: The Complete 
Commercial Recordings 1934-1943. (6 CDs; 160 page 
hardcover book) 
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Sons of the Pioneers. Memories of the Range: Their Complete 
Standard Radio Transcriptions 1935-1954. (4 CDs; 24 page 
book) 

Sons of the Pioneers. Wagons West: Their Complete Recordings 
1945-1954. (6 CDs; 160 page hardcover book) 

Sprague, Carl T. Cowtrails, Longhorns and Tight Saddles. (CD; 40 
page booklet) 

Stanley Brothers And the Clinch Mountain Boys, The. 1949-1952. 
(CD; 20 page booklet) 

Starr, Andy. Dig Them Squeaky Shoes. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
Stewart, Wynn. Wishful Thinking: His Complete Recordings 1954-

1980. (10 CDs; 52 page book) 
Stone, Billy. West Texas Sky. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Story, Carl. Lonesome Hearted Blues. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Sun Records. Various artists featured on Sun Ballads (1953-1957); 

The Complete Sun Singles Vol. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6; Memphis Belles: The 
Women of Sun Records; and Sun Gospel. 

Sun Years Plus. Series of albums by Tommy Blake, Ernie Chaffin, 
Jack Earls and the Jimbos, Billy “The Kid” Emerson, Billy “Red” 
Love, Mack Self, Gene Simmons, Ray Smith, Rufus Thomas, 
Hayden Thompson, Malcolm Yelvington. 

Tall, Tom & Ginny Wright. Are You Mine. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Talley, James. American Originals. (CD; 8 page booklet) 
Talley, James. Blackjack Choir/Ain’t It Somethin’. (CD; 16 page 

booklet) 
Talley, James. Live. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Talley, James. Love Songs and Blues. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Texas Lone Star. Desperados Waiting For the Train. (CD; 24 page 

booklet)
Texas Troubadours, The. Almost To Tulsa: The Instrumentals. (CD; 

44 page booklet) 
That’ll Flat Git It. Series of CDs (27 total) of various rockabilly songs.
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Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. A series of CDs that include 
individual CDs by Johnny Bond, The Carlisles, Patsy Cline, 
Cowboy Copas, Little Jimmy Dickens, Tibby Edwards, Red 
Foley, Lefty Frizzell, Hawkshaw Hawkins, Eddie Hill, Johnny 
Horton, Pee Wee King, Bobby Lord, Maddox Bros & Rose, 
Leon McAuliffe, George McCormick and Earl Aycock, Skeets 
McDonald, Webb Pierce, Glenn Reeves, Jimmy Skinner, 
Carl Smith, Hank Snow, Jimmy Spellman, Clyde Stacy, Hank 
Thompson, Ernest Tubb, Justin Tubb, Hank Williams, and Faron 
Young performing rockabilly songs. 

There’s a Star Spangled Banner Waving Somewhere. (Various 
artists) (CD; 28 page booklet)

Thompson, Hank. A Six Pack to Go: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. 
(CD; 36 page booklet) 

Thompson, Hank. Hank Thompson And His Brazos Valley Boys: His 
Complete Recordings 1945-1964. (12 CDs; 84 page hardcover 
book) 

Tillman, Floyd. I Love You So Much It Hurts: His Complete Recordings 
1936-1962 & 1981. (6 CDs; 104 page hardcover book) 

Torok, Mitchell. Mexican Joe in the Caribbean. (4 CDs; 24 page book) 
Travis, Merle. At Town Hall Party. (DVD; 16 page booklet) 
Travis, Merle. Folksongs Of The Hills. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Travis, Merle. Guitar Rags and A Too Fast Past: His Complete 

Recordings 1943-1955. (5 CDs; 80 page book) 
Tubb, Ernest. Another Story: His Complete Recordings 1966-1975. (6 

CDs; 40 page book) 
Tubb, Ernest. Let’s Say Goodbye Like We Said Hello: His Complete 

Recordings 1947-1953. (5 CDs; 32 page book) 
Tubb, Ernest. The Yellow Rose of Texas: His Complete Recordings 

1954-1960. (5 CDs; 32 page book) 
Tubb, Ernest. Thirty Days: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 32 

page booklet) 
Tubb, Ernest. Walking The Floor Over You: His Complete Recordings 

1936-1947. (8 CDs; 40 page book) 
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Tubb, Ernest. Waltz Across Texas: His Complete Recordings 1961-
1968. (6 CDs; 44 page book) 

Tubb, Justin. Pepper Hot Baby: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. 
(CD; 36 page booklet) 

Turner, Big Joe. Big Joe Rocks. (CD; 52 page booklet) 
Tuttle, Wesley. Detour: His Complete Recordings 1944-1955. (4 CDs; 

DVD; 84 page book) 
Twitty, Conway. Conway Rocks. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Twitty, Conway. The Ballads of Conway Twitty. (CD; 36 page 

booklet) 
Twitty, Conway. The Rock’n’Roll Years: His Complete Recordings 

1956-1964. (8 CDs; 62 page book) 
Twitty, Conway. The Rock’n’Roll Years: The Complete Recordings 

1956-1964. (8 CDs; 60 page book) 
Van Dyke, Leroy. The Auctioneer. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Van Dyke, Leroy. Walk On By. (CD; 36 page booklet)
Vaughn, Billy. Sail Along Silvery Moon: His Complete Recordings 

1954-1958. (6 CDs; 28 page book) 
Vickery, Mack. Live at the Alabama Women’s Prison, Plus. (CD; 20 

page booklet) 
Vincent, Gene. At Town Hall Party. (DVD; 16 page booklet) 
Vincent, Gene. Gene Rocks. (CD; 40 page booklet) 
Vincent, Gene. The Ballads of Gene Vincent. (CD; 28 page booklet) 
Vincent, Gene. The Outtakes. (6 CDs; 76 page booklet) 
Vincent, Gene. The Road Is Rock: The Complete Studio Masters 1956-

1971. (8 CDs; 132 page hardcover book) 
Vipers, The. The Vipers Skiffle Group: 10,000 Years Ago: Their 

Complete Recordings 1956-1980. (3 CDs; 36 page book)
Wagoner, Porter. The Cold Hard Facts of Life. (3 CDs; 60 page 

booklet) 
Wagoner, Porter. The Thin Man From the West Plains: His Complete 

Recordings 1952-1962. (4 CDs; 36 page book) 
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Walker, Billy. Cross the Brazos At Waco: His Complete Recordings 
1949-1965. (6 CDs; 32 page book) 

Walker, Charlie. Pick Me Up on your Way Down: His Complete 
Recordings 1952-1971. (5 CDs; 40 page book) 

Wand’rin Star. (soundtrack) Various artists. (CD; 36 page booklet) 
Wayne, John. John Wayne’s West in Music & Poster Art. Various 

artists. (10 CDs/1DVD; 464 page hardcover book) 
Weavers, The. Goodnight Irene: Their Complete Recordings 1949-

1953. (4 CDs; DVD; 48 page hardcover book) 
Wells, Kitty. The Queen of Country Music. Her Complete Recordings 

1949-1958. (4 CDs; 28 page book) 
Western, Johnny. Gunfight At O.K. Corral. (CD; 16 page booklet) 
Western, Johnny. Heroes and Cowboys: His Complete Recordings 

1952-1981. (3 CDs; 40 page book) 
Wheeler, Onie. Onie’s Bop. (CD; 24 page booklet) 
White, Howard. Western Swing and Steel Instrumentals. (CD; 28 

page booklet) 
Whitman, Slim. I’m a Lonely Wanderer: His Complete Recordings 

1960-1966. (6 CDs; 52 page book) 
Whitman, Slim. Rose Marie 1949-1959: His Complete Recordings 

1949-1959. (6 CDs; 44 page book) 
Williams, Curley and His Peach Pickers. Just A-Pickin’ and a-Singin’. 

(CD; 48 page booklet) 
Williams, Hank Jr. & Connie Francis. Sing Great Country Favorites. 

(CD; 20 page booklet) 
Williams, Hank. Rockin’ Chair Money: Gonna Shake This Shack 

Tonight. (CD; 44 page booklet) 
Williams, Hank. The Complete Mother’s Best Collection…Plus. (15 

CDs; 1 DVD; 120 page hardcover book) 
Williams, Hank. Tribute to Hank Williams: Songwriter to Legend. 

Various artists. (CD; 32 page booklet) 
Williams, Lawton. Lightning Jones. (Vinyl LP) 
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Williamson, Bobby. Sh-Boom (Life Could Be a Dream). (CD; 32 page 
booklet) 

Wills, Bob & The Texas Playboys. Faded Love: Their Complete 
Recordings 1947-1973. (13 CDs, 1 DVD; 136 page hardcover book) 

Wills, Bob & The Texas Playboys. San Antonio Rose: Their Complete 
Recordings 1929-1947. (11 CDs; DVD; 168 page hardcover 
book) 

Wills, Bob. The Longhorn Recordings. (CD; 12 page booklet) 
Wiseman, Mac. ‘Tis Sweet To Be Remembered: His Complete 

Recordings 1951-1964. (6 CDs; 76 page hardcover book) 
Wiseman, Mac. On Susan’s Floor: His Complete Recordings 1965-

1974 & 1979. (4 CDs; 60 page hardcover book) 
Wooley, Sheb (as Ben Colder & Various artists) Eskimos, Mean Old 

Queens and Little Bitty Steers. (CD; 56 page booklet) 
Wooley, Sheb. Rawhide/How the West Was Won. (CD with 44 page 

booklet) 
Wooley, Sheb. That’s My Pa. (4 CDs; 44 page book) 
Wooley, Sheb. The Purple People Eater. (CD; 20 page booklet) 
Wooley, Sheb. Wild and Wooley, Big Unruly Me. (CD; 16 page 

booklet) 
Work, Jimmy. Making Believe. (2 CDs; 28 page booklet) 
Yelvington, Malcolm. It’s Me Baby: The Sun Years, Plus. (C; 32 page 

booklet) 
Young, Faron. Hi-Tone Poppa: Gonna Shake This Shack Tonight. (CD; 

40 page booklet) 
Young, Faron. The Classic Years: His Complete Recordings 1952-

1962. (5 CDs; 48 page book)

Don Cusic is the Curb Professor of Music Industry History at 
Belmont University and the author of 25 books. He founder and 
Chair of the Belmont Book Award, given annually to the “Best 
Book on Country Music” and co-host, with James Akenson, of the 
International Country Music Conference. 
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Rascals and Refined 
Gentlemen: Southern 

Masculinity in Bob McDill’s 
Country Lyrics

By Joyce Smith 

Robert Lee McDill, known professionally as Bob McDill, 
was inducted into the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame in 
1985, having written lyrics for performers as diverse as Perry 
Como, Don Williams, Crystal Gayle, Jerry Lee Lewis, Jerry 
Garcia, and Chubby Checker.1 While McDill acknowledges that 
part of his motivation during his long and successful career was 
to make money, he admits that he appreciates his more artistic 
lyrics: “Now and then, when a genuinely deserving idea comes 
along that you can make art of, you can do that too” (McCall). 
He divulges that the “junk” he wrote no longer gets airplay but 
that the “songs of conviction” continue to receive attention even 
after his retirement, and he has several in that category. Although 
McDill’s lyrics sometimes capitalize on titles appealing mostly to 
the country music audience, such as “Catfish John,” “Baby’s Got 
Her Blue Jeans On,” and “Look Who I’m Cheating on Tonight,” 
they often address more universal human dilemmas or conditions 
and rise to the level of literature. 

Some of McDill’s “songs of conviction” explore the typical 
themes of loneliness, love, or friendship, but others address the 
less explored issue of the changing role of men in the South, 
usually focusing on one or both of two particular masculinities 
also featured in the more traditional literature of the region. His 
two primary male characters, the southern gentleman and the 
backwoods rascal, have literary origins in the early rural character 
of this region, changing over time from the powerful southern 
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plantation owner and the equally powerful but quite different 
frontier backwoodsman, to the defeated gentleman and the rowdy 
redneck, and finally to the alienated and powerless southern 
male. This paper will examine four different song lyrics which 
explore these two major categories of the southern gentleman 
and the rascal, or variations of them, with a trajectory going from 
celebrations of the two and following through to a loss of any 
authentic white southern male identity. Beginning with McDill’s 
1973 coauthored lyrics for “Rednecks, White Socks and Blue 
Ribbon Beer” celebrating the rascal, then to his 1980 “Good 
Ole Boys like Me” exploring both the rascal and the would-be 
gentleman, and to his 1989 “Song of the South” evoking an image 
of defeated southern masculinity, finally the songwriter’s “Gone 
Country” in 1995 decries the loss of any authentic white southern 
male identity or voice.

McDill’s concern with southern masculinity has much earlier 
origins, beginning with the nature of the South from its earliest 
history. Robert Staples contends that “[m]asculinity . . . has always 
implied a certain autonomy over and mastery of one’s environment” 
(2). The construction of masculinity by southerners seems to have 
originated with the rural character of the colonial South and the 
subsequent dominance of white males. As manufacturing gained 
force in the North, the southern man of prominence worked at 
home, supervising the cultivation of the land, presiding over 
the household, and maintaining complete control of both the 
women and the slaves. Craig Thompson Friend explains that 
“men internalized a sense of manliness through relationships to 
wives, children, and slaves by subverting challenges to white male 
authority leveled by these dependents and by heading autonomous 
self-sufficient households. Masculine mastery, sometimes labeled 
patriarchy or paternalism, was primarily internally realized.”2

Southern literature, beginning as early as William Byrd’s 
aristocrat among the uncultured colonists, continuing with Edgar 
Allan Poe’s Virginia gentleman, and being perpetuated even 
into the twentieth century, often both represented and depicted 
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the masterful southern gentleman. This fictional character of 
the southern cavalier whose genteel influence kept plantation 
inhabitants in their appropriate places was to be repeated many 
times, most famously perhaps in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with 
the Wind in 1936. The southern gentleman not only ruled over 
his household and his land, but he was held in high esteem in the 
community. He was expected to be a Christian, to have a strong 
sense of honor, to be virile, and to serve as a protector of his family. 
Although these virtues were expected, he was given leeway to 
have flaws, such as drinking moderately or flirting on occasion. 

The southern gentleman, however, actually made up a small 
percentage of all men in the South, but this type wielded political 
power in most spheres of southern life. In reaction to that powerful 
gentility, an alternative masculine identity began to appear in 
nineteenth century newspapers and other popular writings: the 
rascal, a southern male who possessed no political authority but 
whose physical strength and keen intellect left no doubt as to 
his “manliness.” The realistic humorous writing of the southern 
frontier featured this trickster figure appropriated from black 
storytellers, speaking in a backwoods dialect and occupying a 
position of moral superiority to the more genteel male in the same 
story. Augustus Baldwin Longstreet in Georgia Scenes, published 
in 1835, depicts such an uncouth backwoods narrator, one whose 
colorful dialect and rough manners clash with the cultured 
southern gentleman in the book’s episodes. This rascally narrator, 
moreover, exposes the artificial manners of the upper class planter 
while exemplifying the earthy hustler who always triumphs over 
the gentleman by using his own cunning. Other writers constructed 
similar rough but intelligent and conniving masculine characters: 
Johnson Jones Hooper in Some Adventures of Captain Simon 
Suggs in 1845, Joseph G. Baldwin in The Flush Times of Alabama 
and Mississippi in 1853, and George Washington Harris in Sut 
Lovingood’s Yarns in 1867. This competing masculine character 
continues even today to appear sporadically in popular writing and 
media with humorists Lewis Grizzard in the 1980s and 1990s and 



International Country Music Journal 2015

– 148 –

Jeff Foxworthy, currently known for his famous line, “You might 
be a redneck if . . . .”

These two images of southern masculinity, the refined 
gentleman and the rascal, were firmly established when public 
awareness of the plight of slaves led to the Civil War that was to 
emasculate the slave owner, the white southern gentleman. In its 
subsequent military defeat the South found its dominant masculine 
identities eroded. Defending the old way of life gave way to a 
wistful remembrance of it, and a more genial humor replaced 
the rough southwestern variety. White southern males felt that 
they had lost the battle but not the cause as they defended their 
traditional southern values and their love of the land, denounced 
the North as materialistic, and strengthened the notion of honor by 
expanding military schools and reviving the art of dueling.3 Their 
drive to escape the emasculation of southern manhood developed 
into something of a cult of the Lost Cause, the glorification of the 
Old South and its values. 

With a twentieth century sensibility of both this nostalgia for 
the Old South and of the public’s gravitation toward the supposed 
masculinity of the rascal, Bob McDill in 1973 with Wayland 
Holyfield and Chuck Neese wrote “Redneck, White Socks, and 
Blue Ribbon Beer,” where the “rednecks” assert their love of 
place by pointing out in a thrice repeated refrain, “there’s no place 
that I’d rather be than right here / with my rednecks, white socks 
and blue ribbon beer.” Much like the earlier backwoods humorists, 
these 1970s rascals rebel against any pretentions of gentility, and 
they revel in the “cussin’” and drinking. They are proud that they 
“don’t fit in with that white collar crowd,” that they are a “little 
too rowdy and a little too loud.” And even though it is not yet 4:30 
p.m., one man in what they probably deemed a “beer joint” is 
already drunk, and another is on the phone making excuses to his 
wife and promising he will be home soon. 

These twentieth century rascals exert their masculinity by 
presiding in a refuge away from any wives and children or other 
trappings of domesticity. These southern rascals feel at home in 
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the bar, the only southern scene where they truly seem to belong. 
They revel in playing virile males, glad the bar maid is “mad 
’cause some guy made a pass” and contributing to the “cigarette 
smoke kind’a hang[ing] in the air.” They are “cussin’” and “gettin’ 
noisy and mean,” and they look down on the guy checking in with 
his wife by phone as being less virile. The overall atmosphere is 
one in which the males are determinedly raucous, postponing any 
responsibilities they may have, family or otherwise.

