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What People Are Saying


 


Ellen Easter Powell, wife of Lynyrd Skynyrd pianist, Billy
Powell:


“I love him! Paul was such an integral part of the guys being
on the road. A more salt-of-the-earth person, would, I think, be difficult to
find. Paul is so fair. He had a lot on his plate looking after these guys!
Without a complaint or a whimper he was always, with a smile, doing all that he
could do and had people’s best interests at heart. They were so fortunate to
have Paul.” 


 


Randall Hall, former guitarist for Lynyrd Skynyrd:


During my tenure with Lynyrd Skynyrd, Paul Abraham was the
calming force, with a smile on his face, when the chaos of touring was tough.
We shared many laughs, miles and smiles, and extremely good times like a real
brother. 


 


Ed King, former guitarist for Lynyrd Skynyrd and co-writer
of “Sweet Home Alabama”:


Paul is a brother of the road, and I couldn’t have done it
without his help. And he’s SUCH a great story teller!


 


Iain Monk, Skynyrd blogger, Edinburgh, Scotland:


It is September, 1988 and Lynyrd Skynyrd are about to hit the
stage at the Meadowlands Arena in New Jersey. This fresh-faced young Scot,
having travelled thousands of miles to see his heroes, makes his move towards
the stage. My route is cut off as a large figure looms into view and shoots me
a menacing glare. “Move back, son,” he orders. 


I later found out that it was Paul Abraham uttering those
words, delivered with a quiet authority, an assertive tone. It goes without
saying that I took a backward step, as if retreating from an advancing Grizzly
bear. Over the years, as I continued to criss-cross America and Europe
following the band, our paths crossed on numerous occasions. Each time Paul was
helpful, gracious with his time and unflappable. 


I always imagined Paul not so much as a tour manager—more a
high-wire artiste walking a tightrope stretched very high above the ground. A
tricky balancing act: on one hand keeping the band happy, on the other, dealing
the insatiable demands of the fans who wanted to get close to their idols.
Working for Skynyrd, Paul must, at times, have felt as if he was herding cats
or juggling rattlesnakes. From where I stood, the Skynyrd fan in love with the
band and their music, all I ever saw when Paul Abraham stood before me was a good,
kind man. At all times, he exhibited the very best of human characteristics.


 


Killer Beaz, “world-famous” comedian:


Paul Abraham is equal parts psychic, cat herder, gang enforcer,
priest, judge-jury-executioner, AND GRIZZLY! With a heart of gold. Love that
man. “Save up!”


 


Michael Peterson, chart-topping musician and songwriter:


I have worked with several road managers during my career of
30+ years. I was friendly with all of them, but only became true friends with
one. That would be Paul Abraham. He always did a great job handling details,
but more importantly, he did a fantastic job taking care of the people he was
with. He never failed in that regard. He was and still is one of the finest men
I know. What a privilege it has been to work with and known him. 


 


James T. McCafferty, author of The Bear Hunter: The
Life and Times of Robert Eager Bobo in the Canebrakes of the Old South:


You won’t find this gospel at the Baptist bookstore, but
between its covers you’ll meet a collection of folk who form a virtual Who’s
Who of southern popular culture. From the boys of Lynyrd Skynyrd to Dale
Earnhardt to Billy Ray and Miley Cyrus, Paul Abraham has known—and now writes
about—them all. Read the book!






Message from the Editor


 


This
book relates some of Paul Abraham’s most compelling memories in his life. Rites
of passage, working with celebrities ... he has many great stories to tell. We
hope you will find a connection with Paul and these memories. One thing we’ve
come to learn about Paul as we worked through the details of the manuscript: he
is a hard-working, big-hearted man who relishes music and racing and living in
the moment, appreciates the opportunities he has enjoyed in his lifetime, and
cherishes the impact these relationships have had on his person as a whole. 


As is the case with memories and opinions, these are his own. Therefore,
any misrepresentation of facts is unintentional and can only be attributed to
time and perception. 


