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Foreword

I grew up musically and socially in the dance halls and outdoor patio/pavilions of Texas. My first experience was a dance at the Farmer’s Daughter in San Antonio in 1973. At the time we were living in California and had released our first album Comin’ Right At Ya. After that weekend we fell in love with Texas and its dance halls and decided to move here and settle down. It was a love affair that started that night and continues today. From Gruene Hall and Schroeder Hall to the Reo Palm Isle to Caravan clubs to unnamed and forgotten dance halls all over the state, the traditions of dance and music are still carried on and are an important part of Texas’s social and cultural life. Geronimo’s accounts are a wonderful collection of a really important and cherished part of Texas musical and cultural history!

Ray Benson
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Introduction



They have always caught your attention as you traveled the roads of small rural Texas towns, whether on vacation or just out for a Sunday drive. They take on a different look when the Texas sun turns its light on them. There are fond memories of growing up visiting these “shrines” with family and recalling one’s first dance steps. They are a big part of Texas culture and Texas history—they are the dance halls of the Lone Star State. In a modern world today that has videos, DVDs, cable television, and state-of-the-art indoor movie theaters to compete against the family values that these halls are known for, they have become threatened.

In order to place these halls in their proper perspective, one must begin with the music that people flocked to hear. Texans have always played an important role in the development of country music. The first cowboy singers, first country music star, first million dollar seller, first phonographic recordings, first instrument innovations, first pioneers in radio and television, and first to develop new music forms all had ties to Texas.

The German and Czech immigrants brought with them their Old World habits. The dance hall/community center became a focal meeting place for their favorite pastime of dancing and listening to singing groups. It provided the medicine they needed from the rigors of farm work.

Czech immigrants to Texas, especially those from the region of Bohemia, brought with them polka music, which eventually became a standard part of the repertoire for German, Slovenian, Polish, and Mexican musical groups throughout the state.

Brass and string bands became popular, and the music became characterized by nationalities from particular regions in the state. String bands were the roots of western swing. Eck Robertson and Bob Wills contributed their breakdown fiddle playing to help identify the early beginnings of this American music style. Robertson’s old-time folk playing established Texas style fiddling. In 1922 he teamed with fellow fiddler and Civil War veteran Henry C. Gilliland to record for the Victor Talking Machine Company in New York. This became the first commercialized country music recording.
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Early German Brass Band from New Braunfels

Music in German settlements initially began with singing societies (sangervereine) and singing leagues (sangerbunde) entertaining large gatherings in their community centers. String and brass bands would later perform in these halls to another favorite pastime brought to America by their ancestors—dancing. Photo courtesy of Harold Friesenhahn whose uncle was in the band.

Country music’s first million seller and first recording star was a man who took his stage name from two West Texas towns. Vernon Dalhart, born Marion Try Slaughter in Jefferson, Texas, on April 6, 1883, studied music at the Dallas Conservatory of Music and began his recording career on Columbia in 1916. He later became Thomas Edison’s top recording artist with his 1924 recording of Henry Whitter’s “The Wreck of the Old 97” and “The Prisoner’s Song.” These two songs featuring guitar, harmonica, and vocals became monster hits. With Dalhart’s success the real cowboy singers emerged.

Carl T. Sprague is considered the original singing cowboy to be on record. Born on May 10, 1885, in Houston, he learned cowboy songs growing up while working on ranches and sitting around campfires. A graduate of Texas A&M, his 1925 recording “When the Work’s All Done This Fall,” described a return back home to see Mama after ranch work was completed. It became the first big cowboy song, selling approximately 900,000 copies and opened doors for other true singing cowboys and composers: Jules Verne Allen, Ken Maynard, Stuart Hamblen, Red River Dave McEnery, Tex Ritter, Bill Boyd, and everyone’s favorite cowboy singer Gene Autry. Singing about roundups, tumbleweeds, and ranch work, these western singers glorified their music on film. Ken Maynard was the first singing cowboy to appear in movies when he starred in Song of the Saddle in 1930. Later Bob Wills and Ernest Tubb made their debuts on the silver screen, but it was Gene Autry who would be best remembered as the most popular cowboy in film and for his big recording hits. Born Orvon Eugene Autry in Tioga, Texas, on September 29, 1907, his big break came in 1934 when he sang in a Ken Maynard feature Old Santa Fe. Autry’s pleasing vocals in this guest spot caught the attention of movie executives, and not long afterwards he became America’s number one matinee idol, as fans of all ages would fill theater seats to see his films. Broadway humorist, writer, and actor Will Rogers gave Autry some encouragement when he encountered the young telegraph relief operator strumming his guitar between breaks, working the four-to-midnight shift at a telegraph office in Chelsea, Oklahoma. Autry went on to star on television and is the only artist to ever achieve five singles each selling five million copies. He reportedly sold more than 100 million records and was featured in ninety-three movies. He was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1969.
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Jules Verne Allen
The Singing Cowboy and his Cowhands, WOAI (1933)