During the 1970s, as this this country song was celebrating 
the current version of the rascal’s virility, Bob McDill himself 
had begun to evaluate the rising popularity of both country 
music and television shows set in the South, and he found the 
media representations portraying a South unlike any he had 
known. As Bill C. Malone points out, “The spirit of machismo 
endured among working-class males but, fortunately for society, 
was usually diverted or sublimated into generally ‘harmless’ 
expressions in religion, entertainment, sports, music, and 
popular culture” (121-22). McDill felt that these “harmless” 
characterizations in country music and television were far from 
realistic, and he wanted the rest of the country to see real southern 
males. He said, “I wanted to write a song about the real South, 
not the depiction of it that was popular at the time, which was 
The Dukes of Hazard or Hee Haw” (My emphasis. Carter J12). 
These programs against which McDill rebelled made a mockery 
of the southern rascal, a character evoking laughter but seldom 
achieving the admiration afforded the earlier rascals. Born in 
Beaumont, Texas, and moving first to Memphis and later to 
Nashville, Tennessee, McDill was sensitive to what he saw as the 
real South: he knew that all working-class southern men were 
not red-necked rascals or ignorant backwoods characters, and he 
knew the power of the southern gentleman had been completely 
eroded, but he also knew that there was still a pride of place 
mixed in with the masculinity of the South. In 1979 he wrote 
“Good Ole Boys like Me,” which he first sang to a group of 
students during a lecture at the University of South Carolina. At 
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a party that same night, one professor said, “Boy, we loved that 
song, but it would never be a hit. It’s too literary” (Carter J13). 

The professor’s estimate of the song’s literary value was 
confirmed a decade later by Nobel prize winning author V. S. 
Naipaul, a British writer from Trinidad. In his book A Turn in the 
South, Naipaul states of Bob McDill:

But the best Southern images and words of his 
best songs are far from the stylized motifs of a good 
deal of country music. And though he makes much 
of writing in an office in a matter-of-fact day-to-day 
way and perhaps because he talks in a matter-of-
fact way, since the mystery cannot be described—it 
is probably true that, when moved, he writes that 
most private part of the self  with which Proust said 
serious writers write. (247)
Such accord to McDill’s lyrics as serious writing has, 

however, been somewhat rare.
“Good Ole Boys like Me” is, as Naipaul suggests, indeed 

literary, with its haunting allusions to the so-called Old South, its 
wistful nostalgia for a way of life long vanished or never actually 
existing, and its disillusionment about the future. The lyrics 
incorporate a yearning for past glory and a redefinition of white 
southern manhood after the Civil War defeat. The song begins 
with the first line referring to Joel Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus 
published in 1880: “When I was a kid Uncle Remus would put me 
to bed.” Uncle Remus is the kindly but wise old black storyteller 
who recounts to his young white audience a series of African 
trickster tales featuring a rascally character always getting the 
best of his antagonist. Harris’s paternalistic depiction of the happy 
and loyal black male servant persisted in other southern literature, 
for example, Thomas Nelson Page’s popular stories and novels, 
such as “Marse Chan” in 1884 and In Ole Virginia in 1887. These 
and other works by white southern writers in the late nineteenth 
century sentimentalized both black and white males, defended 
the South’s continuing racial stance of discrimination, and added 
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earthy elements of drinking, hunting, and swearing to alleviate any 
hint of a feminized white masculinity. These sentimental tales also 
influenced more realistic writers who popularized the masculine 
rascal with his ability to trick the genteel land owners of the 
South, much as Uncle Remus’s character Br’er Rabbit succeeds in 
tricking his other characters.

McDill’s Good Ole Boy yearns for a way of life steeped in 
the Old Southern values and reminiscences of his father, as he 
describes him:4 

Then Daddy came in to kiss his little man,
With gin on his breath and a Bible in his hand,
And he talked about honor and things I should know.
Then he’d stagger a little as he went out the door.
All of these memories are situated in the boy’s bedroom with 

pictures of Stonewall Jackson on the wall, tales of Uncle Remus 
read aloud to him, and the “soft southern winds” blowing in  
the live oak trees. This recalled setting preserves as many of the 
ideals of the Old South as possible, at least in the mind of the now 
grown narrator.

Not only does McDill’s “Good Ole Boys” include a nostalgic 
nod to the tales of a conniving rascal, but it also features an updated 
version of the southern gentleman, in this case the narrator’s father. 
This father still reveres the Civil War’s General Stonewall Jackson 
as a hero, carries a Bible in his hand, and talks about honor. In 
short, he embodies the ideal of the southern gentleman: The father 
admires Jackson, whose death during the Civil War made him a 
southern icon, he is proud to be seen with his Bible in what is often 
called the Bible Belt, and he still holds “honor” as a mark of high 
standards. Indeed, this father is much like the genteel southern 
planter Mark Twain portrays in Huckleberry Finn or the one 
still echoed in the Kentucky Fried Chicken figurehead, Colonel 
Sanders, complete with his white linen suit.5 

A similar nostalgia for an earlier way of life influenced similar 
depictions in the works of prominent southern writers, including 
William Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, and Erskine Caldwell. In their 
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stories the nostalgia often exerts a paralyzing effect, particularly 
on the male characters, who in the Old South would have known 
their position as either gentlemen or rascals but who in these works 
struggle with redefining that status. Wolfe’s novel Look Homeward, 
Angel (1929) and Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929), 
Absalom, Absalom (1936), and other novels of Yoknapatawpha 
County portray the modern southern white male burdened with 
guilt about the South’s past but yearning for the lost power and 
prestige. Caldwell’s stories and novels of the 1930s, on the other 
hand, depict a lower class of white southerners, generally referred 
to as “poor white trash,” and show these rough male characters 
totally unable to cope with ordinary life. Although Caldwell’s 
males in Tobacco Road (1932) and God’s Little Acre (1933) are 
akin to the earlier frontier backwoodsman in their economic 
status, in their helplessness and hopelessness they are completely 
unlike the earlier rascals. These and other books written during the 
end of the 1920s and throughout the 1930s depict a South where 
the power of both earlier masculine types has been reduced to 
a lingering love of the land and a knack for worsening already 
desperate situations.

Near the end of World War II and afterwards, the southern 
male, whose political power had by then been completely eroded, 
began to appear as an alienated figure, one who still yearned for 
the supposed ideals of the Old South but who forged his identity 
by distancing himself from southern society, especially from his 
home and mother. In “Good Ole Boys,” McDill reminds us of that 
alienated figure: “And those Williams boys they still mean a lot to 
me, /Hank and Tennessee.” In real life and in their artistic creations, 
both Hank Williams and Tennessee Williams had difficulty fitting 
into mainstream southern life, with Hank aspiring to be a rascal 
and Tennessee to be a southern gentleman but with both falling 
short of the mark.

Although Hank Williams sang enthusiastically about having 
a rowdy good time in songs such as “Honky Tonkin’” and of 
drifting aimlessly in “Lost Highway,” he soon found his own life 
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unmanageable, and he retreated to alcohol and drugs, resulting in 
his being banned from performing at the Grand Ole Opry. What had 
been an imitation of a rascally redneck became another lost cause, 
with his reputation saved only by an untimely death in the back 
seat of an automobile at the age of twenty-nine. His representation 
as the quintessential country singer and rascal remained intact, 
inspiring his namesakes, his son and his grandson, to follow a 
similar way of life.

The playwright Tennessee Williams also enjoyed great public 
success with his literary works, still widely performed on stage and 
many appearing in televised movie versions year after year. In The 
Glass Menagerie, Williams created a character much like himself: 
Tom Wingfield, who flees from his southern home to escape the 
dominance of his once aristocratic mother and the pervasive 
influence of a father who had abandoned the family years earlier. 
Tennessee himself, especially as a male with a dubious sexual 
orientation, never fit into the traditional South, retreating either 
to New York City or to Key West, Florida, to write his plays and 
relying on alcohol and prescription drugs to cope with his own 
sense of loss. Like the narrator in “Good Ole Boys like Me,” both 
Tennessee and his characters exhibit nostalgia for an earlier South 
where the white male had power over his environment. Only two 
alternatives seem to present themselves to these demasculinized 
southern men: either escape or fight back. Tom Wingfield, much 
like his creator, literally runs away from home and family, and 
McDill’s Good Ole Boy leaves home at eighteen, learning to “talk 
like the man on the six o’clock news” to avoid being seen as a failed 
southern male. While he still reveres “those Williams boys, Hank 
and Tennessee,” the Good Ole Boy cannot be the rascal that Hank 
Williams attempted to be and cannot profit from the nostalgia that 
Tennessee Williams successfully exploited. McDill’s song asks 
wistfully, “So what do you do with good ole boys like me?”

The third character in the lyrics of “Good Ole Boys,” the high 
school friend of the narrator, exhibits a different response to his lost 
southern masculinity, reacting not with nostalgia but with violence. 
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Two decades after World War II, the already threatened boundaries 
of southern masculinity began to shift even more dramatically as 
destabilization of the country and the South was brought about 
by a long series of significant events: the Civil Rights movement; 
the Black Power movement; the women’s rights movement; the 
assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr., and Robert Kennedy; the Vietnam War, the Watergate 
scandal and President Richard Nixon’s resignation; the growing 
drug and gang cultures; and the increasing number of AIDS cases. 
The resulting uncertainty, anxiety, and discontinuity stimulated 
southern writers to deal with the violence associated with previous 
ideas of southern masculinity, especially a masculinity that had 
been thwarted either by racial or gender subjugation or by military 
and political failure. 

The friend of the narrator in “Good Ole Boys” becomes a 
victim of this growing alienation and its often resulting violence: 
“When I was in school I ran with a kid down the street, / And 
I watched him burn himself up on bourbon and speed.” McDill 
depicts this “kid” as not only withdrawing from society but 
doing so in terms of violence: by “burn[ing] himself up.” Other 
late twentieth century writers, many of whom are female and/or 
black, have also depicted more recent southern white masculinity 
as associated with increasing violence. Flannery O’Connor in 
“A Good Man Is Hard to Find” has the grandmother trying to 
define the Misfit, an escaped criminal, as a good man and not a bit 
“common,” but the criminal declares: “I ain’t a good man . . . but I 
ain’t the worst in the world neither” (148) before brutally shooting 
her as he has shot the rest of her family. Similar violence erupts 
in James Dickey’s Deliverance (1970), which depicts illiterate 
southern men committing violent acts of rape and murder. Toni 
Morrison’s Beloved (1987) portrays a plantation owner called 
Schoolteacher, who brutally mistreats all his slaves and whose 
dehumanizing treatment results in Sethe’s murdering her own 
child to save it from a return to slavery. Dorothy Allison’s Bastard 
out of Carolina (1992) shows a stepfather who sexually abuses his 
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stepdaughter. Bob McDill’s “kid down the street” is just another 
resulting extreme of the rascal, whose antics have morphed into 
more violence and destruction and who is metaphorically burning 
himself up with whiskey and amphetamines. McDill’s Good 
Ole Boy himself seems to have little alternative to giving up his 
association with a culture that has been emasculated and corrupted 
by practices of discrimination and abuse. As much as he yearns 
for what claims to have been an idyllic past, his best choice seems 
to be to disavow that southern ancestry, to lose the dialect and the 
connection with a genteel way of life that had not ever been truly 
genteel in its ethical stance. 

Somewhat like the Good Ole Boy, the third-person speaker 
in McDill’s later “Song of the South,” a hit for the band Alabama 
in 1988, again evokes nostalgia, this time by singing of “sweet 
potato pie” and of dreams being “gone with the wind.” The song 
title itself echoes the title of the 1946 Disney feature film which 
retells and commodifies the Uncle Remus stories of Joel Chandler 
Harris. McDill’s narrator in this song, however, has been removed 
from the traditional male’s place cultivating his own land. Instead 
of celebrating affection for the land, this song shows the father’s 
southern masculinity thwarted as he has lost his farm to the county 
for overdue taxes, forcing him to move his family to town and 
severing his connection to the land. The financial failures of the 
Great Depression have stolen his southern agrarian stance, any 
power he had, and even his livelihood. Although he eventually 
gets “a job with the TVA” buys “a washing machine, and then a 
Chevrolet,” this choice of details indicates a commodification, a 
selling out, of not only his land but also his heritage: “There ain’t 
nobody looking back again.” Neither a rascal nor a gentleman, but 
a powerless male somewhere in between, the narrator has lost his 
southern sense of place, his literal home, and his love of the land 
with all its inherited traditions.

This feeling of loss is so palpable for the narrators in both 
“Good Ole Boys like Me” and “Song of the South” that they 
remember and yearn for all the positive aspects of that lost 
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heritage. Although the Good Ole Boy had learned “to talk like 
the man on the six o’clock news” and hit the road at eighteen, he 
still cannot escape the sound of the “soft southern winds in the 
live oak trees,” and he longs for the South that might have been. 
Although he denies “looking back again,” the narrator in “Song of 
the South” expresses a similar longing with images of “gone with 
the wind” and “sweet potato pie.”

Song, Song of the south
Sweet potato pie, and I shut my mouth
Gone, gone with the wind
There aint nobody looking back again
This repeated chorus of “Song of the South” echoes the old 

polite southern saying of “hush my mouth” but rephrases it with a 
resulting short emphatic sentence: “I shut my mouth.” The southern 
male at that point no longer has a voice of any kind; instead, he 
has learned not to speak in order to avoid being stereotyped as a 
failed and ignorant southern male. This song ends with a double 
repetition of the line “I shut my mouth,” signaling a complete 
annihilation of the southern male voice.

The yearning for a seemingly lost paradise in these and 
other country songs, however, has been so appealing that singers 
and songwriters from other parts of the country and other 
musical genres have been attracted to what seems to them a 
simple way of life, one easily imitated. Aspiring to become stars, 
these singers have looked for ways to cash in on the nostalgic 
dream of the Old South. Both songwriters and vocal artists with 
absolutely no connection to the South, to any rural heritage at 
all, or to country music eventually appropriated the genre with 
its attendant associations, not for love of the region or its legacy, 
but for cash.

In response to the silencing of the southern male voice and 
the late twentieth century commercial hijacking of the southern 
identity, McDill wrote “Gone Country,” a hit for Alan Jackson in 
1995.6 In these lyrics McDill decries the loss of southern male 
identity by eschewing both the southern gentleman and the rascal. 
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Instead, the lyrics depict the previous popularity of these southern 
types having led to a seizing of their images and their voices for 
monetary profit. Both the gentleman and the rascal have been 
replaced in McDill’s “Gone Country” by a female from Long 
Island, a male from Greenwich Village, and another male from 
Los Angeles. The woman, who has been “playing in a room on the 
strip for ten years” in Vegas, is looking for a gimmick to sell her 
music, to make money before she looks too old.

She’s been readin’ about Nashville and all the  
records that everybody’s buying. Says, “I’m a simple 
girl myself, grew up on Long Island.”
So she packs her bags to try her hand Says, ‘’This 
might be my last chance.’’
The woman has not been able to succeed in Las Vegas and 

knows about Nashville only from various media accounts. In 
“Gone Country,” seeing herself as a “simple girl,” she feels that 
she can “go country” with the right costume: “them boots” and “a 
new kind of suit.” 

The two males characterized in this song follow a similar 
line of thinking, focusing only on the promise of commercial 
success. The one from New York comments, “I hear down there 
it’s changed you see /They’re not as backward/ as they used to 
be.” This New Yorker has already tried to be a folk singer, but 
he has not succeeded at that, and he is pursuing a new scheme 
to get rich. The man from L. A. has been “schooled in voice and 
composition,” and he plans to take his family away from the crime 
and smog of California, but he too wishes to capitalize on what he 
sees as an easy artistic form to imitate. The superficiality of these 
metamorphoses, however, is evident in the characters’ exterior 
appearance, with the flashy hats and boots becoming meaningless 
emblems of what had been a complex southern male identity with 
both its positive and negative ties to the region. None of the three 
characters in this song has any actual connection to the South and 
its heritage, but they have donned the exterior accoutrements, with 
money or popular acclaim their only motivation. 
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In 2000 David Brackett argued that Hank Williams had 
commodified his authenticity in “Hey, Good Lookin’,” stating 
that the “lyrics in country music provide a particularly graphic 
connection between the song as a commodity, the production and 
interpretation of ‘authenticity,’ and the commodification of the 
very idea of ‘authenticity’” (78). Bob McDill’s self-signifying 
commodification in “Gone Country” exploits a similar idea 
of commercial success at the same time it reveals the artificial 
countrification process of the three characters. 

Just as McDill began his song-writing career with celebrating 
nostalgia for the supposedly authentic southern masculinity of 
the rascal and the gentleman, he has ended it with disparaging 
the replacement of those familiar images with hollow imitations. 
McDill had always been aware of the monetary aspect of country 
music and has himself profited from it, but he has also been 
cognizant of the complexity of southern masculinity at the end of 
the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. Both McDill and 
the characters in his earlier songs still seem to revere the land and 
its traditions , along with the lost power of the southern gentleman 
and the rascal, but they have learned to hide southern accents and to 
deny a heritage rich in tradition but marred by a history of slavery 
and military defeat as interlopers from other parts of the country 
have arrived to profit from the southern myth of masculinity. 

McDill’s “Good Ole Boys like Me” and his other songs about 
men in the south still speak to those southern males who long for 
what seems a simpler past, where a man could know whether he 
was considered masculine, regardless of the type, gentleman or 
redneck. The earlier southern male was specifically caught up in 
the identity of the region and in what seemed an idyllic childhood 
with gender roles explicitly demarcated. In McDill’s song the 
Good Ole Boy still hears Thomas Wolfe: “With Thomas Wolfe 
whispering in my head,” as he enjoys remembering the sound of 
“the soft Southern winds in the live oak trees.” What the narrator 
seems to have forgotten, however, is that the point of Wolfe’s 
Look Homeward, Angel is that “you can’t go home again.” That 
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mythical homeland, the idyllic former South, no longer exists, if 
it ever had existed at any time. The Good Ole Boy cannot fill the 
shoes of his father, and his rowdy friend cannot find refuge in a 
“beer joint.” The genteel southern farmhouse has been sold and the 
land subdivided into a whole neighborhood of small houses, and 
the beer joint is now what some men facetiously call a “fern bar,” 
complete with girlfriends and wives and sometimes even children. 
The concept of southern masculinity that earlier provided two 
types, both with a love of the land and the culture, has given way 
to a single pseudo southern identity that is no more than surface 
deep.