The book is written in the spirit of sharing experiences and
celebrating relationships, for better or for worse, because they created this
man, Paul Abraham. 


 


~~ Janet Fix






Foreword


 


It’s
crazy of me to think anybody would want to read what I have to say here. I’m
just an average guy from a small Mississippi Delta town, and by some strange
twists of fate, I have encountered some unimaginable circumstances and met a
lot of people, some of them famous, most of them not so. I wouldn’t call it
being in the right place at the right time. Sometimes maybe being in the wrong
place at the wrong time would be more like it. I’ve experienced all ends of the
spectrum in my life. I certainly have had my ups and downs, but thankfully,
mostly ups.


I had a wonderful childhood with awesome parents and brothers;
although looking back, I wish I had studied a lot harder in school to make them
more proud of me. I made fair grades, but I didn’t excel, by any means—I got
by. And it bled over into my future, I’m sorry to say. It wasn’t instilled in
me that I needed to get that degree, and get out there in the workforce
and get that pension, and sock some money away ... What? I
need to save money? Well, that’s hardly the American way! I thought
a new car was essential for me to “make the scene.” Don’t get me wrong. I don’t
regret a single choice. Multiple choices? Yeah. But not a single choice.


My travels have been extensive, from the moment I could drive.
I never thought twice about jumping in a vehicle and hitting the open road, and
I’m still that way. Riding on a tour bus with a bunch of good ole boys was a perfect
occupation for me, if you can call it that. In my twenty-four-plus years riding
on those buses and commercial and charter jets, I have been in all fifty states
numerous times, and the number of towns and cities would be impossible to
count. I’ve traveled and worked throughout Canada from Halifax to Vancouver,
Montreal to Edmonton. I’ve traveled through France and Great Britain, ridden a
ferry across the English Channel, and visited the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre, and
the Tower of London. I walked into East Germany under the Brandenburg Gate and
literally went back sixty years in time. I’ve ridden on the Autobahn and also a
ferry from Copenhagen, Denmark, to Karlshamn, Sweden. I walked down the
cobblestone streets of Amsterdam and had some of the best “coffee” in the world
in those shops. I’ve ridden a streetcar in Tokyo and a bullet train though the
Japanese countryside. And to top it off, I have had two vacations, all expenses
paid, in Hawaii, and got a paycheck for it, to boot. I could never have won all
of this on Wheel of Fortune, and I certainly wouldn’t have been able to
do this kind of traveling otherwise. But again, to be able to do this, always
with a group of honest-to-goodness, great friends ... nothing can top it.


Friends have told me for years that I need to write a book
about my life. All of it. Well, here it is in all its glory. The stories
included in this book are all true. No names have been changed to protect
anybody, although a few may have been left out. Sometimes it might be fun to
guess who I’m talking about. I will refer the reader to the following quote by
Anne Lamott, a modern-day author:


“You own everything that happened to you. Tell your stories.
If people wanted you to write warmly about them, they should’ve behaved
better.”


I believe she must have had insight into some of the stories I
convey here. No one really expects a rock and roll band to behave, and by the
same token, no one should be surprised or offended by stories of a fabled band
like Skynyrd. Everybody who has even heard of this band knows they have a
storied past. People are screaming out to hear these stories, and I just happen
to have witnessed everything I have written about here. It’s all factual and
exact—to the best of my recollection, at least. Some sad ... but all true.


Be assured, though, that this book is not about Skynyrd, or
Billy Ray Cyrus. It’s not about Paul Rodgers or the Bad Co guys. It’s about my
friends, old and new, my family, my dogs and cats, and some of the people I’ve
worked with through the years. It’s about places I’ve been and people I’ve met.
It’s about my life—and the good, the bad, and the ugly facets of it.