Texas bronc buster and composer, Allen’s Victor recordings of 1928 and 1929 included “Home on the Range,” “Little Joe,” and “The Wrangler.” Left to right: Curly Williams, Jules Verne Allen, Mark Tankersley, Lonnie Williams, Ben McCay, and singer Marian. Photo courtesy of Curly Williams.
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Gene Autry
Photo from Geronimo Treviño collection

Two brothers, Karl and Hugh Farr, settled prominently with America’s quintessential western vocal group, the Sons of the Pioneers. They brought their jazz, western songs, guitar, and fiddle to add to the Pioneers’ close harmonies. Hugh, born in Llano on December 6, 1902, first joined the group in 1933 and blended his jazz cowboy fiddle style. Karl was born in Rochele on April 25, 1909, and soon followed in his brother’s footsteps to add his guitar to the Pioneers. Ex-members included Leonard Slye (later to change his name to Roy Rogers) and Ken Curtis who portrayed Festus on the long running television show Gunsmoke. The Farr Brothers were inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame with the Sons of the Pioneers in 1980. Roy Rogers’ career followed Autry’s as one of the biggest western stars of all time. They died just three months apart in 1998. Rogers and his wife, Dale Evans, enjoyed an illustrious movie, television, and recording career together. Evans was born Frances Smith in Uvalde, Texas, on October 31, 1912. She co-wrote their theme song “Happy Trails.” She died at the age of eighty-eight on February 8, 2001.
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State Capitol, Austin, May 30, 1969

Seated: Bob Wills (far left), Tex Ritter (third from left), Calvin Robert Tubb (far right, representing his brother Ernest Tubb). Receiving proclamation honoring the three for their contributions to American music. Photo courtesy of Junior Mitchan.

Another famous Texan to become a recording and film star was Tex Ritter. His real name was Woodward Maurice Ritter. Born January 12, 1907, in Murvaul in Panola County, he first became interested in acting before beginning his recording career. Influenced by author and scholar J. Frank Dobie while attending school at the University of Texas, he went on to become one of the best-loved cowboys in film and music. Ritter sang the theme song in the classic 1953 western High Noon, which won an Academy Award for best musical score. His youngest son is actor John Ritter. Tex joined the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1964.

Dave McEnery, born in San Antonio in 1914, received his nickname after singing “Red River Valley” many times. Best known for composing songs that dealt with the latest news topics of the day, he was also a pioneer in early television when he made the first broadcast at the 1939 New York World’s Fair. The World’s Fair offered a vision of the future in state-of-the-art technologies, and Red River Dave was there to sing the first country song on this new media at thirty frames per second. Red River Dave died on January 15, 2002.

The “Father of Country Music,” its first big star, Jimmie Rodgers spent his last years living in Kerrville and San Antonio. Despite his deep southern upbringing, he became identified with Texas. His music influenced future stars Milton Brown, Ernest Tubb, Lefty Frizzell, Willie Nelson, Adolph Hofner, Gene Autry, Bob Wills, Hank Williams, Merle Haggard, and countless other artists who still perform his music today. The historic Bristol recording sessions set up by field engineer and talent scout Ralph Peer for the RCA Victor Company in Bristol, Tennessee, came to glorify what was to become country music. Peer, setting up his recording gear on the upper floors of a former furniture store after newspaper advertisements lured the singers to him, had little idea what would come out of these sessions. Before the historical recordings, country music was termed hillbilly—string music. Jimmie Rodgers fused jazz and blues with folk to help define country music. Accompanying himself on guitar after a dispute with band members, his sessions were to soon capture the attention of a Depression era America. Singing railroad laborers became his first musical mentors. Their chants and ballads were later reflected in his songs. He related to the people across the nation with his self-penned songs that told of places and of people he loved to visit. “The Singing Brakeman” and “America’s Blue Yodeler” became the singing sensation of the country; his music was the first to reach mass America. He died on May 26, 1933, after a long battle with tuberculosis and thirty-six hours after completing his final RCA recording in New York City. Rodgers was the first person to be inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1961.
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Red River Dave McEnery
Photo courtesy of Hank Harrison