Where does such a loss of identity leave the whole concept 
of southern masculinity? The earlier southern male could claim a 
specific identity as either a gentleman or a rascal, but the current 
man from the south finds himself with no respected role. Although 
Bob McDill’s lyrics speak for this man, they speak in mourning 
for the loss of a southern masculinity that is no more. There seems 
no replacement of that lost identity; instead, the southern male 
must assimilate to the larger population or be reduced to a feeble 
caricature of the earlier robust images.
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Notes
1. In October of 2012 the American Society of Composers, 

Authors and Publishers (ASCAP) honored songwriter Bob 
McDill with the prestigious ASCAP Golden Note Award during 
its 50th Annual Country Music Awards, with numerous 
fans and celebrities admiring his achievements. McDill’s 
career of more than three decades, includes thirty-one songs 
to be ranked at number one on the charts, four Grammy 
nominations, and a number of awards including the ASCAP 
Songwriter of the Year Award in 1994, the NSAI Songwriter 
of the Year three times, and induction into the NSAI’s Hall of 
Fame. ASCAP President and Chairman Paul Williams said, “Bob 
McDill is one of Country music’s most eloquent and literary 
songwriters. His dedication to the art and craft of writing 
honest songs that come straight from the soul has touched the 
hearts of millions around the world” (Rubin and Toczylowski).

2. Quoted in Emmeline Gros’s study of southern masculinity 
which discusses the complexity of this image. An earlier article 
of mine also examines the concept of southern masculinity 
in various literary works: “Southern Writers.” Men and 
Masculinities: A Social, Cultural, and Historical Encyclopedia. 
Vol 2. Ed. Michael Kimmel and Amy Aronson. Santa Barbara, 
CA: ABC-Clio Press, 2004. 747-50.

3. Nancy Ehrenreich points out that “[m]ilitary service is one 
of our rites of manhood; it makes men men. And war makes 
nations masculine, too. It creates and reinforces a masculine 
national identity” (46). 

4. McDill’s southern gentleman, the Good Ole Boy’s father, feels 
loss suggesting the 1920’s Fugitive movement at Vanderbilt 
University, a literary movement prompted by H. L. Mencken’s 
criticism of the South as a desert of the fine arts. Mencken’s 
attack, along with the famous Scopes evolution trial in Dayton, 
Tennessee, inspired the Fugitive group to defend the values 
of the old South while denouncing the aristocratic posturing 
of the earlier era and declaring a southern Renascence, or 
renaissance. The intellectual power of the old South had been 
situated in Charleston, South Carolina, but after the Civil War, 
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publishing became the domain of Northern presses. In 1930 
Donald Davidson, John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, and Robert 
Penn Warren, with eight others, wrote the twelve essays in 
I’ll Take My Stand, which affirmed their belief in a traditional 
agrarian way of life—including a love of God, the land, honor, 
family—and denounced modern industrial civilization.

5. Written two decades after the Civil War, Twain’s novel 
develops the character of the plantation owner from the 
viewpoint of the rascal narrator Huck: “[Colonel Grangerford] 
was a gentleman all over . . . . His hands was long and thin, 
and every day of his life he put on a clean shirt and a full suit 
from head to foot made out of linen so white it hurt your 
eyes to look at it” (140). The Colonel is, as Caroline Gebhard 
points out, “a once powerful white man brought low, a figure, 
moreover, with whom the reader is expected to identify” 
(134). 

6.  McDill’s own authenticity as a southern male with the power 
to write what other southern men have thought has been 
widely acknowledged. Alan Jackson expresses his appreciation 
for McDill and the lyrics of “Gone Country” in the liner notes 
of his Greatest Hits Collection, which includes his rendition of 
this song: “Bob McDill wrote this and he is one of my favorite 
writers of all time. When I first heard this song I fell in love 
with it. I wish that I’d written it cause it says a lot of things 
that I’d like to say.” 

Works Cited
Allison, Dorothy. Bastard Out of Carolina. New York: Dutton, 1992. 

Print.
Baldwin, Joseph G. The Flush Times of Alabama and Mississippi. New 

York: D. Appleton, 1853. Print.
Brackett, David. Interpreting Popular Music. Berkeley: U of 

California P, 2000. Print.
Caldwell, Erskine. God’s Little Acre. New York: Charles Scribner and 

Sons, 1933. Print.



International Country Music Journal 2015

– 162 –

---. Tobacco Road. New York: Charles Scribner and Sons, 1932. Print.
Carter, Walter. “The Story behind the Song: ‘Good Ole Boys like Me’ 

(written by Bob McDill.” Country Music 219 (April-May 2002): 
J12-J13.

Davidson, Donald, et al. I’ll Take My Stand: The South and the 
Agrarian Tradition. New York: Harper, 1930. Print.

Dickey, James. Deliverance. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1970. Print.
Ehrenreich, Nancy. “Masculinity and American Militarism.” Tikkun: 

A Bimonthly Jewish Critique of Politics, Culture & Society. 17.6 
(Nov-Dec 2002), 45-49.

Gebhard, Caroline. “Reconstructing Southern Manhood: Race, 
Sentimentality, and Camp in the Plantation Myth.” Haunted 
Bodies: Gender and southern Texts. Ed Anne Goodwyn Jones 
and Susan V. Donaldson. Charlottesville: UP of Virginia, 1997. 
Print.

Grizzard, Lewis. Kathy Sue Loudermilk, I Love You: A Good Beer Joint 
Is Hard to Find and Other Facts of Life. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree 
Publishers Ltd., 1979. Print.

Gros, Emmeline, “The Southern Gentleman and the Idea of 
Masculinity: Figures and Aspects of the Southern Beau 
in the Literary Tradition of the American South.” English 
Dissertations. Paper 64. Atlanta, GA: Georgia State 
University2010. 

Faulkner, William. Absalom, Absalom! New York: Random House, 
1936. Print.

---. The Sound and the Fury. New York: Scribner’s, 1929. Print.
Foxworthy, Jeff. You Might Be a Redneck if . . . Atlanta, GA: 

Longstreet Press, 1989. Print.
Harris, George Washington. Sut Lovingood. Yarns Spun by a “Nat’ral 

Born Durn’d Fool.” New York: Dick and Fitzgerald, 1867. Print.
Harris, Joel Chandler. Uncle Remus, His Songs and His Sayings. New 

York: D. Appleton, 1881. Print.
Hooper, Johnson Jones. Some Adventures of Captain Simon Suggs, 

Late on the Tallapoosa Vollunteers. Philadelphia: Carey and 
Hart, 1845. Print.



– 163 –

International Country Music Journal 2015

Jackson, Alan. Liner notes of The Greatest Hits Collection. Nashville, 
TN: Arista Records, 1995.

Longstreet, Augustus Baldwin. Georgia Scenes. New York: Harper 
and Brothers, 1835. Print.

Malone, Bill C. Don’t Get above Your Raisin’: Country Music and the 
Southern Working Class. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 2002. Print.

McCall, Michael. “Poets and Prophets: Salute to Legendary 
Country Songwriter Bob McDill” 1 March 2008. http://www.
countrymusichalloffame.com/site/experience-events-detail.
aspx?cid=2370. Accessed 4 April 2008.

McDill, Bob. “Gone Country.” 1994. Performed by Alan Jackson. Who 
I Am. Nashville: Arista Records, 1994.

---.“Good Ole Boys like Me.” 1980. Performed by Don Williams. Don 
Williams: 20 Greatest Hits. Nashville: MCA, 1990. 

---. “Song of the South.” 1988. Performed by Alabama. Southern 
Star. Nashville: RCA, 1989.

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. New York: Alfred A. Knoff, 1987. Print.
Naipaul, V. S. A Turn in the South. New York: Alfred a Knopf, 1989. 

Print.
Neese, Chuck, Bob McDill, and Wayland Holyfield. “Rednecks White 

Socks and Blue Ribbon Beer.” Performed by Johnny Russell. 
Rednecks White Socks and Blue Ribbon Beer. Nashville: RCA, 1973.

O’Connor, Flannery. “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.” Collected Works. 
New York: Library of America, 1988. Print.

Page, Thomas Nelson. In Ole Virginia or Marse Chan and Other 
Stories. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1887. Print.

Rubin, Rona, and Alison Toczylowski. “Bob McDill to be Honored 
with ASCAP Golden Note Award at 50th Annual Country Music 
Awards.” 02 August 2012. Web. http://www.ascap.com/
press/2012/0802-bob-mcdill-ascap-country-music-awards.
aspx. 23 April 2013. 

Smith, Joyce C. “Southern Writers.” Men and Masculinities: A Social, 
Cultural, and Historical Encyclopedia. Vol 2. Ed. Michael 
Kimmel and Amy Aronson. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-Clio Press, 
2004. 747-50.



International Country Music Journal 2015

– 164 –

Staples, Robert. Black Masculinity: The Black Males’ Role in 
American Society. San Francisco: Black Scholar, 1982.

Twain, Mark. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1912; rpt. 1985. Print.

Williams, Hank. “Honky Tonkin.’” 1848. The Complete Hank 
Williams. Nashville: Mercury, 1998.

---. “Lost Highway.” 1949. The Complete Hank Williams. Nashville: 
Mercury, 1998.

Williams, Tennessee. The Glass Menagerie. 1945. Rpt. New York: 
Dramatists Play Service, 1975.

Wolfe, Thomas. Look Homeward, Angel. New York: Scribner’s, 1929. 
Print.

Joyce Caldwell Smith, Associate Professor of English and 
Director of the Graduate English Program at the University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga, specializes in American literature of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. She has published 
articles on Stephen Crane, Erskine Caldwell, and other American 
authors, and she is the volume editor of Stephen Crane: Bloom’s 
Classic Critical Views (2009) and the author of Bloom’s How to 
Write about Stephen Crane (2012).



– 165 –

International Country Music Journal 2015

Another Side of  
Donald Davidson:

The Musical Fugitive and  
the Origins of Country Music

By Jim Clark 

By the early 1950s Vanderbilt Professor and Fugitive poet 
Donald Davidson had become an isolated and fairly unhappy 
individual. His friendships with his fellow Fugitives and Agrarians 
had suffered the wear and tear of time and distance, as well as 
rivalries, jealousies, and disputes both professional and personal. 
His distance from earlier friends was also exacerbated by his 
increasingly strident and public defense of segregation. Davidson’s 
diary entry dated August 18, 1952, paints a bleak picture:

A difficult and almost desperate summer, all 
hard work and frustration. The sole accomplishment 
– finishing MS for 3rd edition of A.C. & R [American 
Composition and Rhetoric]. Some preparation for the 
Stark Young piece. No real work of my own, only 
errands, chores, bread-and-butter work, anxiety, 
disgust with political conventions & parties, disgust 
with Southern leadership, no companionship, any 
longer, with BL [Bread Loaf] faculty, no letters 
(much) except from people who want me to do things 
for them (without reciprocal interest). Count 59 as 
one of the loneliest birthdays. (qtd. in Winchell, 268)
Critics, with good reason, tend to focus on the 1920s when 

writing about the Fugitives, as that was the miracle decade of their 
intellectual and creative flowering, and the flowering of their deep 
personal friendships. For Davidson, however, there was to be one 
more such flowering, though it was more circumscribed. The one 



International Country Music Journal 2015

– 166 –

bright spot in those lonely and alienated 1950s was the renaissance 
of Davidson’s long time interest in music. Many of Davidson’s 
students at Vanderbilt (many of whom went on to become notable 
writers, critics, and professors of literature themselves) remarked 
on the influence of Davidson’s English Lyric course on them. 
Here is Herschel Gower, who later became a professor of English 
at Vanderbilt: “In the autumn of 1951 I enrolled in Davidson’s 
English Lyric course – a survey of lyric poetry which ran till spring 
– and I became aware of the professor’s love for that mystical 
combination of music and poetry that we call the lyric” (“Singin’ 
Billy” iv). Gower also mentions that Davidson “sang us snatches 
from ballads and one morning played his dulcimer for the class” 
(“Singin’ Billy” v). It is that dulcimer that was the catalyst for 
Davidson’s reawakening of his interest in music, and that also 
led directly to the most inspirational and creative friendship he 
experienced outside of the members of the Fugitive group.

A prefatory essay in the book and lyrics to Davidson’s 
Singin’ Billy: A Folk Opera recounts the meeting of Donald 
Davidson and Charles F. Bryan, an instructor of voice and 
musical theory at George Peabody College who composed the 
music for Singin’ Billy. In 1950, one of Davidson’s students gave 
him a mountain dulcimer he found in his grandfather’s attic. 
Davidson tried to string the old instrument with fiddle strings, 
and when he was unable to tune it properly, he sought help, 
eventually finding Bryan, eighteen years his junior, across the 
street at Peabody; Bryan had become interested in tracing the 
history of the dulcimer. Here, the essay describes Davidson’s and 
Bryan’s budding friendship:

So with similar backgrounds, mutual interests in 
poetry, song, and Southern folk traditions, and with 
an abundance of creative drive, Bryan and Davidson 
were made for each other as collaborators. The 
combination was one of the happiest in the history 
of American music in the twentieth century. When 
Bryan had a tune in his head, he would sometimes 
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sing it to Davidson on the telephone, according to 
Edith Bryan, and in a few days Davidson would 
return the call with a lyric on his tongue. Or when 
Davidson mailed to Bryan a lyric in longhand, Bryan 
hastily wrote down a tune to accompany it. (xix)
Sadly, it was a short-lived friendship, however intense and 

productive, as Bryan died of heart failure on July 7, 1955. Davidson 
and his wife Theresa received the news in a telegram from Bryan’s 
wife Edith while they were at Bread Loaf, in Vermont. On July 
10, Davidson wrote a brief letter to Edith Bryan that speaks of 
the intensity and productivity of Davidson’s and Bryan’s brief 
friendship:

I have long felt that the Lord has been good to 
me beyond my desserts in allowing me during these 
later years the privilege of knowing Charles and 
joining with him in the creation of an art work that to 
me, and I think to him, was a joy throughout, a high 
experience of a sort rarely possible in the world as the 
world commonly goes. For me personally, Charles 
brought about the realization of a dream that never 
could have come true except through the beauty and 
power of his music. The happiest discovery of my 
life was to find that, under his inspiration, I could 
devise something that would help him to call that 
wonderful music into being. I have had no other 
experience in any way comparable to this. (qtd. in 
Winchell 270)
The original production of Singin’ Billy, under the joint 

sponsorship of the Vanderbilt University Theater and the 
Department of Music at George Peabody College, debuted 
on April 23, 1952. Though the debut performance was by all 
accounts an unqualified success, and the play was performed a 
few times during the mid 1950s, it was nevertheless a commercial 
failure. Apparently, there was talk of a telecast of the play on NBC 
television; indeed, when Davidson received the telegram at Bread 
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Loaf with the news of Bryan’s death, he first thought it might be 
good news from Bryan about the proposed telecast. The opera 
certainly had its admirers, though. Mark Royden Winchell, in his 
biography of Davidson, notes a diary entry by Davidson on August 
10, 1952, describing a rousing night with Robert Frost and others 
at Bread Loaf: “Quite a merry evening. Frost wanted no talk or 
explanation about ‘S. Billy’ – only the songs. He was especially 
pleased with ‘Low Country.’ We repeated it for him – he followed 
the words from script & joined in. . . . At 12 midnight we were still 
going strong – but had to go home on account of early rising” (qtd. 
in Winchell 267).

The central character of the opera is the singing schoolmaster 
William H. “Singing Billy” Walker who was born near Cross Keys, 
South Carolina, in 1809. Walker is best known for his songbook 
Southern Harmony (1835) and spent his life traveling through the 
South conducting singing schools to popularize the shape-note, or 
“Fa-Sol-La,” method of musical notation and performance. The 
action of the opera, which is set in Pickens County, in the upcountry 
of South Carolina, represents, as Davidson says in his and Charles 
Bryan’s Foreword to the book and lyrics, “an imagined (though 
entirely possible) episode in Walker’s career” (ii). The theme, as 
delineated by Mark Royden Winchell, is “one of the most familiar 
. . . in American life, the conflict between civilized manners and 
frontier vitality” (265). The side of “civilized manners” (with 
religious overtones) is represented by the singing master, William 
Walker, and his pupils in the rural community, mostly girls, 
along with Hank Maggregor, a young blacksmith whose recent 
mystical conversion experience has turned him into a hardshell 
Christian of the fire and brimstone persuasion; the side of “frontier 
vitality” consists of the “wild mountain boy” Kinch Hardy and 
his band of merry young men who enjoy the pleasures of alcohol, 
fiddle music, and the wilder side of life. Though the sides would 
seem to be pretty clearly drawn, Davidson is at pains to avoid 
oversimplification and rigid moralizing. In his instructions to the 
cast of the opera, Davidson says the ultimate message is one of 
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harmony, achieved by the power of music, a harmony that “cannot 
be achieved if we have a conflict between secular and sacred 
which results in the overwhelming triumph of the secular and the 
relegation of the sacred to a negligible and entirely separate place 
– as too often happens in our modern age. Nor can this harmony 
be achieved, either, if the sacred element so far triumphs that the 
secular is ruled out as unimportant – frowned upon and disregarded 
as being merely gross and sinful. We cannot exist in the flesh as 
mere spirits” (qtd. in Winchell 265).