This book is dedicated, first and foremost, to my brother Carl.
He loved Skynyrd and the music business, and I know he was green with envy when
I went to work for them. Rest in Peace, Simple Man. It’s for my mom and dad,
who instilled in me values that I finally learned to live by. It’s for my
brother John, who is living his dream and mine in beautiful Colorado. It’s for
my cousins, nephews, nieces, uncles, aunts, and grandparents who showed me what
extended family is all about. It’s for my best friend on the planet, Freddie
Ravner, the mountain man with whom I spent countless days, weeks, months, and
years as neighbor and confidant. And finally, it’s for you, the reader, for
your entertainment and critique.


I want to pay homage to Billy Powell, Leon Wilkeson, Allen
Collins, Ronnie Van Zant, Bob Burns, Lacy and Sister Van Zant, Dean Kilpatrick,
Steve Gaines, Cassie Gaines, Big Wally Smith, and Tim Smith ... all gone, but
none will be forgotten. They all touched my life.








PART ONE


MISSISSIPPI DELTA BOYS






Leland, Mississippi


 


I’ve
always heard it said ... if you grow up in the Mississippi Delta, a part of
your heart will always stay in the Mississippi Delta, no matter where you roam,
and you will eventually return. I swore up and down, so many times, I would
NEVER go back to the Delta. Well, after thirty-plus years of roaming around the
country and the world, I am back, although not to stay, but for the time being ...
back. I’ve traveled and worked in every state in the union and have choices
about where I want to live. I’ve lived in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado and
the hills of Tennessee and just always thought I would return to one or the other,
and not the Flatlands of Mississippi. I’m not saying bad things about the
Mississippi Delta. It was a wonderful place to grow up. It’s just that I had
gotten so used to the hills and mountains, and the lack of mosquitos, the Delta
just wasn’t in my viewfinder.


The past few years in the Delta have been filled with the
rekindling of old friendships, making new friends, traveling the rough, old
Delta backroads and letting my mind wander back to my childhood and teenage
years. The memories are as strong as the smell of freshly plowed Mississippi
Delta dirt. So much is still the same. 


Highway 61 is still lined from north to south and east to west
with fields of long, plowed rows. The tractors no longer use the skills of the
driver. The rows are now made using GPS. I guess it just had to be. Crop
dusters dot the blue skies in early spring. I counted at least six planes the
other day on the back road from Cleveland to Greenville. Back in the ’50s, I
recall watching for hours as they made each pass within a few feet of the
ground and the flagger, flying in that position for what seemed like miles,
occasionally lifting over a power line and then back down. Then the crop duster
would swoop up and make that hard bank, and back down for the next pass. These
days there are no flaggers, but yes, they use GPS too. When I was a kid in
Leland, it was Skeet Edwards and Lloyd Steen; I loved to watch them fly their
planes. Nowadays it’s Bubba Edwards and David Steen carrying the torch for
their fathers. It’s a noble and necessary profession in the Delta, and it takes
a fearless and maybe just a touch crazy person to be an ag pilot.


Growing up in Leland was as close to a perfect childhood as a
kid could want. Everybody knew everybody, and back then, people were still
moving in and not out. All my friends and all my brothers’ friends were ALL
friends. So we had a pretty good support system to keep ourselves content.
Little League baseball, touch football, basketball, whatever. We always had
enough people to choose a couple of teams and occupy ourselves for many waking
hours. The schools and teachers were excellent in Leland, so if you didn’t get
an education, it was definitely your own fault. 


Everything went smoothly in our little town. We had a few Otis
Campbells among us, and sometimes, they made the most interesting
conversationalists. Like old man Lewellyn, the sign painter—and, boy, was he
good, as long as you provided him with some Old Grand-Dad and Barq’s Root Beer.
He was a soft-spoken, old gentleman who could wax philosophical after he took a
long swig from the whiskey and then a short swig from the root beer. After
another few belts, he was ready to paint, steady as a rock and freehanded. He
lived in an old Airstream out by the Bogue Bridge. I’m not sure if he had
family, but we all befriended him and spent many hours listening to him ramble
on while he painted signs. He was always in good spirits, even before Old Grand-Dad.
He was genuinely a jolly old man and one interesting character.