Country music was revolutionized again when the Carter Family made their entrance to the temporary recording studios in Bristol just days apart from Rodgers’. Their close harmonies and songs about a rural America left a great musical impact on the nation as well. Their Texas connection was due to a 100,000-watt Mexican radio station transmitting across the border in a studio in Del Rio, Texas. Station XERA was owned by Dr. John R. Brinkley, who once had a quack medical clinic in Kansas that offered goat gland transplants, which he claimed would aid the sexual energies of older men. Called a border blast station due to having up to ten times the transmission power of the largest clear channel in America, it enabled the Carter Family’s music to quickly spread throughout the nation. From 1938-1941 Alvin Pleasant Carter with his wife, Sara, and their daughter Janette along with Mother Maybelle Carter (cousin to Sara who also married A.P.’s brother Ezra) with their daughters Helen, June, and Anita became a nationally popular act on this border station format. Sara sang lead while playing guitar or autoharp, and Maybelle played lead guitar. Their close harmonies on ballads, blues, and gospel songs represented rural America well. The first family of country music chose to live in San Antonio rather than Del Rio, and they would spend the winters in Texas avoiding the harsh climate in their home state of Virginia. Electronic transcriptions were made in a garage and then sent to the border station in Del Rio for broadcasting at a later date. These types of recordings were made popular by advertisers when distributing the various products they were promoting. Credit the Carter Family for bringing us such country standards as “Can the Circle be Unbroken” and “Wildwood Flower.”
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Jimmie Rodgers “The Father of Country Music”
Photo courtesy of Jimmie Dale Court

Prince Albert Hunt, from Terrell, Texas, is a forgotten pioneer who bridged the gap between breakdown fiddle and the beginnings of western swing. Hunt led one of the first string bands to include a vocalist. He was killed by his girlfriend’s husband after leaving a Dallas dance hall in 1931.

Bandleader, fiddler, and songwriter Shelly Lee Alley, born July 6, 1894, in Colorado County, was one of the first bandleaders to broadcast on early radio (WFAA) in Dallas. He recorded a self-penned song “Travelin’ Blues” in San Antonio with Jimmie Rodgers in 1931. The twin fiddles of Alley and his brother Alvin on the recording later opened up the eyes and ears of Bob Wills. A year later Rogers would record another Alley composition titled “Gambling Barroom Blues.” The following is an article that appeared in the November 1994 issue of The Journal of Country Music by country music writer Kevin Coffey.

Shelly Lee Alley is a puzzle of contradictions and half-fulfilled promise. As the writer of Jimmie Rodgers’ classic “Travelin’ Blues,” as an early exponent of western swing, and as a star of early Texas radio, he looms as something more than a footnote in country music history. But how much more? That question goes to the heart of his frustrating career.

A pop musician, songwriter, and bandleader who veered toward hillbilly music at mid-career, but who seems not entirely to have come to terms with the implications of that move, Alley elicits both veneration and disappointment from those familiar with his music. His recorded blues and hokum hold up well today, fine examples of freewheeling, good time dance music of the Depression years, while his ballads on record, at least, fare far less well. Alley himself retained little affection for the risqué blues and stomps, dying frustrated that what he felt were his best songs were left either unrecorded or unreleased.

What was recorded and released is a bizarre mix, its wide divergences captured pointedly in the lyrics—from one of his strongest ballads and one of his most typical off-color blues. Commercial and artistic considerations often clashed; his songwriting was characterized on one hand by a cloying sentimentality fostered in the more innocent times before the First World War and on the other by a cynical, Jazz Age hedonism unrelenting preoccupied with sex and beer joint carousing.

Clyde Brewer, a music legend himself and step-son of Alley, recalls stories told by his Uncle Alvin of the time Jimmie Rodgers stopped by to pick up the two brothers on their journey to record in San Antonio. The ride from Ramsey, Texas, in Colorado County must have been quite an adventure, as Rodgers sped through narrow country roads in his custom-built Cadillac with the Alley brothers in tow. Little did they know that the real adventure awaited them in a makeshift recording studio at the Texas Hotel in San Antonio. On January 31, 1931, “Travelin’ Blues” was recorded and soon became a considerable hit and was instrumental in aiding the careers of Shelly and Alvin.
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Shelly Lee Alley and His Alley Cats

Shelly Lee Alley pictured far right and a very young Floyd Tillman on far left with their Texas Centennial hats. Photo courtesy of Shelly Lee Alley Jr.

In Jimmie Rodgers’ biography by Nolan Porterfield titled Jimmie Rodgers: The Life and Times of America’s Blue Yodler, he gives his view on the famous recording session: “ ‘Travelin’ Blues’ brought together, in however rudimentary a fashion, the strains of several musical traditions, notably jazz-blues and those elements of popular music most directly derived from older, folk roots.”