The importance of harmony and of balance in a community, 
and the methods of achieving it, is one of Davidson’s primary 
themes in all his work. Generally speaking, in Davidson’s view, 
harmony and balance are achieved in a rural community through 
reverence and observance of tradition – the passing down of 
communal rituals, texts, relations, skills, and artifacts, both sacred 
and secular. One of those traditions is music and song, though 
it is a particularly important one. As early as 1928, Davidson is 
making the case for the cultural importance of Southern music and 
song, as presented here in the conclusion to his review of W. Roy 
Mackenzie’s Ballads and Sea Songs from Nova Scotia, in his book 
review column for the Nashville Tennessean:

Let us not wait for the civilizing influence of jazz 
and music memory contests to make our treasurers 
of these old, rude, virile songs ashamed of their 
heritage. Every Southern university ought to have at 
least one faculty member who would make it his chief  
interest to collect such things. And furthermore, they 
ought to be not only collected and put in books to 
stand on library shelves. They ought to be known 
and loved, in their traditional melodies. Why do we 
need to give all our favor to the “Song of the Volga 
Boatmen” and “O Sole Mio,” when we have good 
folk songs of our own right near us? If  we neglect 
them, we are a contrary and heedless generation. 
(“Old Songs” 161)



International Country Music Journal 2015

– 170 –

A year later, in a 1929 review of Daniel Gregory Mason’s 
collection of essays The Dilemma of American Music, Davidson 
moves his argument further; we should not only “know and love” 
our Southern folk songs, we should all have some facility, mostly as 
amateurs, for performing them, preferably collectively. Davidson 
summarizes Mason’s contentions thusly: “[W]e are becoming 
enormous consumers of music or ‘appreciators’ of it, but we are less 
than ever actual participators in music; we are hiring our music to 
be done for us, on the typical American principle that ‘culture’ can 
be bought and so, by relying passively on musical experts, we have 
quite lost the good ‘amateur spirit,’ without which music cannot 
truly flourish” (“Amateur Spirit” 171). Davidson rails against “the 
ideal of expert performance,” and “our quite undiscriminating 
mania for machine-music”; “the experience by proxy is fine,” he 
says, “but it is a lesser experience” (“Amateur Spirit” 174). Instead, 
he champions the salutary communal amateurs: “the group around 
the piano after supper; the informal orchestra assembled to ‘try out’ 
some string quartettes; the college boys singing on the doorstep 
of the fraternity house . . . mountaineers with their ballads and 
guitars, Negroes singing at work, old-time fiddlers scraping in the 
backwoods . . . By these participators of all sorts, in all extensions 
of skill and appreciation,” Davidson concludes, “let our progress 
in musical culture be measured” (Amateur Spirit” 174-175).

Davidson perhaps best articulates the importance of musical 
tradition within the life of a community in his 1934 essay “The 
Sacred Harp in the Land of Eden,” about a visit he and his wife paid 
to a small country church near Marshallville, in middle Georgia, 
to attend an all-day shape-note singing. Before he met Charles 
Bryan, Davidson had become friends with another appreciator 
of folk and gospel music, the folklorist George Pullen Jackson, 
who taught in the German Department at Vanderbilt. Jackson 
had written of the shape-note tradition in books such as White 
Spirituals of the Southern Uplands, but he tended to view it as a 
museum piece, as history, no longer a live tradition. In his essay, 
Davidson asserts that, indeed, the tradition has become moribund 
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in the towns, where “the choir sings competently because it is 
made up of educated musicians with well-behaved voices,” and 
the congregation merely “listens obediently, because that is what 
they are supposed to do.” However, in the “plain rectangular 
‘church houses’ that stand beside lonely graveyards, in groves of 
pine or oak,” the shape-note tradition has not only survived, but 
thrives, with all-day singings and dinners on the ground (138). At 
the Cedar Valley church, where Davidson and his wife attended 
this particular singing, the primary song leader, old Brother 
Oakes, begins the “song lesson” by encouraging everyone to 
join in: “Now everybody jine in as we sing these songs of Zion, 
and if you ain’t got a book, open yore mouth and make a noise 
anyway” (144). Davidson presents an idyllic portrait of a timeless 
community, the “good folk of Eden” as he refers to them, all 
participating in the tradition that binds them together in balance 
and harmony:

Then with the downward stroke of his hand they 
went through the tune together, singing the syllables, 
fa, sol, la, and calling to life the ancient shape notes 
that told singers how the tune went. Without a fumble 
they syllabled the tune; and the pines outside, and the 
plowed fields, and the throng of folk on the rough 
benches heard again the ritual of fa-sol-la, kept for them 
in hard times and good, by men and women who knew 
how to worship in song. (144)
For Davidson, this experience in a little church house in the 

fields of middle Georgia provided living proof of his theories 
about the importance of tradition, particularly musical tradition, 
including the poetry of the song lyrics, to the maintenance of 
balance and harmony within a community.

In 1950, when Davidson met Charles Bryan, he was already 
planning to write a comprehensive biography of the shape-note 
singing master from South Carolina William Walker. It was Bryan 
who convinced him, instead, to collaborate with him on a folk 
opera about the life of William Walker. The opera moves much 
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along the lines of a Shakespearian comedy, translated to the 
Southern Appalachian mountains: it begins with a wedding, and 
ends with the good news of other weddings which reconcile the 
opposing members of the community; it features an assortment of 
spells, love potions, and practical jokes; there is a duel between 
the opposing representatives of the conflict; and the plot turns on 
the issue of mistaken, or uncertain, identity. When the singing 
master William Walker visits the rural community, his appearance 
occasions much suspicion and gossip. The “wild mountain boy” 
Kinch Hardy speaks for the secular side of the opera’s conflict:

I can see what’s a-comin’. There’ll be a singin’-
school, but it won’t stop there. Next thing, you’ll 
have the women all sanctified, and they’ll be a-tellin’ 
us men that it’s wrong to sing the good old songs we 
been a-singin’ all these years – the songs we learnt 
from our foreparents. Songs with meat and blood 
and fire and love in ‘em. You’ll be a-sayin’ they 
are sinful songs – I know you will. And they’ll go 
around, mornin’ till night, the women will, always 
singin’ about Sweet Jesus and their immortal souls. 
(Singin’ Billy 44-45)
Kinch goes on to say that soon the people will begin saying that 

“it’s wrong to dance, and the fiddle is the devil’s instrument.” He 
fears there will be “no more courtin’ and kissin’ in the good old way, 
and us men will have to go around all dressed up, with long faces, 
bowin’ and scrapin’.” Finally, Kinch fears that the singing master 
will convince the women that “it’s wrong to drink whiskey. That’s 
what you’ll do. You’ll take away our whiskey, damn you” (45).

Singin’ Billy counters Kinch’s paranoid (though perhaps 
justified) tirade, by saying that he is not a preacher, and a singing 
school is not a church service: “You are mistaken. A singing school 
is not a church service. It has nothing to do with any religious 
denomination. I would be the last man in the world to stop your 
good old songs or your fiddling and dancing. Or even your 
whiskey, so long as you don’t get drunk in my front yard” (45). 
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A bit later, Singin’ Billy makes his case for the salubrious power 
of sacred song when he demonstrates to Kinch that the tune to his 
drinking song “John Barleycorn,” when slowed down and given 
“sacred words,” becomes the shape-note hymn “Wondrous Love”:

I grant you there is a wonderful excitement in 
plain monody – in a rollicking chorus like “John 
Barleycorn.” But I hold that the divine power of 
music is best experienced in part song – in harmony 
– heavenly harmony. That’s the nearest we can come 
on this earth to the music of God’s angels. It is 
this melodious joining of our human voices – this 
heavenly harmony – that subdues our animal natures 
and restores the dominion of the soul. It is spiritual 
song – the sweetest music in the world. But it’s good 
for the body, too, no less than the soul. I might say 
it’s particularly good for the spleen, Mr. Hardy. (48)
And, indeed, in two main cases during the course of the opera, 

music does “soothe the savage breast.” Kinch Hardy challenges 
Singin’ Billy to a duel, but Singin’ Billy insists on his right, as 
the one challenged, to choose the weapon. On the day of the duel, 
Singin’ Billy reveals his choice of weapon: song. And so Kinch and 
his crowd choose “John Barleycorn,” while Singin’ Billy and his 
supporters choose “Wondrous Love”; Kinch is ultimately (though 
gently) vanquished, and after the duel, it is revealed that Singin’ 
Billy’s missing letters of introduction have been found, and that he 
is in fact engaged to be married to Amy Golightly, who is related 
to people in the Pickens County community. Thus chastened, 
Kinch lets his fiancée, Gussie, speak for them: “I’ll say, for Kinch 
and me, that we are proud to be Mr. Walker’s friends, and we wish 
him and his bride much happiness” (94). Meanwhile, through the 
good effects of participating in Walker’s singing school, the angry, 
fiercely religious Hank Maggregor has been gentled enough to 
fall in love with Margaret, who has long loved him but feared his 
fiery religiosity. Hank and Margaret now plan to be married, and 
together conduct singing schools.
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Now, let us turn to another facet of Davidson’s “musical 
renaissance” of the 1950s. At about the same time he was 
collaborating with Charles Bryan on Singin’ Billy, Davidson was 
also seeking to publish his novel about folk music, ballads, and the 
early days of commercial country music, The Big Ballad Jamboree. 
In 1953, he sent the manuscript to both Scribner’s and Rinehart, but it 
was rejected by both publishing houses. Later that year, Davidson’s 
friend and former student, Kentucky novelist and poet Jesse Stuart, 
suggested Davidson try his publisher, McGraw-Hill. McGraw-Hill 
planned to publish the novel, but then it suddenly decided to cease 
operation of its trade division. Davidson apparently spent a good 
portion of the 1950s revising and seeking publication for the book, 
but to no avail. It was finally published posthumously in 1996 by the 
University Press of Mississippi, after Davidson’s granddaughter, 
Molly Kirkpatrick, discovered a complete typescript of the novel 
in her mother’s garage1 (Winchell 276). 

One might well assume that Davidson, given his general 
suspicion of and distaste for both modern technology and 
commercial exploitation, would have frowned on the Grand Ole 
Opry and other manifestations of commercial country music. But 
as Mark Royden Winchell notes, “The truth, however, is more 
complex.” In his biography of Davidson, Where No Flag Flies, 
Winchell, relying on Davidson’s diaries, relates that “Davidson 
enjoyed the Grand Ole Opry and was knowledgeable about the 
artists who performed there.” Winchell continues:

[O]n Saturday, February 28, 1948, Mildred 
Haun gave him and Theresa sixth-row tickets to 
the Opry. Between eight and eleven that night, they 
heard Roy Acuff and the Smoky Mountain Boys, 
Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass Boys, the Possum 
Hunters, and Minnie Pearl. Bradley Kincaid sang 
“Robin Redbreast” and “Gooseberry Pie,” but 
the best single song, in Davidson’s estimation, was 
Monroe’s “Molly Darling.” He thought the best 
fiddling was done by Curly Fox in “Whoa Mule.” 
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“Performances on guitars & mandolins, also bull 
fiddles, were amazing,” Davidson writes in his diary. 
“They are skillful artists – virtuosos. Acuff was good 
in ‘Pale Horse.’” (276)
Davidson’s career in Nashville stretched from the 1920s, 

when he was a young professor and aspiring poet at Vanderbilt, 
through the 1950s when he served as book page editor for the 
Nashville Tennessean, and ended with his death in 1968. This span 
of time roughly coincides with the better part of the history of 
commercial country music, from its inception in the 1920s, through 
its “Nashville Sound” heyday. Curtis W. Ellison, who, along with 
William Pratt, brought the manuscript of The Big Ballad Jamboree 
to eventual publication, was struck forcefully by this intriguing 
Nashville literary and musical chronological parallel. As he says 
in a 1996 paper presented at the 13th International Country Music 
Conference: 

[I]t occurred to me that at the exact time the 
Opry was being ‘invented’ in Nashville as an antidote 
to modernity for working people, some of the Opry’s 
neighbors across town at Vanderbilt University were 
inventing a poetry for educated elites that was also 
built on an image of a more hospitable rural past 
than the Southern present offered to them. This 
fact seemed more than an accident of geography 
and timing; it might be a common cultural impulse 
toward nostalgia in reaction to the “New South,” one 
that was crossing class lines to embrace Nashville’s 
poets of academic learning and its popular music 
entrepreneurs of commercial leanings. If  a formal 
link existed, it might be of interest to students of 
Southern regionalism.
Davidson, with his abiding interest in folk music, his significant 

acquaintance with the Grand Ole Opry and the Nashville music 
industry generally, and his finger on the pulse of the Nashville 
cultural scene, seems a likely candidate for such a “formal link,” 
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and his posthumously published novel solidifies this claim.
The Big Ballad Jamboree is a sprightly, engaging, comic 

pastoral romance set in 1949 in the fictional western North 
Carolina town of Carolina City. The two main characters are Danny 
MacGregor, an aspiring “hillbilly singer,” and his girlfriend, Cissie 
Timberlake, also a musician, who is pursuing a Master’s degree in 
folklore at the local college. Cissie is a “songcatcher” who hopes 
to write her thesis on the ballads she is collecting and recording, 
with Danny’s assistance, from the colorful mountain folk in and 
around Carolina City. Cissie is something of a “purist” who feels 
that commercial country music is corrupting and debasing the old 
folk ballad tradition, though she does appreciate the connection 
between the best of the hillbilly music and the old folk traditions; 
Danny, on the other hand, strongly feels the pull of Cissie’s love of 
tradition, but he does enjoy the commercial hillbilly genre too, not 
to mention the money to be made as a performer in the new and 
burgeoning genre. He has established a regional reputation, and 
regularly receives volumes of fan mail. Davidson’s ear for dialect 
and his knowledge of rural folkways provide depth and richness 
to the novel, and he proves himself a keen satirist of academia, 
populist politics, and commercialism. Indeed, the cultural, social, 
and political concerns that interweave in the novel, along with 
the fact that the plot builds toward a climactic concert scene, puts 
one in mind of a kinder, gentler, more innocent version of Robert 
Altman’s iconic film Nashville. Adding to the novel’s appeal is 
the fact that here, unlike in his essays and his poetry, Davidson’s 
satire is gently Horatian, rather than Juvenalian. After a series of 
comedic trials and misadventures, the story resolves itself with 
the presumptive marriage of Danny and Cissie in the near future, 
with Cissie continuing her teaching and her scholarly research 
at the college, where Danny is offered a job as an Audio-Visual 
Specialist, and with both of them continuing their careers in 
commercial hillbilly music on the side.

Danny and Cissie articulate differing, though not necessarily 
opposite, views of “authenticity” as regards folk and country 
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music. In the introduction to his seminal study Creating Country 
Music: Fabricating Authenticity, Richard A. Peterson refers 
to a December 5, 1953, article in Billboard magazine (in that 
magazine’s first ever “country music section”) in which nine 
leading country record producers were asked the question: “What 
factors do you consider in selecting new talent?” In one form 
or another, the two most common replies were “authenticity” 
and “originality.” Peterson points out the obvious paradox here: 
“In retrospect it seems hardly surprising that producers were 
looking for artists with an authentic style who could successfully 
deliver songs that were original. These seemingly contradictory 
characteristics – authenticity and originality – exactly describe 
Hank Williams, who that year of 1953 had been propelled to the 
status of country music icon by the wholly unprecedented public 
outpouring of sentiment following his tragic death at age twenty-
nine” (3). Peterson’s study brilliantly problematizes the notion of 
“authenticity” throughout the history of country music. Peterson’s 
two terms – authenticity and originality – provide a useful lens 
through which to view Danny MacGregor and Cissie Timberlake, 
Davidson’s star-crossed couple in The Big Ballad Jamboree.

The dichotomy between “hillbilly music” and “folk music” 
is set up early in the novel, at the beginning of Chapter 2, when 
Danny is remembering a recent radio performance with his band 
(actually Rufus’s band, Danny is the featured sideman) the Turkey 
Hollow Boys, shortly after he and Cissie have broken up. He 
reflects on his success, and all the contradictory aspects of being a 
hillbilly performer:

There’s money in the new songs if  you are 
willing to put on a hillbilly outfit and stand up to 
the mike and do what Rufus tells you. And go where 
he books you, Saturday nights and other nights and 
noons, even early mornings if  Rufus says go. Look 
like you’re pleased to be there, too, and having a big 
time singing, no matter how you feel. It wouldn’t 
work any other way, and, truth is, you do have a big 
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time. It’s the music does it. It’s the world’s wonder 
how it takes hold of you. (13)
Danny continues, detailing the life of a hillbilly performer, 

including thirty dollar shirts “from somewhere out in California” 
and Rufus’s big Cadillac, and concludes: “And the main part of 
the money comes from the new songs. You got to keep making 
up new songs for your own crowd, and you got to know the new 
songs that others make up and that are ketching on. You got to 
know what folks will like before they know it themselves. And 
you got to like it yourself, too, else you won’t have no heart to 
sing it” (13).

Danny is put off by the commercial Rufus makes them sing 
for their new sponsor, “Kurly Krisps”: “Start the day with Kurly 
Krisps! Kurly, Kurly, Kurly Krisps! Sweet and crunchy! Good and 
munchy! Rufus had us sing it loud and fast, and make a sort of 
joke out of it. Then he let out a big turkey gobble – that’s our 
trademark . . .” All this commercialized showmanship gets on 
Danny’s nerves, especially since he is thinking about Cissie, and, 
as he says, “the devil got in me,” so that, instead of singing “Tell 
Me Goodbye Again,” like he’s supposed to, he sings the ballad 
“Gypsy Davy,” instead. “Time we got out of that studio,” Danny 
says, “the station manager was hot after us. ‘Cut out the long-
hair stuff!’ he said. ‘We want real hillbilly music.’ He was already 
getting complaints.” Rufus grabs Danny by the lapels of his fancy 
shirt, saying “Whut you pullin’ on us, you redheaded stringbean? . . 
. Want to make us lose a contract, do ye?” “What was good enough 
for my old grandmammy is good enough for Danny MacGregor,” 
Danny replies, adding “And it ought to be good enough for all 
them red-toenailed women that’s a-settin’ around listenin’ to the 
radio. It’s a real old hillbilly song, Rufus, and you know that as 
well as I do.” “You are right,” Rufus replies. “But there ain’t no 
money in it for Rufus and his Turkey Hollow Boys” (14-15).