Yes, Leland definitely had its share of characters: Italians,
Lebanese, Jews, Irish, Chinese, black folks, from every walk of life, all
living in perfect harmony in a town of maybe six thousand. We had the Carollos,
the Abrahams, the Cefalus, the Morlinos, the Sabbatinis, the Petros, the McGees,
the Santuccis, and so many others who came together as a town and created our
own little Utopia. Leland was totally self-sufficient from our closest
neighbor, Greenville, a town of nearly fifty thousand. Stores like Koury’s,
Jacobs, Rexall’s, Azlin’s, the National store, the dime store, Stop and Shop,
Abdo’s, and Cascio’s. All these stores thrived and flourished through all my
growing-up years. The Leland Cafe with Papa Joe Zingales, Aunt T, and Miss
Josie, serving the best hamburgers and french fries in three states, and
helping themselves to the fries from your plate as they brought your order
through the kitchen door. Sam’s Cafe, on the edge of town, was our hangout
after a night of partying. Marie, Sam’s waitress, put up with all of us and
always threatened to tell our parents we’d been drinking and carousing, but she
never did. Kelsey and Melsey Hubbard owned the local poolroom, and we spent
countless hours there. Eight Ball and Nine Ball, fifty cents a game. And Melsey
would rack each game and stand there waiting for his twenty-five cents. We all
led a charmed life and didn’t have a clue how good we really had it. 


We even have a few famous people who claim Leland as their
hometown, loud and proud. Jim Henson, the creator of The Muppets was born in
Greenville, Mississippi, in 1936 and lived in Leland until his family moved to
University Park, Maryland, in the late 1940s. His character, Kermit the Frog,
was named after a member of my church, Kermit Scott, a childhood friend of his.
There is an annual Frog Fest in Leland to celebrate the much-acclaimed life of
Jim Henson.


Johnny and Edgar Winter also lived in Leland as kids, where
their father, John Dawson Winter, was mayor. The boys were born in Beaumont,
Texas, and lived in Leland for a few years before moving back to Texas.
Johnny’s first album featured the song, “Leland, Mississippi Blues,” about
being from the Delta. 


Johnny and Edgar both became world-renowned musicians and
entertainers, enjoying great success. Their musical styles were different as
night and day. Some of the old-timers in Leland still remember the two young
albino boys that lived on Willeroy Street.


Joe Frank Carollo was born in Leland. He played with Joe Frank
and the Knights. Joe Frank and his band played all over the Delta and were
quite popular, and along with Tommy Burke and the Counts, had many “Battle of
the Bands.” Joe Frank left Mississippi and moved to California to pursue a
higher status in the music business, eventually forming the band Hamilton, Joe
Frank & Reynolds. Their album, Don’t Pull Your Love, made the top
five in 1971 and “Fallin’ in Love” hit number one four years later. Danny
Hamilton, Joe Frank Carollo, and Tommy Reynolds had previously played in the
T-Bones. Their instrumental, “No Matter What Shape (Your Stomach’s In),” which
was on an Alka-Seltzer jingle first, made it to number three on Billboard’s
music chart. Joe Frank is still playing music at seventy-five years old in his
band called Joe Frank and the World Famous Assistants. And believe me, he’s a
young seventy-five. He never slows down. His mom and dad in Leland were proud
of their son, and we all enjoyed their stories of Joe Frank’s success.


Tyrone Davis, the soulful singer who charted with “Can I Change
My Mind” and “Turn Back the Hands of Time” was born in Greenville and lived in
Leland until he moved to Saginaw, Michigan, and then later, lived in Chicago,
which he claimed as his hometown. We all knew differently, but forgave him for
his denial. He toured internationally and had a very successful career.