The Texas music of western swing was about to explode in the Southwest. The combination of jazz, fiddle breakdowns, pop, blues, Dixieland, and the big band sound were soon to be heard in dance halls and on commercial radio. Record companies felt that radio would hinder the marketing of their products if heard on the airwaves so bands performed “live” during this golden era of radio. This allowed bands the opportunity to plug the shows they were to play in the immediate area.

Bob Wills and Milton Brown became the driving force behind the development of western swing, and the music form took on a more defined category.

James Robert Wills, born in Limestone County on March 6, 1905, first met Brown at a house dance, and they started performing together in medicine shows. This led to the formation of the Aladdin Laddies, where in addition to playing dances, they would promote Aladdin Kerosene Lamps on radio. Shortly afterwards in 1930, they became known as the Light Crust Doughboys after securing a sponsorship with Light Crust Flour (an important staple in a Depression era America). The Burrus Mill and Elevator Company, makers of Light Crust Flour, was managed by the ambitious Wilbert “Pappy” Lee O’Daniel who became governor of Texas in 1938 and also served a stint in the United States Senate. The Doughboys first performed on radio station KFJZ out of Fort Worth around January of 1931 and became an instant success. This allowed Brown the opportunity to promote his dances on the airwaves, the first to take advantage of this. They soon moved to a more powerful 50,000-watt station, WBAP, and could now be heard throughout the Southwest. After the band recorded for Victor Records in February of 1932, they became known as the Fort Worth Doughboys. In 1932 Brown resigned from the Doughboys after O’Daniel forced the band to quit playing dances and refused to put Brown’s brother Derwood on salary. Brown was replaced by vocalist Tommy Duncan, and Wills remained with the Doughboys for another year.
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Original Light Crust Doughboys KFJZ Radio, Fort Worth, January 1931

Sponsored by Light Crust Flour From left: Bob Wills (fiddle), Truett Kimzey (announcer), Milton Brown (vocals) and Herman Arnspiger (guitar). Photo courtesy of Smokey Montgomery and Roy Lee Brown.

Brown immediately formed his own group, the Musical Brownies. Brown’s star status was huge, and his importance to western swing cannot be overlooked. His innovations are immeasurable. He organized the first western swing band and was the first to add twin fiddles and a jazz pianist (Fred “Papa” Calhoun). The sweet pop-oriented vocals of Brown characterized the band. Brown had been singing jazz and pop tunes at regular dances at Crystal Springs Dance Pavilion since 1930. One can pinpoint the beginning of western swing at Crystal Springs, which was located four miles northwest of downtown Fort Worth on White Settlement Road. It also served as great training ground for Brown’s unique music innovations. Willie Milton Brown, born in Stephenville on September 8, 1903, became a link between the rural and urban audiences by introducing vocals to string bands. First using megaphones to project his lyrics, around 1930 he experimented in using a public address system. Generators were used to amplify band instruments before electricity provided by the Rural Electric Association made it economical and possible to project above crowd noise. Brown would introduce his western swing, which was labeled “hillbilly string music.” It took the name western swing several years later. He added a steel guitar in his band when he hired Bob Dunn, who became the first country music artist to play an electrically amplified instrument when he recorded with Brown in 1935. Brown also brought to country music one of the first band buses to travel marketing their band’s name. Brown died in 1936 from complications due to pneumonia brought on by an automobile accident on the Jacksboro Highway five days earlier. “The Founder of Western Swing” continues to influence generations of musicians long after his death.
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Milton Brown “The Father of Western Swing”
Photo courtesy of Roy Lee Brown
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Light Crust Doughboys, October 5, 1933

Standing: W. Lee “Pappy” O’Daniel Inside car left to right: Henry Stein Barre (driver), Sleepy Johnson (piano/guitar), Ramon D’Armon (bass/vocals), Leon McCauliffe (steel guitar), Leon Hoff (vocals/guitar), Cliff Gross (fiddle), and Herman Arnspiger (guitar). Photo courtesy of Smokey Montgomery.
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Milton Brown and his Musical Brownies (WBAP, Fort Worth)
Photo probably taken in early 1936

From left: Wanna Coffman (bass), Cecil Brower (fiddle), Bob Dunn (steel guitar), Cliff Bruner (fiddle), Fred Calhoun (piano), Milton Brown (vocals), Ocie Stockard (banjo), and Derwood Brown (guitar). Photo courtesy of Roy Lee Brown.

The following is a paragraph from the well written and researched book Milton Brown and the Founding of Western Swing, by Cary Ginell with assistance from Brown’s youngest brother, Roy Lee Brown.