Soon after this, Danny receives a telegram from Cissie, who 
is returning from her musical studies at the university in New York, 
saying all is forgiven, and to meet her for a performance for the 
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Future Farmers of America, featuring the populist North Carolina 
politician Carlos B. Reddy (likely a parody of the progressive 
Tennessee senator Estes Kefauver). At this concert, we witness the 
power of Cissie’s pure performance style when she sings “White 
Roses on My Mother’s Grave,” a ballad by Carolina City’s own 
Tom Granberry, “the Jimmie Rogers of our part of the country” 
(43), Rufus says, who died on Normandy Beach. In a tour de force 
narrative set piece, Davidson gives us Danny’s thoughts as he 
accompanies Cissie on guitar. She sings the first two lines, and 
begins to cast her spell: “She was all of a sudden an old-fashioned 
little girl in a white dress – and her voice was a white rose growing 
right up out of the guitar music, climbing and blooming on the 
notes of the strings, the same voice I’d known, but somehow 
different” (44). “She was leading,” Danny continues, “and I was 
walking on guitar notes right straight into the white roses, not 
looking at my guitar at all, just watching her lips and throat till we 
came to the highest place and voice and strings and white roses 
brought me back at last to the ending chord. I touched it softly, 
just once, and stood there in the complete silence of the family 
cemetery” (45). Cissie and Danny’s performance is a big hit, and 
the two, with difficulty, extricate themselves from the press of the 
adoring crowd. 

In this scene, we witness the power and the charisma of 
Cissie’s personal and professional authenticity. The singer 
becomes the song, and pulls the audience into the song with 
her. A little later, when Cissie is explaining to Danny why she 
has returned to Carolina City, and what her plans are for her and 
Danny, she tells him about an epiphany she had regarding finding 
and taking “the right path” (55). She was sitting in her folklore 
class when her professor, Dr. Hoodenpyl (a conniving academic 
fraud, as it turns out), “brought in a little old brown-eyed woman 
to sing ballads for us. A little old wrinkled woman, and she didn’t 
have a good voice any more. He got her out of a mill town, maybe, 
a broken-down old woman. But she had a dulcimer with her, and 
she sang to it, and the thing was, she meant what she was singin’. 
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It carried me back.” “Up till then,” Cissie says, “I just thought 
ballads were somethin’ to study.” The song the old woman sings is 
a song Cissie remembers Danny’s grandmother singing for them 
when she would take them “to gather the laurel that was bloomin’ 
on the banks” (56). Cissie sings a verse of the song, and again 
Danny is lost in the old song, and Cissie’s voice singing it. Then 
Cissie tells him about “the right path”:

There’s somethin’ partly phony about the 
hillbilly radio stuff, you can’t deny that there is. You 
make money, and you have fun, but where does it 
take you in the end? Just to the same hullaboloo, 
with more singin’ commercials and salesmanship 
comin’ in all the time, and the songs gettin’ more and 
more corny because there just can’t be enough good 
ones for the demand. I think it’s got too much phony 
in it, and it’s the wrong path. And I was thinkin’ how 
it would be if  we could go back to the songs we used 
to know – and the folks we used to be. Find the place 
where we got off  the right path, and start over. (55)
Danny is intrigued by Cissie’s proposal, which is basically 

that he be her assistant for the summer, driving her to the remote 
mountain homes of the various ballad singers they know of around 
Carolina City and carrying her recording equipment so she can 
record and transcribe their versions of the old songs. Except for 
when he must perform with Rufus and the Turkey Hollow Boys, 
Danny’s time is his own, and so he readily agrees, looking forward 
to spending more time cultivating his renewed relationship  
with Cissie.

One of the ballad singers they visit is Buck Kennedy, whom 
Danny holds in low regard. Buck is a middle-aged but still 
handsome reprobate, a bootlegger and a shiftless ne’er-do-well, 
and clearly the novel’s antagonist. But of course he has the songs, 
and the voice. He is a treasure trove of old ballads, which he 
learned from his mother, and is, to Cissie, a goldmine. Danny is 
concerned about Buck’s intentions toward Cissie, and, later, when 
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Cissie begins teaching a ballad course during the summer at the 
local college and brings Buck to class as her prize specimen to 
present to her students, Danny worries that his bad behavior (he 
is furtively selling bootleg whiskey on campus to the fraternity 
boys) will ruin her reputation. In order to keep an eye on Buck and 
Cissie, Danny signs up to audit Cissie’s course. Meanwhile, Cissie, 
along with Mrs. Eccles, a high-society matron and president of the 
local folklore society, plans a radio show featuring Buck singing 
his ballads, and Danny and the Turkey Hollow Boys are at the 
radio station the same evening, preparing to do a show in another 
studio. Just before Buck’s show, Danny is listening to a song by 
Cowboy Copas and his band on the radio, and Danny observes: “I 
liked Cowboy Copas and the fiddler, but I couldn’t stand the rattle 
on every beat (it sounded like machines, like coins in slots, and 
pinballs rolling) and the steel guitars pouring on molasses notes 
– just a little away from the hot jazz mamas” (113). Danny seeks 
solace from the din in the station’s soundproof warm-up room 
where eventually he listens to Cissie and Buck’s radio program. 
Danny grudgingly admits that Buck is “carrying it off better than 
I would have dreamed he could” (113). “I forgot Buck,” Danny 
says, “and listened to the songs. And they carried me back” (114).

While listening to Buck sing, Danny reminisces again about 
his Granny, and the family gathering to sing together in the 
evenings, and Cissie and her brother often stopping by to join in:

About the old songs, there is something strange 
that nobody ever explained to me, and it kept coming 
to my mind while Buck Kennedy was singing. If it 
is a sorrowful song, and most of the old songs are 
sorrowful, you still feel good about it when you are 
singing, even though it’s enough to make a body cry. 
But if  it’s a jolly song, you feel sad, too, underneath, 
even while you are merry with the music. Is it the tune 
that makes ‘em like that? Or is it the story? Or is it 
the tune going along with the story, the two mixed? I 
don’t know. Maybe it is only that Glad is never so far 
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from Sorry after all, and that’s the way the old songs 
are. (115)
Thinking of his present circumstances, Danny continues: “In 

those times we all sung for fun, not for pay, which is surely the 
way God meant it to be. You wouldn’t ever have thought of hiring 
somebody to eat for you or make love for you.” Now, Danny is 
paid to sing for others, “and paid well,” but “That was about the 
only way I could get to sing unless I went off in a corner and 
sung all by myself, which is a lonesome kind of treat.” Danny 
concludes by realizing that as good as the Turkey Hollow Boys 
are at what they do, singing the hillbilly songs they sing, “Still, if 
it’s a flat argument and you take the old songs to judge by, a lot 
of the hillbilly songs would be like a rag doll compared with a  
real woman” (115).

The summer continues, with plans being made for the big 
folk festival concert at the college that Cissie is organizing. Danny 
studies diligently for Cissie’s class, becoming well acquainted 
with Francis James Child’s scholarly ballad collecting. Danny is 
captivated by Cissie’s wealth of knowledge about the old songs, 
and about the folk process, and enthralled by her enthusiasm as 
a teacher: “If a pretty woman can preach, Cissie was preaching. 
At least it sounded like ‘Forsake your songs and go to Heaven, or 
else keep your songs and go to Hell.’ That serious, I mean.” He 
leans over to one of the young coeds (who are all quite enamored 
of Danny) and whispers, “She’s a-tearin’ into it like a whirlwind 
of woodpeckers, ain’t she?” (136) Danny continues to perform, as 
needed, with the Turkey Hollow Boys, but he also realizes, “the 
ballad study was beginning to spoil me for the radio and for the 
hillbilly music” (162). When the Turkey Hollow Boys embark 
on a brief tour of Georgia cities, Danny enjoys it, initially: “At 
first it seemed like a relief to be with Rufus and the Boys again, 
in his special Cadillac.” The audiences are appreciative, and the 
commercials, at first, not so onerous: “Pickin’ and singin’ begun 
to get in my bones again,” he observes. Danny begins to question 
Cissie’s ideas about “the right path.” But after ten or twelve one 
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night stands in a row, Danny begins to tire of life on the road: 
“When I begun to notice the commercials again, I knew I was on 
the ragged edge. Working for Rufus? Yes, I was – and for fertilizer 
firms, drugstores, overall factories, purgatives, cosmetics, dog-
biscuit companies, till it wore me out. I could hear the adding 
machines clicking underneath my guitar frets” (102).

But if Danny’s ballad study compromises his enjoyment of 
the life of a hillbilly singer, it has other, positive effects. In the tiny 
apartment he rents in town near the college he begins to write his 
first original song:

It was late one night . . . when I first floated up 
against the idea that maybe Danny MacGregor, by a 
turn of luck, might hit off  some ballad of his own. A 
brand-new one, and why not? I was picking away at 
some chords for a tune in the back of a Virginia ballad 
book, and wandered off  into a piece of another tune 
that wasn’t the same at all, nor like anything I had 
been playing or knew about. It was just a piece of a 
tune at first. I played it over and over, and it seemed 
to be telling me something. Something about Beech 
Hollow, and me coming down there with Ed Cooley, 
and no words to say what was gnawing at me. That 
night, I couldn’t take the tune any farther, or think 
of any words to go with it, but it stayed with me, 
pestered me out of all studying, went to bed with me, 
and pounded in my ear on the pillow, along with the 
beating of my heart, and from that time on never 
stopped being a trouble to me. (162)
Danny continues to work on his song while the myriad 

elements of the novel’s plot push toward their climax in the big 
folk festival concert. Along the way, he receives encouragement, 
first from the ancient, religious, otherworldly Old Man Parsons, 
who lives on and tends the MacGregor family property. He was 
once a ballad singer, but his fierce religiosity now compels him to 
sing only hymns. While spending a night there, Danny hears Old 
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Man Parsons reciting Bible verses as he walks the property, but 
then realizes he is talking to Danny: “‘Thou art the man,’ he went 
on. ‘A man like you that’s got the grace of God in his heart, he 
ought to be makin’ up his own sweet songs out of that power, not 
always singin’ other folks’ songs. You have the power.’” Surprised, 
Danny asks, “Why, Mr. Alex . . . I thought you didn’t like worldly 
songs.” Old Man Parsons says it all depends on whether or not a 
person’s heart is right. “You mean, if I’d make up a song about 
my own sweetheart, and believed in it, it might have the power of 
God in it?” Parsons answers, “It would be runnin’ in your heart 
like sweet water in the banks of the creek, and the power of God 
in it” (190-191). Rufus, the leader of the Turkey Hollow Boys, 
also encourages Danny: “We need some new songs – our own 
kind of stuff. It’s about time for you to come forward with one. 
What d’ye say, Danny? Make us a song.” Danny expresses some 
reservations: “There’s many that could do ten while I’m worryin’ 
out one. And they’re bringin’ ‘em out new, every day.” But Rufus 
insists: “Hell, yes, Danny, but ninety-nine out of a hundred are jest 
imitation. Warmed-over stuff. No feelin’ . . . You’re young, but 
you think deep and you remember far back . . . If you make a song, 
you’ll mean it. That’s what country music needs. We are all gettin’ 
tired of howlin’ and screechin’ about nothin’. Same old thing all 
the time. Now that’s all I got to say” (214).

During the midst of the crazed plans and preparations 
for the big folk festival concert, which includes the additional 
intrigue of a plot to catch Buck Kennedy red-handed selling 
his bootleg liquor to college students, Danny retreats to the 
MacGregor property where, in a sort of creative dark night 
of the soul, he wrestles with his personal conflicts, his future, 
his relationship with Cissie, and finally wins his song, which 
he debuts, impulsively and with much trepidation, at a special 
Turkey Hollow Boys radio show (with Cissie performing with 
them) to promote the upcoming folk festival: “But now Rufus 
was up at the mike and my time had come. I felt Cissie’s eyes on 
me but didn’t dare to look at her. Should I listen to my bones? 
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Should I take it with my head? . . . I remembered Old Man 
Parson’s voice: ‘Young man . . . the power of God . . .’ The eyes 
in my head saw the faces lifted up before me, but I could sing 
only to the girl that was sitting close by me. For better or worse, 
I touched my guitar and sung to Cissie Timberlake my very own 
song –” (251)

The scene at the radio station after the show is too chaotic for 
Danny to judge how Cissie feels about his new song, and the plans 
and preparations for the big concert require all their attention. The 
novel ends with a triumphantly successful concert, despite some 
hilarious antics on the part of Buck Kennedy and some of the other 
rustic ballad singers who throw a wrench into the works, much 
to the consternation of the flustered high society folklore maven 
Mrs. Eccles, who is emceeing the event. Buck Kennedy is hoist 
by his own petard, after a rip-roaring car chase scene. Cissie’s 
scheming professor Dr. Hoodenpyl and his unsavory associates 
get their comeuppance, and everyone convenes at the MacGregor 
property for a celebratory barbeque cooked by Old Man Parsons 
and his wife. The novel ends with the two main characters, Danny 
and Cissie, being granted a brief moment of intimacy before the 
big barbeque as Rufus and Danny’s best friend Ed Cooley drop 
Danny and Cissie off to take a leisurely walk up the lane to the 
festivities at the MacGregor House: “I helped Cissie out of the 
car. Back of the windshield we could see their faces, all pleased, 
all smiling. They seemed to be waiting for something. So with my 
arm I turned Cissie toward the gate, and she leaned toward me. ‘I 
think it’s a good night to be walking up the avenue, under the oak 
trees, to our own house, don’t you Cissie?’ ‘It’s the finest night in 
all time, Danny. Yes. Yes’” (286). 

Donald Davidson’s lifelong project was to celebrate, and 
ultimately to reconcile, high culture and popular culture, for the 
general health of society. Just as he advised the Vanderbilt actors 
performing Singin’ Billy that there must be a healthful balance 
between the sacred and the secular, and just as the union of 
Davidson’s main characters in The Big Ballad Jamboree – Danny, 
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the popular hillbilly singer and composer of original ballads, and 
Cissie, the fiery scholar and performer of authentic mountain 
ballads – suggests, so must there be a symbiotic balance between 
high culture and popular culture. Perhaps his clearest statement 
of this idea can be found in his 1957 essay “Poetry as Tradition”:

Today there are hardly any poets of merit who 
can or will write a literary ballad or would even 
consider composing a song lyric. It is unimaginable 
to readers of Eliot or Tate that those poets would be 
caught composing lyrics that actually could be used 
in a Rogers and Hammerstein type of Broadway 
musical. The distance between the literary poet of 
today and the jukebox might have to be measured 
in astronomical light years, but it would be a fair 
measure of the cultural distance between the finest 
poetry of the twentieth century and the general 
audience. That is what we mean when we say our 
culture is falling apart. (19-20)
Neither music nor literature, Davidson’s twin passions, 

belongs exclusively to specialists; for the good of all, they must 
belong to the people.
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Note
1.  Curtis W. Ellison, in his and William Pratt’s Afterword to The 

Big Ballad Jamboree, as well as in a paper presented in 1996 at 
the 13th International Country Music Conference titled “The 
Discovery of Donald Davidson’s The Big Ballad Jamboree,” 
traces the manuscript’s lengthy and circuitous route to belated 
publication.
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Defending “Prop Me Up  
By the Jukebox (If I Die)” 

A Case Study of  
Copyright Infringement

By David Maddox and J. Rush Hicks

ABSTRACT
From a “Boy Named Sue” to The “Gambler,” Country Music 

has had a variety of colorful disputes. “Prop Me Up By the Jukebox 
(If I Die),” also known as Everett A. Ellis v. Joe Diffie, et al, 177 
F. 3d 503 (1999), is a interesting example of how professional 
songwriters and a music publisher/record producer defended 
themselves in a copyright infringement case. The case is useful to 
copyright law instructors and students because the case involved 
substantial similarity, access, the “ordinary listener” test, and was 
based upon the specific written notes and cassette-tape recorded 
songwriting sessions of the writers of the song, “Prop Me Up,” 
(evidence of independent creation.)
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Defending “Prop Me Up  
By the Jukebox (If I Die)” 

A Case Study of  
Copyright Infringement

INTRODUCTION
This article analyzes how a copyright infringement case 

study can be beneficial to students and instructors in learning 
certain principles of copyright law. The subject of this case study 
is Everett A. Ellis v. Joe Diffie, et al., (“Ellis”) popularly identified 
by the musical composition which was the center of the alleged 
infringement, “Prop Me Up By The Jukebox (If I Die)” recorded 
by Joe Diffie. (For simplicity, we will refer to the composition 
written by Blaylock, Perdew and Phillips as “Prop Me Up,” and the 
composition written by Ellis as “Lay Me Out”). The Ellis case is 
not necessarily notorious, but it is a reported case in the published 
opinions of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit, and 
has been cited several times during the past fifteen years since it 
was decided.

BIAS DISCLOSURES 
The authors know the Ellis case well, since one of them was 

an attorney representing several of the defendants in the case, 
and the other was his law partner in an entertainment practice. 
Though we comment on and analyze the case objectively, if there 
is any bias in exploring this case it is likely to be on behalf of 
the defendants who were awarded judgment in their favor by the 
U.S. District Court for the Middle District of Tennessee and on 
appeal, later affirmed by the U.S. Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals. 
We learned a great deal from “living through” the Ellis case, and 
have learned even more from teaching copyright law principles in 
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the entertainment and music business university curriculums. Far 
from being experts, it is our goal to review this case objectively 
for the benefit of colleagues and students alike.

LEARNING THROUGH CASE STUDIES 
“The case study method is but one of several ways of doing 

social science research,” (Yin, Robert K. Case Study Research 
Design and Methods, 2d ed., Thousand Oaks, California, Sage 
Publications, Inc. (1994), p. 2) Personal observation and research 
indicates that in practice, case studies differ from example 
to example in many ways. Case studies are often used in the 
disciplines of business, law, medicine and public policy. Legal 
case studies are particularly useful in examining the application of 
copyright law principles in the so-called “real world.” Many law 
graduates have spent hours “briefing” cases to analyze and apply 
them in future situations under many different legal disciplines, 
and legal case study remains to be a classical way attorneys are 
educated in law schools1.