We had no video games, but we did have baseball gloves and
bats, and I think one of us had a ball. Some of the older kids in the
neighborhood invented a card baseball game that was played with actual baseball
cards. Yep, the ones that didn’t go in the spokes of bicycle tires were used as
the teams on the card baseball field. The game was actually ingenious. I wish I
could take credit, but Buddy Petro and the two Inman brothers, Butch and Bob,
should take credit. 


The right, left, and center field walls were two-by-twelves
that we had stolen from Sam Thomas’s lumberyard. Behind the wall, there was a
space that was stringed about twelves inches wide and ran the entire length of
the wall. Baseball cards of entire teams were set up in the individual positions
on the field. A marble was the ball, and a ruler was the bat. The opposing
pitcher would stand behind the wall and lob the marble to the opposing batter.
If the ball hit any card, it was an out. If the marble landed a certain
distance from the card, measured by a string on a stick, it would determine
whether it was a single, double, or triple. The only way to get a homer was to
hit the ball over the fence, and it had to land and stay within the stringed
area. 


We spent many hours playing this game and collecting the cards.
My team was the Milwaukee Braves, and my cards included Eddie Matthews, Del
Crandall, Warren Spahn, Hank Aaron, and the entire Braves team. Carl’s team was
the St. Louis Cardinals, and his cards included Minnie Minoso, Stan Musial, Curt
Flood, Bob Gibson, and Ken Boyer. Brother John’s favorite team was the Chicago
Cubs, and his favorite player and card, hands down, was Ernie Banks. We didn’t
know what “vintage” or “collectible” meant. At that time, vintage was our
grandparents’ antiques, not a baseball card that came in a pack of gum. Heck,
we didn’t have a clue that these cards could be worth a small fortune in years
to come. We didn’t know we weren’t rich or poor anyway. We were living for the
day, and that’s all that mattered. I try not to think about the collection of
cards we had in the ’50s and ’60s that Mama threw away in the ’70s.






Family Dynamics


 


As
young’uns growing up, we always had something to do because we made up things
to do. We were expected home, first of all, at five o’clock for supper, and
then again when the streetlights came on. We were always there too. We had the
utmost respect for my dad, Miller, and his forty-four-inch belt. Thank God for
that belt. My mother, Miss Kitty, was one of those “wait ’til your daddy gets
home” mamas. Daddy was a good man, but he had a bad temper, leaving very little
wiggle room for us boys. If it was something we did to deserve it, there would
be no talking him out of the butt whoopin’ that was coming. 


I honestly think I was the recipient
of the majority of his ire. I know Carl could push the limits with him, and
John just rolled with the flow. I think I do recall a time or two when he lined
all three of us up and disciplined us at the same time. Sometimes Mama had
simply had enough of us, I guess. 
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Brothers Carl, John, and Paul—


early days.
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Brothers Carl, Paul and John—


later days.


 


My dad was a well-respected citizen of Leland, and he knew
everybody. He had gone to Leland High just as we had, and played football. His
nickname was Babe, and that was what all his old friends called him even fifty
years later. I can still hear Charlie and Buster Morlino talking about their
old friend, Babe. People around Leland still talk about him and a lot of the
wonderful things he accomplished, not the least of which was his recruitment of
Dr. John Louwerens to come to Leland, when the town needed a doctor
desperately.


My dad became mayor of Leland for a short time. The previous
mayor was Perrin Grissom, and he had made a run for the state Senate and won,
leaving the mayor’s seat vacant. So, Daddy put on a great campaign, and with
all the black folks knowing him from his radio station, he was a shoo-in. Once
he was elected, along with the daily duties of mayoring, he would get nightly
calls from someone saying their cat was up in a tree, or a Leland pothole tore
up their car, or almost anything you could imagine. He enjoyed his fill-in
term, but opted out of running again. He didn’t need the stress. I was enough
stress for any parent.