Crystal Springs may have helped make Milton Brown the King of Fort Worth, but it was the touring, the nightly trek to the small hamlets, sleepy towns and occasional big cities that secured the Musical Brownies’ place in Texas’s musical history. An additional by-product of the Brownies’ success with the public was their influence on countless other organizations bent on duplicating their fame. Although none approached the Brownies’ overall popularity during Milton’s lifetime, many groups used the Musical Brownies as a model, copying their style, repertoire, wardrobe and instrumentation.

Brown and Wills fused the big band sound with jazz, blues, folk, Dixieland, mariachi, and pop to create a sound that was limited to the Southwest in the beginning. Difficulty in air and car travel during the Depression made way for this region of America to learn of this music form on radio and nearby dance halls. Wills continued to popularize this music form in dance halls and on radio to become the “King of Western Swing.” Gangsters Bonnie Parker, Clyde Barrow, and Pretty Boy Floyd were patrons who often attended Doughboy dances in Fort Worth at Crystal Springs Dance Hall. Controversial Spade Cooley would make his mark in California, but it was Wills’ longevity and popularity that labeled him the “King of Western Swing.”

Shortly after the Light Crust Doughboys began broadcasting on radio in 1931, O’Daniel fired the band because he did not like “hillbilly music.” The popularity of the group was becoming established as cards and letters poured in from listeners and demanded their return. They were quickly hired back. O’Daniel soon saw an increased sales in Burrus Flour and became the announcer for the show as well as the band’s manager. The show was syndicated on radio stations in San Antonio, Houston, and Oklahoma. Wills left the Doughboys in 1934 after a dispute with O’Daniel, but not without controversy from the future governor of Texas. The Playboys were actually first established in Waco after Wills took vocalist Tommy Duncan, banjo playing younger brother Johnnie Lee Wills, and the Whalin brothers, June and Kermit, to broadcast shows on radio station WACO and play in dance halls around Central Texas.

Wills moved to Oklahoma City to begin broadcasting on WKY. The band was now billed as Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys for the first time. Along this journey, before settling down in Oklahoma, there was always the nemesis of O’Daniel to stir things up for Wills. While Wills was in Waco, O’Daniel sued Wills (he lost) for marketing the phrase “former Light Crust Doughboys” on posters that advertised their dance hall dates, and he made it difficult for Wills to secure his initial radio show in Oklahoma City, later finding a home on radio station KVOO in Tulsa. The nine years the Texas Playboys spent at KVOO were their most successful.

When Bob Wills took his Texas Playboys to perform on the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville, he insisted on using drums, despite negative concerns from Opry officials (tenor banjos were first used as rhythm instruments). Before long, drummers were allowed on the Grand Ole Opry. Wills helped introduce not only drums to country music but popularized electric instruments as well. The western outfits and use of a tour bus by the Playboys changed the way Nashville would view country performers. Bob Wills was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1968. He was also inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1999 in the “early influence” category that includes artists whose music predates rock and roll, but who inspired and had a profound effect on rock and roll music.

[image: image]

L to R: Wills, Governor Preston Smith, Harvey Frazier, and Junior Mitchan.

This is Bob Wills’ last public appearance before his stroke. He had received a proclamation honoring him for his accomplishments in country music. This photo was taken at the state capitol in Austin on May 30, 1969, at 3:30 p.m. Wills had a stroke that night in Fort Worth. Photo courtesy of Junior Mitchan.

During the 1920s and 1930s the Riverside Dance Hall, located just outside of Leakey, Texas, featured the big band sound of the Black Diamonds, an all-black band from San Antonio. The hall immediately closed after a man and his three sons wrestled a handgun away from a Texas Ranger and shot him in the back. Courts could never prove which man actually pulled the trigger. At another location a few miles south of Riverside Hall where dances were held at the Rio Frio schoolhouse, a Mexican man watched the activity from outside through windows of the schoolhouse. Although not allowed inside to experience the fun, he was just as entertained by the fun that went on with certain couples spending precious moments together in their automobiles.

The development of conjunto music was another music form that came out of Texas. Conjunto music originated in the late 1800s after inexpensive duty-free German- and Italian-made one-row button accordions became available in the border regions along the Rio Grande River. German and Czech immigrants entering the Gulf Coast area of Texas introduced their musical styles, and their music quickly spread and found its way into rural communities. The addition of the bajo sexto (twelve-string guitar) was the final ingredient that established the conjunto sound and allowed the accordion to become the lead instrument. The rancheras and corridos (ballads) spoke of the common folk, and the accordion became the instrument of the people. Ranch hands and field workers embraced this art form because it sent a message about the hardships they endured, and racial conflict to Anglo domination became a major theme. The folk roots of
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