Our examination and experience in explaining copyright law 
to clients and students prompts the rhetorical question, “What’s 
so interesting about ‘real cases?” As students ourselves, we were 
(and continue to be) fascinated by real cases (from the past and 
continuing until the present), and they continue to present both 
the drama and ethos of the human experience. Real cases engage 
students’ interest and connect theory with application, which is 
often helpful to us in the role of instructors. Our goal is to assist 
students in organizing information, motivate them to learn, with 
the goal of becoming life-long learners.

Susan Ambrose and her colleagues and co-authors of “How 
Learning Works” (Ambrose, Susan A., Bridges, Michael W., 
DiPietro, Michelle, Lovett, Marsha C., Norman, Marie K., How 
Learning Works, San Francisco, Josey-Bass, 2010) offer many 
examples in their seven, research-based principles for finding keys 
to teaching and learning by students in different areas of study. 
Some of those learning principles that are backed up by research 
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done by Ambrose and her co-authors touch on organization 
of knowledge (p. 40), motivation of students (p. 66), and the 
crowning achievement of students who emerge from college or 
graduate study as life-long learners (p.188). Good case studies 
connect theory and reality together in a way that assists students in 
the growth of knowledge and the habits of learning. The Ellis case 
is just one of many case studies that can train learners in gathering 
practical and theoretical knowledge of copyright law.

BACKGROUND OF THE ELLIS CASE
Allen Ellis, (the future plaintiff) (“Ellis”), was a self-employed 

carpenter. He had some talent as a songwriter/musician, and 
found his way to Affiliated Publishers, Inc., (“API”), a publishing 
company in Nashville operated by Johnny Slate, a professional 
songwriter of some note. Slate apparently felt some empathy with 
Ellis because Ellis had talent in Slate’s opinion, and songwriters as 
a group tend to feel a kinship with each other. Slate met with Ellis, 
who arranged for Ellis to re-record his song demos on professional 
equipment (at Slate’s expense). He then reviewed them with Ellis 
for analysis and critique. One of the songs recorded during this 
time was about Ellis’s distant relative, “Aunt Belle” (who Ellis 
heard about, but never met). Ultimately, after several months in 
Nashville, Ellis ran out of money and went back to West Virginia 
and returned to work.

“AUNT BELLE”
As a teenager, Ellis had heard of a distant relative named 

“Aunt Belle” who operated a tavern or “beer garden,” as it was 
called in the area, some distance away from Ellis’s home. Aunt 
Belle’s tavern supposedly was a place a patron could get about 
anything he or she wanted from beer, to hard liquor, or to non-
tax-paid liquor (“moonshine”), or dance to a jukebox. There were 
even rooms behind the establishment that were “available” to 
those who had been either over-served or had other reasons for 
renting a room for the night.



– 193 –

International Country Music Journal 2015

Aunt Belle lived in the back of the tavern. She is reported 
to have told her children that when she died, she did not want a 
funeral, but she wanted everyone to celebrate her life by laying 
her out by the jukebox and having a party. Ellis was intrigued with 
the idea of a colorful character like Aunt Belle and wrote a song in 
1985 describing her. The chorus mentioned laying Aunt Belle out 
by the jukebox so her corpse could be part of the party celebrating 
her life. The concept of participating in a celebration with the 
decedent’s body present became one of the threads of the idea that 
took on some importance later in the case.

In April 1993, Ellis was contacted by several friends and 
congratulated for having a song playing on country radio performed 
by Joe Diffie. Ellis eventually heard the song on the radio too, 
and was convinced that it was based on one of his songs, “Aunt 
Belle.” “Aunt Belle” was one of the compositions Ellis brought 
to Nashville in February 1991, and one that was re-recorded in 
Slate’s makeshift studio. Ellis vowed to find a lawyer, sue Slate, 
Diffie, and the songwriters of “Prop Me Up,” and collect his share 
of the royalty income from the Diffie hit single. Ellis kept his vow 
and filed suit against everyone who had anything to do with the 
Diffie record. Ellis’s attorney took the case on what is known as 
a “contingency fee.” Contingency fees are generally based on 
an agreement between a plaintiff and his attorney whereby the 
attorney works on the case without charge, and if the plaintiff wins 
the case, the plaintiff pays a percentage of the damages awarded to 
the attorney. If the plaintiff loses the case, the attorney waives his 
legal fees, but the plaintiff is still liable to pay the expenses and 
court costs. 

THE DEFENDANT SONGWRITERS 
Rick Blaylock was a songwriter who had had limited success 

as a writer and country music artist, but continued to doggedly 
pursue a career in the entertainment industry. One of Blaylock’s 
songs was titled, “Double Two-Steppin’ Honkytonk” (“Double”), 
that had a line in it about propping a dead body up against a 
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jukebox. Blaylock met a professional songwriter who agreed to 
listen to three of Blaylock’s songs. “Double” was one of those 
songs submitted to the writer, and the writer told Blaylock to take it 
to Johnny Slate of API, and to use the writer’s name as a reference.

Blaylock followed up with Slate and got an appointment. 
Slate listened to some of Blaylock’s songs and commented on a 
line about a character being propped up next to the jukebox after his 
death in “Double.” It reminded Slate of one of his favorite movies, 
“Weekend At Bernie’s.” Blaylock admitted that he too liked  
the movie and that it was “Weekend At Bernie’s” that inspired the 
line in his song about being propped up by the jukebox after death. 
By the end of the meeting, Slate told Blaylock that Slate thought 
that “Double” had some potential, but that it was not finished. 
Slate recommended that Blaylock arrange an appointment with  
some of the professional writers on staff at Affiliated Publishers, 
Inc., and try to develop the song into one that had more 
commercial potential.

Blaylock took Slate’s advice and made a writing appointment 
with staff-writers, Howard Perdew and Kerry Kurt Phillips, both 
of whom had some professional songwriting success. Blaylock 
met three times with Phillips and Perdew to work on the song2. An 
important detail that later arose—Blaylock, Perdew, and Phillips 
testified that none of them had heard of Ellis or any of his songs 
until Ellis filed suit for infringement in 1993. When Perdew and 
Phillips played the demo3 of “Prop Me Up” for Slate, Slate liked 
the recording and asked them to place a “hold”4 on the song for Joe 
Diffie. When Diffie heard the song, he, too, liked it and ultimately 
recorded it for his record label, Epic Records, a division of Sony 
Music. It was released to radio and sold in stores in the early  
part of 1993.

THE TRIAL
The trial occurred during the period of July 8 through 11, 

1997 with Judge Robert L. Echols serving as the trier of fact5. 
Ellis, as the plaintiff, was to be the first to begin presenting his 
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side of the case6. The authors’ recollection is that there were only 
three “live” witnesses, Ellis, his cousin John Paul Thompson, 
who had accompanied Ellis to Nashville in February 1991, and 
his expert witness, Dr. Michael Harrington7, then a Nashville 
university professor and musicologist. There were a number of 
other witnesses who had been deposed by the defendant’s attorneys 
from Ellis’s West Virginia community, but none of those witnesses 
appeared and testified at the U.S. District Court trial.

THE DEFENDANTS’ TESTIMONY
After Ellis presented his case, the defendants began to present 

their witnesses including another musicologist/expert witness, 
Dr. Earl Spielman, Johnny Slate, Slate’s daughter and publishing 
company executive Stacey Slate, along with Perdew, Phillips and 
Blaylock. The appellate court summarized the testimony of the 
two expert witnesses, “there were dueling expert witnesses who 
testified to the similarity or lack thereof between “Lay Me Out” 
and “Prop Me Up.” (The judge may have been commenting on an 
attitude some judges have. Expert witnesses, while usually highly 
competent, are not always popular with judges because of their 
partisan roles in copyright infringement cases.) 

Perdew testified as to how the line in “Prop Me Up,” (“I 
wanna go to heaven, but I don’t wanna go tonight”) was suggested 
to him while he was running through the television channels and 
heard a television preacher make a similar statement8. 

Kerry Kurt Phillips had made cassette recordings and 
handwritten notes of each of the songwriters’ writing sessions, 
and he testified that he routinely did so. One of the Phillips’ tapes, 
played in open court, audibly demonstrated how Phillips had 
“doodled” on the guitar and sang in a falsetto voice looking for the 
melody pick up notes for the chorus. Then, Phillips demonstrated 
the same process by playing his guitar in a similar manner in  
the courtroom. 

Johnny Slate denied that he had ever heard “Lay Me Out” until 
the day before the case was filed, and that he had no participation 
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in the writing of “Prop Me Up” with Blaylock, Phillips and 
Perdew. Slate did recall hearing Ellis’s original recording of “Aunt 
Belle” in 1991, but that it was totally different than “Lay Me Out.” 
Slate described the original version of “Aunt Belle” was more of a 
ballad, while “Lay Me Out” was much more up-tempo like “Prop 
Me Up”. (Lyrics of the two versions of Ellis’s “Lay Me Out” were 
presented in court during the cross-examination of Ellis, but have 
been lost.)

THE DISTRICT COURT DECISION
Judge Echols issued an Order and Memorandum Opinion 

on December 8, 1997 dismissing the case against all defendants. 
His opinion began by commenting on one of the two elements 
of infringement, i.e., whether the two works were substantially 
similar. Judge Echols, using the “ordinary listener test”, 
determined that there was some substantial similarities between 
the choruses of the two works, but that Ellis failed to prove the 
other infringement element, access. There was no evidence of 
access by the defendants to the plaintiff’s song. In addition, the 
defendants presented independent creation evidence of “Prop Me 
Up”. The Court of Appeals later concluded that the district court 
“applied the law correctly”.

There was no appeal from the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals 
to the United States Supreme Court, so the Ellis infringement case 
was over. It is appropriate to review the copyright law principles 
that contributed to the outcome of the case. 

THE ORDINARY LISTENER TEST
The ordinary listener9 test analyzes whether the defendant 

took so much of the plaintiff’s song that was pleasing to the 
“ordinary listener” (who comprises the audience for whom such 
music is composed) that the defendant wrongfully appropriated 
what belongs to the plaintiff (Moser and Slay-Carr, p. 188). In the 
case of a bench trial like Ellis, the presiding judge often uses the 
ordinary listener test in addition to the evidence presented by the 
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parties’ witnesses, including experts. In a jury trial, a judgment is 
reached by a group instead of a single person (judge). What tips 
the scale to one side or the other is not always clear to anyone but 
the finder of fact. In this case the finder of fact was Judge Echols.

INDEPENDENT CREATION
There was no testimony by any of the plaintiff’s witnesses 

that Blaylock, Perdew or Phillips had any contact with or heard 
Ellis’ song, “Aunt Belle,” or as it was later known, “Lay Me 
Out.” It is not necessary to repeat the summary of the defendants’ 
testimony, but the defendant writers all testified that they had not 
heard Ellis’s musical composition, they did not copy it, and they 
could and did account for how they put the composition, “Prop Me 
Up,” together.10 Any similarities between “Prop Me Up” and “Lay 
Me Out” was coincidental. This case emphasizes to developing 
songwriters the importance of keeping notes and/or recordings of 
writing sessions for proof of independent creation. 

Johnny Slate testified that he never attended any of the 
writers’ songwriting sessions and that the demo of the finished 
version of “Prop Me Up” was the first time he heard the completed 
work. Other than the line in “Double,” Blaylock’s original song 
was almost unrecognizable by the time “Prop Me Up” was 
finished. There was no evidence that any suggestions that Slate 
made to Blaylock ever wound up in the finished version of “Prop 
Me Up.” Judge Echols ruled that Ellis had failed to overcome the 
independent creation defense of Phillips, Perdew and Blaylock 
and Slate, their publisher.

IDEAS AND EXPRESSION
Copyright law students quickly learn in their course of study 

that the expression of ideas is protectable by copyright law, but 
ideas are not. Stated a little differently in Section 102(b) of the 
U.S. Copyright Act:

“In no case does copyright protection for an original work of 
authorship extend to any idea, procedure, process, system, method 
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of operation, concept, principle, or discovery, regardless of the 
form in which it is described, explained, illustrated, or embodied 
in such work.”

It is speculation, but it is likely that Ellis and his friends 
did not understand the “idea versus expression” dichotomy. The 
comparison of “Aunt Belle” (or “Lay Me Out”) and “Prop Me 
Up” are similar, but differently expressed. The idea about a corpse 
being arranged near a jukebox is common to both songs, but the 
expression of the idea in each song is completely different from 
the other.

When Ellis’s friends and neighbors congratulated him 
on getting his song recorded, they were probably also thinking 
about the concept of the subject of the song being “laid out by the 
jukebox” during the funeral party that was to occur at Aunt Belle’s 
establishment after her death. Sometimes it is difficult to make the 
determination between an idea and the expression of an idea. Ellis 
himself may not have known the difference between his expression 
of the idea of a corpse by the jukebox and the Blaylock-Perdew-
Phillips’s expression of a corpse being propped up by the jukebox.

“AUNT BELLE” vs. “LAY ME OUT”
There is yet a mystery to this case. As described earlier 

above, in February 1991 when Ellis and Thompson made their 
trek to Nashville from West Virginia, Ellis had a cassette copy of 
his recording of the song, “Aunt Belle.” It was a combination of 
a story song and a ballad. Johnny Slate offered to allow Ellis to 
re-record all of his demos on a better audio system that Slate had 
set up on a different floor of the same building in which API had 
its office. The recording system used for Slate’s demos was new 
at the time and was a multi-track Akai system that used recording 
media (tape) in a closed cassette that was between the size of a 
standard compact cassette and a Sony Betamax videotape cassette. 
After the infringement suit Ellis filed, and for some time later, 
Slate could not find copies of Ellis’s songs that Slate had recorded 
on the Akai system. During the discovery phase of the lawsuit, 
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someone remembered that there was a box of the Akai tapes in 
a utility closet in the building, and thereby found the Ellis tapes 
from February 1991.

After tracking down the Akai recording system (the 
Akai recording system never caught on and few exist now), 
representatives of the parties went through all the Akai tapes, made 
a list of the titles, and transferred the Ellis demos to conventional, 
compact cassette tapes of Ellis songs including the demo of, “Aunt 
Belle.” There was a distinct difference between the two works. 
“Lay Me Out” was a much brighter, up-tempo song than the ballad 
of “Aunt Belle.” The appellate court opinion states, 

“Ellis was confronted at trial with the fact that his initial 
deposition and complaint never referred to ‘Aunt Belle’ at all, 
and mentioned only ‘Lay Me Out.’ Later, during discovery, the 
defendants produced a work tape in Slate’s possession that had a 
recording of “Aunt Belle.” It is then, defendants claim, that Ellis’s 
story about reworking “Aunt Belle” took shape.”

In its finding that the district court did not clearly err, the 
appellate court stated:

“The real problem with Ellis’s proof, from the district court’s 
perspective, was Ellis’s inability to prove that “Lay Me Out” was 
actually recorded for Slate and left in his possession at all.”

There is no explanation as to the reason two different Ellis 
demos of “Aunt Belle” and “Lay Me Out” sound so different.
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APPENDIX “A”
PROP ME UP BESIDE THE JUKEBOX (IF I DIE)

Howard Perdew
Kerry Kurt Phillips

Rick Blaylock, ©1993

V1:

Well, I ain’t afraid of dying,
It’s the thought of being dead.
I wanna to go on being me,
Once my eulogy’s been read.
Don’t spread my ashes out to sea,
Don’t lay me down to rest.
You can put my mind at ease,
If you fill my last request.

Chorus:

Prop me up beside the jukebox if I die
Lord, I wanna go to heaven, but 
I don’t wanna to go tonight.
Fill my boots up with sand,
Put a stiff drink in my hand,
Prop me up beside the jukebox if I die.

V2:

Just let my headstone be a neon sign,
Just let it burn in mem’ry,
Of all of my good times.
Fix me up with a mannequin,
Just remember, I like blondes.
I’ll be the life of the party even 
When I’m dead and gone
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Chorus:
Turn Around:

Just make your next selection,
And while you’re still in line,
You can pay your last respects,
One quarter at a time.
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ENDNOTES:
1. Yin, Case Study Research Design and Methods, 2d ed. Thousand 

Oaks, California, Sage Publications, Inc. (1994).
2. Phillips and Perdew met a fourth time to finish the song, but 

Blaylock was out of town and unable to attend that meeting. 
Blaylock later approved the last few minor changes in the son, 
and then the writers demoed the song.

3. The term “demo” means “demonstration recordings,” but it can 
refer to a cost range of such recordings from a “work demo” 
meaning a low-grade, self-made recording up to a full, studio-
produced demonstration recording used to present a “master” 
recording of a featured artist to a record company. Often when 
a professional songwriter determines that a song is finished, 
the songwriter will make a quick, low budget recording 
(“work demo”) to use as a guide in later creating a publishing 
“demo” used by music publishers to present to prospective 
recording artists. The demo produced by Perdue and Phillips 
was an internal music-publishing demo that was only 
presented to Slate and later, Diffie. Work demos are important 
to songwriters as the “fixation” step in the three requirements 
for copyright protection, originality, expression and fixation, as 
stated in Section 102(a) of Title 17, better known as the 1976 
Copyright Act and quoted as, “original works of authorship 
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fixed in any tangible medium of expression, now or later 
developed from which they can be perceived, reproduced, or 
otherwise communicated, either directly or with the aid of a 
machine or a device,” (emphasis added by authors.)

4. A “hold” in music publishing parlance is a commitment by 
a presenting publisher to a recording artist to withhold 
further presentations of the song to other artists in favor 
of the recording artist. “Holds” are sometime subject to 
disagreements, and some publishers refuse to grant “holds” in 
favor of a given artist. The recording artist, Joe Diffie, and his 
record producer, Johnny Slate, honored the “hold “on” Prop 
Me Up.

5. The “trier of fact” is either a jury, or if no jury, the case is tried 
as a “bench trial” with the judge (Judge Echols in this case) 
determining what evidence he believed was credible. 

6. Procedurally, the plaintiff, (Ellis in this case), is the party who 
has the burden of proof and who filed the “Complaint” with 
the Clerk of the U.S. District Court, initiating the lawsuit with 
the claim of infringement against the defendants.