My mother was the absolute sweetest, most caring person on my
planet. Her emotions were carried on her sleeve, and I can guarantee I made her
cry way too many times. She was born and raised in a hole in the road in
Northeast Mississippi called Dry Creek. Kella Marie Anderson Abraham never
wanted anything for herself. She would volunteer in the community, and until
she really couldn’t do it anymore, she fed the hungry at the Presbyterian
Church in Leland. She sang in the Methodist Church Choir and taught Bible study
groups. It was always about somebody else’s needs, and not hers. People in
Leland and Greenville still have wonderful things to say about my mother, even
though she’s been gone for seven years now. I cherish her memory, and, daily, I
regret all the heartache I caused her.
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My father had always made sure his sons were exposed to many
different activities. We all played Little League baseball and loved the sport.
I remember many times Daddy taking us to St. Louis to see the Cardinals play.
One time that stands out was when my father asked our neighbor, Buddy Petro, to
go with us to see some games over a four- to-five-day span. We went to Detroit
to Tiger Stadium to see the Tigers play. They played the Los Angeles Angels,
and I remember Norm Cash hitting a home run completely out of the park over the
upper deck in right field in a losing effort. A day later, we were at Wrigley
Field to watch the 1962 All-Star Game, with players like Yogi Berra, Roger
Maris, Eddie Mathews (my favorite player), Ken Boyer (Carl’s favorite player),
Ernie Banks (John’s favorite player), Willie Mays, and Mickey Mantle, among
many other famous baseball stars of the era. Years later, I was fortunate
enough to meet and befriend The Mick’s sons, David and Danny Mantle. They came
out to several Lynyrd Skynyrd shows, and they always brought Mickey Mantle-autographed
memorabilia.


Daddy also made sure we got exposed to Southeastern Conference
football, although just living in the state makes you a fan, and you have to
choose sides at a young age. I remember going to many games at Scott Field in
Starkville to see Mississippi State play and also to Hemingway Stadium in
Oxford to see Ole Miss play. 


One particularly memorable game was the Ole Miss/Mississippi State
game played in Oxford in 1964. Mississippi State won 20-17. I went on the field
after the game, along with a thousand of other kids, looking for chin straps. I
had met Tommy Neville, a Bulldog football player, when I was at Mississippi
State for band camp the previous summer. I found him on the field and told him
“good game” and asked him for his chin strap, which he kindly gave to me. The
following year, he was playing for the Boston Patriots. 


One other game I recall was the 1980 Mississippi State/Alabama
game in Jackson, Mississippi. Mississippi State was ahead 6-3 as Alabama was
moving down the field toward the goal line late in the fourth quarter. The
Alabama quarterback was hit and fumbled the ball with less than ten seconds on
the clock and State won the game. I remember vividly Bear Bryant walking off
the field with his head down. He was the greatest coach of all time, and the
Bulldogs beat him with their defense that day. That game went down in history
for all Mississippi State fans.
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We all had bicycles that Daddy bought from Mr. Bowers at the
Western Auto. Beautiful bikes, with fenders, tassels on the handlebars, chain
guard, lights, horn, and even a rearview mirror. Two days later, it was nothing
but a frame, which we thought would make them go faster. 


One day Carl was out on Lilac Drive riding his streamlined new
bike, and there was big hump in the road way before speed bumps were conceived.
He decided to get a good running start and jump the hump. About the time he
cleared the hump, he found out he’d forgot to tighten his front wheel after
he’d customized his bike. It came completely off and rolled on down the street,
but Carl stopped dead in his track, face-first. I went running down the street,
picked him up, and got him back home. It cut him up pretty good and chipped his
front tooth. Miraculously, the injuries were mostly scrapes, and they didn’t
slow him down a bit. 


I remember when the new kid on the block, Johnny Spinosa, came
by on his shiny new bike with everything intact. We threw rocks at him till he
took all his shiny stuff off, and he was then gladly accepted into the
neighborhood gang of “bikers.” 