7. As stated above, there were two expert witnesses who 
testified at the trial. Dr. Michael Harrington, representing Ellis, 
and Dr. Earl Spielman representing Johnny Slate, Stacey Slate, 
and API. Spielman has since died. Since the case did not turn 
on testimony of the expert witnesses, and Spielman is not 
available to interview, the authors elected not to interview 
Harrington about the case. 

8. See the transcribed lyric of “Prop Me Up Beside the Jukebox 
(If I Die), by Howard Perdew, Kerry Kurt Phillips and Rick 
Blaylock, EMI Music, © 1997, attached hereto as Appendix “A.”

9. “Although the district court did not explicitly analyze the case 
this way, its finding that the choruses alone have substantial 
similarities, coupled with its footnote about the other 
differences between the songs, can be read to reject implicitly 
an argument that the similarity is striking enough to minimize 
the need for Ellis to show access. The real problem with Ellis’s 
proof, from the district court’s perspective, was Ellis’s inability 
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to prove that “Lay Me Out” was actually recorded for Slate and 
left in his possession at all.”

10. Independent creation is the concept that if two writers create 
essentially the same work and neither of them copied from the 
other, both works would be protectable under U.S. Copyright 
law and there would be no infringement.
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The Performance Right:  
A World in Transition

By Todd Brabec

For Country songwriters, artists, music publishers and record 
companies, the Musical Composition Performance Right and the 
Sound Recording Performance Right are two of the most valuable 
compensation rights under the U.S. Copyright Law. To put it into 
real perspective, they involve the collections and distributions 
of ASCAP, BMI and SESAC on the writer/publisher side and 
SoundExchange on the artist/record company side. Both rights are 
in a major state of transition accompanied by serious challenges to 
their ways of doing business. The end results of this transition will 
have a significant effect on the amount of money being collected in 
these areas as well as the formulas for distribution of this money, 
the types of rights being administered and the relationships with 
collection societies around the world.

Title 17 of the United States Code/Section106: 
“Subject to the sections 107-122, the owner of a copyright 

under this title has the exclusive right to do and to authorize 
any of the following: In the case of literary, musical, dramatic, 
choreographic work, pantomime and motion pictures and other 
audiovisual works, to perform the work publicly; and in the case 
of sound recordings, to perform the copyrighted work publicly by 
means of a digital audio transmission.”

These are the two exclusive rights of copyright which are at 
the heart of this article and the worldwide business of music.

The Music Business Pre-Digital
In the world of traditional media – radio and television 

primarily – the music licensing process has evolved into a fairly 
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straightforward process. For musical compositions, songwriters, 
composers and music publishers join or affiliate with ASCAP, 
BMI or SESAC (performing rights organizations/PROs) who 
negotiate license agreements for the use of music, collect the 
fees and distribute them back to writers and publishers who have 
performances in specific media. If the PRO and a user cannot come 
to an agreement as to license fees, courts intervene and determine 
“reasonable fees” for music use. 

In the area of sound recordings, performances on traditional 
over the air radio are exempt from royalties and considered as 
“promotional” tools to drive sales. A record company’s main source 
of income, other than record sales, comes from the licensing of 
master recordings to television series, feature films and advertising 
commercials among other uses. And then came the online/digital 
world – a technological revolution that changed everything.

A rather simplistic view of the music business but one that 
serves as an appropriate starting point for an increasingly changing 
and complex business. 

Musical Compositions
In the United States, there are three primary organizations that 

represent songwriters, composers and music publishers on a non-
exclusive basis in the negotiation, collection and distribution of 
music performance license fees. The organizations are the American 
Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP/1914), 
Broadcast Music Inc. (BMI/1939) and SESAC(1930). They are 
referred to as performing right organizations (PROs). The primary 
sources of license fees are traditional radio, broadcast and cable 
television, and general licensing (live performance, music in bars 
and restaurants etc.). 

New Media license fees, which include online and digital 
music services, currently represent a relatively small portion of 
U.S. domestic music license fees (approximately 100 million 
dollars of a total annual U.S. domestic PRO collections of 1.4 
billion dollars). Royalty distributions are made 50% to writers 
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and 50% to music publishers after operating costs are taken into 
account (approximately 12-13% in the case of ASCAP and BMI). 
There is a PRO in practically every country of the world where 
via reciprocal agreements with ASCAP, BMI and SESAC, U.S. 
writers’ and publishers’ works are represented and paid for when 
performances occur in foreign territories.

In the case of ASCAP and BMI, both entered into Consent 
Decrees with the government in 1941 with amendments to those 
Decrees in 1950, 1960 and 2001 in the case of ASCAP and in 
1966 and 1994 for BMI. One aspect of these decrees which has 
had a significant effect on the determination of license fees is the 
existence of a separate “Rate Court” for ASCAP and for BMI 
which comes into play when the PRO and a music user cannot 
come to a negotiated agreement as to what “reasonable” license 
fees should be in any given area. The decree allows any party to 
apply to the Court (U.S. District Court for the Southern District of 
New York) for a determination of interim and final fees. These Rate 
Courts have been in existence with ASCAP since 1950 and with 
BMI since 1994 and have determined fees and license terms for 
the major traditional media areas of radio and broadcast and cable 
television as well as in recent years, the online music community. 
It is in these latter “new media” decisions and settlements where 
most of today’s complex issues have arisen. 

SESAC, the smallest of the U.S. PROs, operates on a for-
profit basis as opposed to the non- profit operations of ASCAP 
and BMI, is not governed by a Consent Decree with the 
government and does not have a “Rate Court” type procedure for 
license fee adjudications and disputes. Under a recent October, 
2014 settlement with the Television Music License Committee 
regarding a class action antitrust suit involving local television 
stations though, SESAC has agreed as part of the settlement to 
binding arbitration for any future licensing fee disputes with the 
Settlement class which cannot be resolved by negotiation. It was 
further agreed that SESAC could not interfere with the ability of 
any affiliate to issue a public performance rights license directly to 
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a Settlement class member. A Final Settlement Approval Hearing 
is set for March of 2015 in the U.S. District Court for the Southern 
District of New York (Meredith Corporation et al v. SESAC LLC).

In the online world of music licensing, the ASCAP rate court 
has been instrumental in deciding not only what “reasonable” 
license fees should be but also what is actually licensable by the 
U.S. PROs. Interim fee and final fee decisions have involved many 
of the biggest players in the “new media/technology” world and 
have resulted in license fees significantly below what the PROs 
and copyright owners were requesting. To put the online fees into 
perspective, ASCAP, BMI and SESAC collected approximately 
1.4 billion dollars in domestic U.S. license fees (radio, broadcast 
television, cable, live, etc.). Of this amount, approximately 100 
million dollars was generated from all online/digital uses. An 
additional 700 million dollars is received each year by the U.S. 
PROs from foreign collection societies (PRS for Music, GEMA, 
SACEM, SIAE, SGAE, SOCAN, APRA, IMRO, JASRAC, 
BUMA etc.) for performances of U.S. writers works performed in 
foreign countries with a small portion of that money attributable 
to online uses. Most publishers, incidentally, collect their foreign 
country performance royalties directly from those societies as 
direct members or through sub-publishers.

Commencing with the 2007 AOL/Real Networks/Yahoo case, 
rate court filings, hearings and decisions have involved YouTube, 
MobiTv, AT&T Mobility, Verizon Wireless, Spotify, Ericsson and 
Netflix, among others. Details of these proceedings were covered 
in detail in a 2011 ABA Entertainment and Sports Lawyer article 
entitled “Online Music Licensing: From PROs, AOL and MobiTV 
to Sound Exchange, AT&T and the CRB”(Todd Brabec and Jeff 
Brabec). A brief summary of some of the most important points 
of these cases should help in understanding the current status of 
online performance licensing:

The AOL/Real Networks/Yahoo rate court case had major 
worldwide significance as there was a summary judgment ruling 
that the downloading of a music file did not constitute a public 
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performance under the Copyright Act- a ruling totally contrary to 
the laws of most other countries with the exception of Canada. 
This decision was affirmed by the 2nd Circuit Court of Appeals 
with cert denied by the U.S. Supreme Court. The Circuit Court 
also remanded the fee formula back to the District Court for 
further proceedings.

The 2009 Verizon Wireless rate court case reaffirmed the AOL 
“no performance in a download” decision in a ruling that stated 
that the transmission of a ringtone to a cellular telephone customer 
did not constitute a performance and that the mechanical ringtone 
rate of 24 cents per download was the only appropriate right and 
compensation involved. The primary issue of the 2009 AT&T 
case was whether previews of ringtones were to be considered 
“fair use” rather than licensable performances. The court ruled in 
favor of ASCAP and a customer’s previewing of ringtones were 
therefore licensable by the PROs. An interim fee 2009 decision 
regarding YouTube was a good example of the size of court set 
“reasonable” music license fees with an order of $70,000 a month.

The 2010 MobiTV case involved what a reasonable license 
fee should be for the delivering of television programming to 
mobile telephones and audio channels. In this case, the court 
returned to the early 1990s ASCAP performance licenses with 
Turner Broadcasting which set a three-tiered license based on 
the music intensity of the program. The music intensive fee was 
0.9% of defined revenue with a 0.375% for general entertainment 
and 0.1375% for news and sports programming. The 2nd Circuit 
Court of Appeals affirmed the lower court decision. All of the 
aforementioned cases were eventually settled with additional 
settlements and agreements entered into with Apple, Rdio, Spotify, 
Netflix, Hulu, as well as others. Practically all settlements in this 
area are confidential.

DMX and Pandora
Two additional Rate Court cases, DMX and Pandora, involved 

not only the determination of reasonable license fees but also the 
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role that Direct Licensing plays in the PRO licensing picture. 
Under the ASCAP and BMI Consent Decrees, the agreements that 
writers and music publishers sign with ASCAP and BMI are non-
exclusive- members and affiliates are allowed to directly license 
their works to a music user and bypass the PRO structures entirely.

DMX is a leading background and foreground music service 
provider which provides pre-programmed music for business 
establishments via direct broadcast satellites or on premise 
delivery mechanisms. DMX hired a company to assist and design 
a direct licensing program with copyright owners which eventually 
resulted in direct licenses representing over 7,000 catalogues 
including one major music publisher, Sony. DMX was requesting 
from ASCAP and BMI a “through to the audience” blanket license 
which reflected the DMX direct licenses already obtained as well 
as those to be negotiated in the future.

In July of 2010, the BMI Rate Court entered a final rate for the 
blanket license subject to adjustment of DMX’s BMI performances 
directly licensed. In a separate decision, the ASCAP Rate Court 
ruled that ASCAP is required to issue to DMX a blanket license 
with “carve outs” for the direct licensing program. Both decisions 
were appealed to the 2nd Circuit Court of Appeals which in June 
of 2012 affirmed the District Court decisions. The resulting rates 
significantly reduced the license fees that DMX was paying to 
ASCAP and BMI.

Pandora is the leading Internet customized radio service 
and is considered a non-interactive service as opposed to an on 
demand/interactive service where the user chooses what they want 
to hear. Pandora entered into license agreements with both ASCAP 
and BMI in 2005 and terminated those licenses at the end of 2010 
and 2012 respectively. In the case of ASCAP, Pandora applied to 
the Court for a through-to-the- audience blanket license for the 
period 2011 through 2015. In the case of BMI, Pandora filed an 
application for a 5 year license commencing January 1, 2013.

Based primarily on the small license fees that were awarded 
by the ASCAP and BMI Rate Court judges commencing with 
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the AOL/Real Networks/Yahoo case in 2007, the major music 
publishers, starting with EMI (later acquired by Sony), notified 
ASCAP and BMI that they were withdrawing their catalogues for 
online licensing purposes. The majors felt strongly that they could 
negotiate more financially acceptable online value deals than the 
arrangements that had been set by prior Rate Court decisions and 
the subsequent settlements emanating from those decisions. These 
online media withdrawals were accomplished by specific changes 
in the rules, regulations and practices of ASCAP and BMI. Upon 
withdrawing their works, a number of the publishers entered into 
direct licensing deals with Pandora. In effect creating a system 
whereby Pandora had licenses with ASCAP, BMI and SESAC as 
well as short term negotiated direct performance licenses with the 
major publishers. Discussions were also held between ASCAP, 
BMI and the major publishers with a view toward ASCAP and 
BMI handling the administration of the online licenses negotiated 
by the publishers.

In response to a Motion for Summary Judgment in 
September of 2013, Judge Cote, the ASCAP judge, ruled that a 
selective withdrawal of new media rights by publisher members 
could not be implemented without violating the Consent Decree 
and further that the ASCAP repertory subject to that license is 
all works in ASCAP at the time Pandora applied for a license 
(January 1, 2011)-not when the final license is arrived at. In short, 
an application for a license is treated as a license in effect and 
in this case no works could be removed by any ASCAP member 
during the period 2011 through 2015. And when works are finally 
removed by any publishers, those works have to be removed for 
all licensing purposes, not just for online licensing. Any users with 
license agreements still in effect at the time of the withdrawal 
could continue to use the withdrawn works up until their specific 
license agreement expires.

In a similar Motion for Summary Judgment in the BMI case, 
Judge Stanton allowed the removal of works which occurred prior 
to January 1, 2013 but ruled that those works could not be licensed 
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by BMI to any others after any existing license agreements expired. 
If BMI cannot offer those compositions to new media applicants, 
their availability does not meet the standards of the BMI decree 
and they cannot be held in the BMI repertory. The BMI/ Pandora 
Rate Court trial is set for 2015.

To put both judges “all in or all out” Summary Judgment 
decisions into real world perspective, if one were to remove 
works from the current 100 million dollar PRO annual license 
fee area of the online world, one would be forced eventually to 
remove those works from the other 1.3 billion dollars in PRO 
domestic license fees being generated by traditional media(radio, 
broadcast television, cable, live, etc.). Not to mention the effect 
that such withdrawals would have on the reciprocal “flow through 
of money” agreements between foreign collection societies and 
the U.S. PROs. As a point of reference, it is important to note 
that practically all new PRO licensing deals with traditional media 
(radio, television, etc.) include streaming, website music uses, 
mobile apps, digital and primary broadcasts, mobile and wireless 
platforms, webcasts and multi-casts.

On March 14, 2014, Judge Cote issued her “determination of 
reasonable license fees” 136 page decision in the ASCAP/Pandora 
Rate Court case. The judge ruled that the appropriate fee for the 
years 2011-2015 was 1.85% of revenue less certain deductions. 
ASCAP had requested a rate of 1.85% for 2011 and 2012, 2.5% 
for 2013 and 3% for 2014 and 2015. Pandora had requested a 
rate between 1.7% (the current traditional radio rate-Pandora had 
acquired a small radio station in an attempt to qualify for this rate) 
and 1.85% (the ASCAP form rate in effect for Pandora since 2005). 

Two of the more important issues in the Pandora Rate Court 
Proceedings involve the concept of the divisibility of copyrights 
which allow a publisher/copyright owner to make deals with 
various classes of users for their catalogue and the disparity in 
payments between artists and record companies and songwriters 
and music publishers for the same type of performance. 

As to the latter issue, the AOL/Yahoo/Real Networks 2007 
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Rate Court case provided evidence of the in excess of 30 million 
dollars paid by these services to the major record companies 
over a 2 year period whereas their fees to the PROs were, in 
comparison, very small. As to Pandora, the company expended 
in 2013 approximately 315 million dollars of its total revenue 
of 600 million dollars on Content Acquisition. Of that amount, 
close to 290 million went to SoundExchange for artists and record 
companies with all three PROS collecting a total of less than 
25 million dollars for songwriters and publishers. As a point of 
additional reference, total 2013 limited performance right statutory 
royalties to SoundExchange were 650 million dollars in addition 
to significant record company interactive streaming license fees 
and payments negotiated with the services whereas combined 
ASCAP, BMI and SESAC revenue for all new media uses from 
all licenses and services was less than 100 million dollars.

In July of 2014, ASCAP, along with Universal Music 
Publishing, Sony/ATV Music and EMI Music as intervenors, filed 
an appeal from the two District Court opinions with the U.S. Court 
of Appeals for the 2nd Circuit. The basis of the appeal was that 
the District Court erred in ruling that AFJ 2 (the Amended Final 
Judgment of 2001) prohibited ASCAP from accepting partial 
grants of public performance rights and that the District Court 
in setting a final license fee ignored recent arms length relevant 
benchmark agreements. 

As to the “partial grants” prohibition, ASCAP’s position 
was that the Consent Decree long ago removed any prohibition 
on the right of members to reserve for themselves the right to 
grant exclusive licensing rights to music users. Further, such a 
prohibition is in direct conflict with the exclusive rights provided 
by the copyright law to copyright owners.

As to the issue of ignoring benchmark agreements in the 
setting of final reasonable license fees, ASCAP pointed out that 
the Sony/ATV Music, EMI Music and Universal Music Pandora 
direct license deals were all in excess of the 1.85% court set fee 
as was the 2013 negotiated ASCAP Apple iTunes radio license- 
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all “arms length willing buyer and willing seller agreements”. 
Further, the 2nd Circuit, in its 2010 Yahoo, RealNetworks decision, 
confirmed that a 2.5% rate was a valid benchmark even though it 
vacated the District Court’s across the board application of that 
rate to all of Yahoo and RealNetwork’s services. Accordingly, the 
current District Court erred in ignoring the 2nd Circuit’s guidance 
in RealNetworks which established that a rate of 2.5% revenue (or 
higher) is reasonable for all-audio, music-intensive digital music 
services similar to Pandora’s.

Direct Licensing
The ability of a copyright owner to directly license a work 

to a music user and bypass the PROs was a major issue in the 
ASCAP and BMI DMX rate court decisions as well as the current 
Pandora litigation. Language in both the ASCAP and BMI 
Consent Decrees guarantee the right of any member or affiliate to 
directly license their works to a user. SESAC, as it is not under a 
Consent Decree with the government, incorporates language in its 
writer and publisher affiliation agreements that insures the right to 
directly license – “publisher retains the right to issue non-exclusive 
licenses directly to any third person for the public performance in 
the U.S., its territories and possessions, of any work subject to  
this Agreement.”

When songwriters, composers and music publishers join or 
affiliate with ASCAP, BMI or SESAC, they sign representation 
agreements granting to the PRO the non-exclusive right to license 
the non-dramatic public performances of their works. Though 
each PRO contract and Governing Documents are different as to 
terms, length of contract, withdrawal of works and resignation/
termination provisions, dispute resolution procedures, payments 
schedules, distribution rules and benefits, they all are non-
exclusive agreements whereby the writer or publisher can license 
a work directly. The PROs cannot interfere in any way with this 
right or the ability to exercise this right.

Language as to the ability to direct license as well as the effect 
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of a direct license has been standard in many types of industry 
license agreements including work-for-hire/employee-for-hire 
contracts for many decades. A sample clause might read “the 
performing rights in the composition, to the extent permitted by 
law, shall be assigned to and licensed by the applicable performing 
rights organization with said organization authorized to collect 
and receive all monies earned from the public performance of the 
composition and to pay the writers and publishers directly. If to 
the extent it is unlawful for the PRO, or any of its affiliates, to 
issue blanket small performing right licenses or the applicable 
performing rights society does not from time to time, for any reason 
whatsoever maintain a regular system of collecting performance 
fees and/or a third party licensee (i.e., a television network, 
independent television station, digital music service, etc.) requires 
direct licensing of such rights, company and publisher shall have 
the right to directly license their respective shares of the public 
performances rights in the composition to such third parties. If the 
company or publishing designee receives a distribution of earned 
public performance fees from any source that does not make a 
separate distribution directly or indirectly to publisher and to 
composer, then publisher shall be entitled to receive its portion 
of such fees and composer shall be entitled to receive the writer’s 
share of such fees”

Additional variations of a direct license clause are as follows:
“Licensee desires to obtain from publisher a blanket license 

for all necessary performance, reproduction and distribution rights 
implicated by the delivery of programming embodying publisher’s 
catalogue and publisher is willing to grant such right to license on 
a non-exclusive basis”.

“The right to publicly perform and to authorize others 
to perform the composition by means of a media entity not 
licensed by ASCAP, BMI or SESAC is subject to clearance of 
the performing right either from Licensor or from any other duly 
authorized licensor acting for or on behalf of Licensor subject to 
good faith negotiations in accordance with established industry 
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customs and practices”.
An issue in many agreements is what happens to the writer 

share when a copyright owner, usually the music publisher, directly 
licenses a work to a user. Clauses range from “payments to be 
made based upon the prevailing PRO rates for the specific use”, 
“compensation to be negotiated in good faith”, “reasonable fee”, 
“fee subject to arbitration”, “a complete buyout with no further 
compensation or continuing royalties” or “50% of any license  
fee received”.

A further unresolved issue as to an allowable and effective 
direct license under Court or Consent Decree interpretation 
involves the situation where a music user( traditional broadcaster, 
online music service, etc.) contacts a copyright owner directly 
with the request versus the situation where the ASCAP or BMI 
copyright owner approaches the user to negotiate a direct license. 
A fine distinction but an important one in current litigation and 
Consent Decree interpretation.

Department of Justice Intervention
In part because of the Pandora decisions, a major 

development occurred in June of 2014 when the Department of 
Justice announced that they would review both the ASCAP and 
BMI Consent Decrees “to account for changes in how music 
is delivered to and experienced by listeners and if so, what 
modifications would be appropriate”. The Department allowed 
a 60 day period for comments from any interested party (music 
publishers, songwriters and composers, PROs, online service 
companies, music users of any nature, the general public, etc.).

A cross section of some of the views were illustrative of the 
issues as well as the diametrically opposed positions of many  
of the parties. The comments very much reflected a creators  
v. users scenario. 

On the music user side, the National Association of 
Broadcasters (NAB), the Digital Media Association (DiMA), 
Netflix, Fox News, the Radio Music Licensing Committee 
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(RMLC), the National Restaurant Association and the Consumer 
Electronics Association, among others, submitted comments. 
The creator/copyright representative side included comments 
from the performing right organizations ASCAP, BMI, PRS for 
Music (U.K.), SOCAN (Canada), JASRAC (Japan), SIAE (Italy) 
as well as the Society of Composers and Lyricists (SCL – film 
and television composers), Nashville Songwriters Association 
International (NSAI), the National Music Publishers Association 
(NMPA) and the Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of 
Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA), among others.

ASCAP, in its comments, requested that the Rate Court be 
replaced with a faster and cheaper dispute resolution procedure, 
that ASCAP be allowed to bundle and license multiple rights 
(the current Decree prohibits ASCAP from licensing any right 
other than performance) and allow partial grants of rights from 
its members. The arguments centered on the fact that New Media 
users need multiple rights in their business, that publishers need 
flexibility to manage rights and negotiate contracts terms and that 
property rights are divisible, assignable and licensable either in 
whole or in part. BMI, who are not prevented from bundling or 
licensing multiple rights, requested that publishers be allowed to 
withdraw digital rights and that a binding arbitration model replace 
the Consent Decree mandate.

The SCL (film and television composers and songwriters), 
were in favor of Consent Decree changes and expressed concerns 
that if the major music publishers withdrew completely from 
ASCAP and BMI, the transparency and accountability of the PRO 
collective licensing model would be affected and further that in a 
bundled rights situation it would be difficult to ascertain the value 
of the performance right in bundled transactions. Most writers 
in this field sign “work for hire” contracts where the backend 
performance royalties represent a substantial portion of their 
income. The 165,000 member organization SAG-AFTRA, the 
largest labor union representing working media artists, commented 
that the scales have tipped too far in favor of licensees’ interests 
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over those of artists and that the rate setting process set forth by 
the Consent Decrees is inefficient, expensive and burdensome 
upon the PROs and if not modified will significantly devalue a 
writers’ works.

Sony/ATV Music supported amending the Consent Decrees 
to allow copyright owners the ability to limit the scope of the rights 
they grant to ASCAP and BMI in their musical compositions and 
to require the PROs to accept those grants; supported an expedited 
arbitration process for resolving rate disputes; and recommended 
that the reviews of the Decrees occur periodically to take into 
account new technology changes and conditions. Sony/ATV 
was not in favor of allowing the PROs to handle rights other 
than performing rights as it was their position that these markets 
already functioned well and that the introduction of such regulated 
entities into the market for these other rights would be costly  
and disruptive.

As to the foreign performing right organizations who 
submitted comments, widespread concern centered on the belief 
that the current Consent Decrees were outdated in today’s world 
and that changes were essential if music was to be appropriately 
licensed and compensated. Partial grants of rights and the bundling 
of multiple rights are commonplace in the foreign marketplace 
and dispute resolution procedures are less cumbersome than the 
U.S. Rate Court. PRS for Music in the U.K., which receives over 
100 million dollars a year in U.S. performance royalties for its 
members from ASCAP and BMI, expressed concerns over the 
present Decrees and stated that they would consider licensing 
the British repertory directly in the U.S. rather than through 
intermediaries if it proved more efficient.

DIMA, a trade organization whose members include Apple, 
Amazon, Microsoft and YouTube, stated that the Decrees have not 
harmed ASCAP or BMI financially in terms of the music industry 
generally, and that the PROs must be subject to oversight as their 
anti-competitive behavior continues to this day. Further, if the 
Justice Department does allow all the PROs to bundle rights as 
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well as allow partial withdrawals, then substantial oversight must 
be put in place and that songwriters be allowed to keep their rights 
with their PRO if that’s what they wanted regardless of whether 
the publisher removed the works.

The Radio Music Licensing Committee strongly felt that 
the Decrees were necessary to keep the market power of ASCAP 
and BMI in check. Also if publishers were allowed to withdraw 
from the PROs, they could leverage their outsize market share to 
extract exorbitant license fees from licensees. Both the NAB and 
Television Music License Committee also shared these views. As 
to Netflix, their position was that the Decrees were in place to 
constrain the PROs market power. They were against allowing 
partial publisher withdrawals but if the Department allowed them, 
then conditions would have to be imposed to mitigate any adverse 
consequences. Finally, the Rate Court must stay in place though it 
does need to be streamlined.

Sound Recordings
Prior to 1972, no federal copyright protection existed for 

sound recordings. Congress rectified that situation by extending 
copyright to any recordings that were fixed on or after February 
15, 1972. The owners of the copyright therefore had the exclusive 
right to reproduce and distribute phonorecords embodying the 
sound recording, including by means of digital transmission, and to 
authorize others to do the same. Pre February 15, 1972 recordings 
remained subject to the protection afforded by state laws.

As to the performance right aspect of sound recordings, the 
right that was enjoyed by musical compositions was non-existent 
for records. No performance royalty existed in any medium for 
sound recordings. That changed in 1995 with the passage of the 
Digital Performance Rights in Sound Recording Act (DPRSRA) 
which provided for a limited right when sound recordings are 
publicly performed “by means of a digital audio transmission”. 
The 1998 Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) included 
webcasting as a category of performance applicable to this limited 
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performance right. This new right applied specifically to satellite 
radio (e.g. Sirius XM), internet radio (e.g. Pandora) and cable 
television music channels (e.g. Music Choice). The applicable 
sections of 17 U.S.C. are 112 and 114 of the Act. Broadcast radio 
continued to be exempt. 

It is important to note that the statutory license applies only to 
non-interactive services. The right to perform copyrighted sound 
recordings for on demand services (interactive services) remains 
with the copyright owner (normally the label) and is a negotiated 
agreement between the label and the music user. These deals have 
taken many forms including percentage of gross or net revenue 
formulas, per performance rates, an equity stake in the business or 
a combination of these and other elements.

The rates and terms of the sound recording statutory license 
are set by the Copyright Royalty Board (CRB), an administrative 
body created by Congress. SoundExchange, a non-profit 
organization, has been designated by the Librarian of Congress and 
the CRB to be the sole entity to collect, administer and distribute 
the royalties from non-interactive webcasting, digital cable and 
satellite transmissions and satellite audio services. Congress also 
gave SoundExchange the right to negotiate agreements separate 
from those set by the CRB through the Webcaster Settlement  
Acts of 2008 and 2009. Services therefore can choose whether  
to be licensed under the CRB rates or the SoundExchange 
negotiated rates. 

There are 5 major sound recording licensing categories each 
of which is subject to a separate rate proceeding. The categories 
are webcasting, satellite radio, pre-existing music services, other 
cable and satellite music providers and business establishments. 
An example of one of these proceedings involved Sirius XM 
satellite radio which concluded in 2012 and set rates for a 5 year 
period at 9% of gross revenue for 2013 increasing to 11% in 2017. 

Webcasting IV - the proceeding regarding future webcasting 
rates – commenced in early 2014 and will conclude at the end of 
2015 and will set rates for the period 2016-2020. The most recent 
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5 year CRB per performance statutory webcasting rates were 
$0.0019 for 2011, $0.0021 for 2012 and 2013 and $0.0023 for the 
years 2014 and 2015. 

The Webcaster Settlement Acts of 2008 and 2009 allowed 
SoundExchange to negotiate alternative royalty rates (“Pureplay” 
rates) with certain webcasters. For non-subscription services and 
broadcaster’s streaming their content on the internet, the “Pureplay” 
per performance rate started as $0.00102 for 2011 and increased 
to $0.0013 in 2014 and $0.0014 in 2015. The rate applicable 
is the greater of the per performance rate or 25% of U.S. gross 
revenue. The “Pureplay” per performance rate for subscription 
services started at $0.0017 in 2011 and increased to $0.0023 and 
$0.0025 respectively for 2014 and 2015. No percentage of revenue 
figures applied to the subscription rate. Under those agreements, 
Webcasters therefore had a choice to be licensed through 2015 
either with the CRB rates or the SoundExchange “Pureplay” rates.

As to the current Webcasting IV CRB proceeding, 
SoundExchange’s initial rate proposal for the 2016-2020 period 
was a “greater of” formula taking into account a per performance 
rate and a percentage of the service’s revenue. Specifically, the per 
performance rate for commercial webcasters would commence 
at $0.0025 in 2016 with escalations to $0.0029 in 2020. The 
percentage of revenue would be 55% for all five years. Their 
proposal was based on the fact that webcasting is a vibrant and 
growing industry, that it has widespread adoption by consumers 
and that direct licensing deals between record companies and on 
demand services (interactive streaming) were the most appropriate 
benchmarks to use. A review of these deals confirmed that the 
record companies received a minimum share of 50%-60% of a 
services revenue with allocations based on each record company’s 
share of total streams.

Music services, on the other hand, argued in their direct case 
that the industry is not profitable even considering payments under 
the reduced Webcaster Settlement Act agreements. Pandora, Sirius 
XM (streaming component) and the broadcasters through NAB, 
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among others, came up with proposals ranging from a royalty of 
$.0005 per performance for all 5 years to $.0016 pending study 
of the direct deals to a $.000125 rate similar to the Canadian rate. 
Pandora supported a “greater of” rate of $.0010 per performance 
or 25% of revenue.

SoundExchange Distributions / Direct Licenses
SoundExchange collected $650 million in 2013 pursuant 

to the statutory license and distributed 590.4 million dollars to 
artists and sound recording copyright owners. Collections and 
distributions for 2014 are projected significantly higher than 
2013. Royalty distributions are allocated 50% to sound recording 
copyright owners (many times the label), 45% to featured artists 
and 2.5% each to non-featured musicians and non-featured 
vocalists via the Intellectual Property Rights Distribution Fund 
administered by the AFM and SAG-AFTRA. An additional $6 
million was collected from foreign country collection societies 
who handle the performance right in sound recordings. As to 
this latter collection, it is limited based on the reciprocal right 
being administered in each country. As the U.S. sound recording 
performance right is a very limited one (non-interactive streaming 
primarily), it substantially reduces the amount of royalties coming 
into the U.S. for overseas sound recording performances.

Finally, in the case of rights owners wishing to directly 
license their works to non-interactive services and not rely on the 
statutory license or SoundExchange separately negotiated deals, 
SoundExchange does offer administration services to both labels 
as well as artists for those works.

Pre-1972 Sound Recordings
As previously mentioned, sound recordings fixed prior to 

February 15, 1972 are not subject to copyright under 17 U.S.C. 
and further that any rights they do have depend solely on whatever 
rights are afforded to sound recording owners under state law. 

In September of 2014, in the United States District Court 
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Central District of California case entitled Flo & Eddie Inc. v. 
Sirius XM Radio Inc., the court ruled in a motion for summary 
judgment that copyright ownership of a sound recording under 
the California statute includes the right to publicly perform the 
recording and that Sirius XM’s streaming of the 1960’s band The 
Turtles’ pre-1972 recordings without authorization and without 
paying royalties constituted copyright infringement. In November 
of 2014, the U.S. District Court for the Southern District of New 
York in Flo & Eddie v. Sirius XM Radio, Inc., ruled that Sirius 
had committed copyright infringement and engaged in unfair 
competition by publicly performing sound recordings owned by 
Flo & Eddie. These cases and their appeals as well as similar 
pending cases regarding the same or similar issues need to be 
watched as they could have a very significant impact on future 
sound recording license fees as well as royalties to labels and 
artists. 

Where Do We Now Stand 
Of the two performance areas under discussion, musical 

composition rights and sound recording rights, the sound 
recording seems much clearer than the composition side. The 
sound recording performance right, at least for now, is a very 
limited right (traditional radio, for example, is not included) 
and has a statutory scheme in place with rates set by either the 
Copyright Royalty Board, by SoundExchange with users or by 
direct negotiations between copyright owners and users. Over the 
past ten years, this has been, percentage wise, by far the biggest 
growth area for sound recording copyright owners.

The musical composition performance right, on the other 
hand, has more questions and unresolved issues in the licensing 
process than ever before. Not only do you have unresolved Rate 
Court cases and issues affecting every aspect of the licensing of 
music in the “new media” world (not to mention the effect on 
traditional media licensing) but also the entrance into the field of 
new types of PRO models (music publishers, business entities, 
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administration services, foreign territory rights management 
organizations, etc.) which could, depending on your point of 
view, significantly complicate the existing licensing structure for 
music users, achieve “ willing buyer, willing seller “ market rates 
for the creative community and their representatives, strengthen 
the arguments for licensing through the traditional PRO model, 
weaken the current traditional PRO structures, increase license 
fees and royalties in some areas with reductions in others, initiate 
an era of PRO selective administration services only, create new 
writer and music publisher royalty payment formulas, values, 
compensation plans, guarantee arrangements, royalty advance 
deals, bonus and “rewards for success” policies as well as other 
financial incentive plans, among other possibilities and results. 

In addition, the Direct Licensing of works by copyright 
owners, never a major factor in the past, has taken on new 
significance in not only the online “new media” world of music 
licensing but also traditional media music licensing practices. 
Finally, the Department of Justice review of the ASCAP and 
BMI Consent Decrees, in effect since 1941, could have a 
significant effect on the future of music performance licensing, 
assuming that any changes encompass more than just minor 
modifications. 

The foreign marketplace, responsible for the collection of in 
excess of 1.5 billion dollars in annual U.S. writer and publisher 
performance fees, represents an additional area of concern 
regarding the stability, continuation and accuracy of “overseas” 
royalty payments. The issues in this area are more significant 
for songwriters and composers than music publishers as many 
publishers collect their monies directly from foreign societies as 
members or via sub-publishers. For successful songwriters, film 
and television composers and writer estates, foreign royalties- for 
many, easily in excess of 50 % of their short term and long term 
royalty income- have always flowed through the societies through 
reciprocal agreements and any change in those relationships could 
have a major impact on the ability to license, track, audit, collect 
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and receive foreign country songwriter and composer royalties. 
As you can see, there is a great deal at stake in the outcome 

of this transition for country songwriters, artists, music publishers 
and record companies. Performances on the traditional media 
broadcasting outlets as well as the “ new media” streaming audio 
and audio-visual services will all be affected- whether the outcome 
will be positive or negative still remains to be seen.
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