We traveled many a mile on those bikes ... Tribbett, Stoneville
Woods, Dunlieth, Tate’s Indian Mounds, where we defied death by sliding down
the tallest and steepest Indian mound on a sheet of corrugated metal. Looking
back, it was probably not the smartest thing we did, but by no means, the
dumbest. The fact that we all survived our childhood was nothing short of a
miracle. In school, my friends and I were known as the Chain of Fools, and we
lived up to the title daily. 
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Growing up in a small town definitely had its benefits, but
it also had its drawbacks. If we boys thought we were getting away with things,
we were fooling ourselves. Usually our parents knew what we had been doing
before we could get back home. We were bad about stealing plums and peaches off
the many fruit trees in Leland. We also found Old Man Fratesi’s watermelon
patch hard to resist. We never took more than we could eat, though. He would
threaten us with his shotgun, but he never fired it at us. We were just looking
for a thrill.


We would ride our bicycles into the fog of the
“mosquito-dope” truck, and later in life, wondered why it didn’t kill us,
although I’m sure it killed some brain cells. We would dive off the platforms
on Lake Ferguson and never hit those phantom underwater pipes everybody said
were there. We would have dirt-clod fights, and someone would usually end up in
the emergency room getting stitched up. We played tackle football instead of touch,
and other than a few broken bones, no one ever got hurt too badly. No
concussions that I remember, though now that I think about it, I did see stars
a few times.
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There was a cemetery for the black folks at the end of Lilac
Drive, the street we moved to when I was ten, and I’m sure there were plenty of
ghosts and goblins floating around our neighborhood. All the gravestones had
pictures of the dearly departed on them, some dating back to the 1800s, but the
cemetery was still used when I was a teenager. All the neighborhood hooligans
(us) would see the hearse turn off the highway, and we would climb the trees in
the cemetery to get a bird’s-eye view of the funeral. We weren’t being
disrespectful. We were simply curious. We found out that most white funerals
are somber and the black funerals are celebrations, complete with singing and
dancing and a lot of laughing, and unlike white funerals, they would last for
hours. 


For the record, that’s the way I want to go. Don’t be shedding
tears over me. Oh yeah, and fifteen minutes will do. I don’t want to
inconvenience anyone.






Musical Beginnings


 


My
love for music was cultivated in elementary school. My two brothers and several
cousins joined the high school band. John played drums, Carl played clarinet,
and my cousin Mike Smith played the trombone. Cousins Dianne and Jane played in
the band as well. My older brother excelled in the percussion section, and when
he was a high school senior, he was selected to the USA High School Band and
represented our school, state, and country in Nice, France. 


I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to join the band. I
wanted to emulate Cousin Mike. I thought he was the coolest, most laid-back guy
ever. He was and is an excellent trombone player, who greatly influenced me,
and that was the instrument I wanted to play. He was selected to play in the
Lion’s All-State Band. 


I started playing in the fifth grade along with my cousin,
Charles Eddy. He started out on woodwinds and then went to drums. I started and
stayed with the trombone. We became members of the high school band in the
sixth grade. Charly’s music career continues to this day at the Delta Music
Institute at Delta State University, where I am an occasional lecturer. 


Our band director at Leland High was Ernest Cadden. To quote
Dan Fogelberg, “He had a thundering velvet hand,” and he had us in his palm. He
showed how to exude emotion with an instrument. Our high school band was very,
very good. We religiously scored straight superiors at the Mississippi High
School Band contest. We were there with the intention of making Mr. Cadden and
all our parents proud. 


The trips on the bus to and from Jackson were fun too. We were
well chaperoned in those days, but boys and girls would be boys and girls. Our
band recorded a live album in the high school auditorium, and I still have a
copy of the vinyl. The last time I listened to it, I couldn’t believe it was a
high school band, much less that I had played in it. I was first-chair trombone
from the ninth grade till graduation. I’m proud of the many years I played and
only regret that I haven’t picked up a trombone since. I’ve picked up a few
guitars, but no trombones. That is sad.






“We’ll Have You Back in Thirty Minutes”


 


The
farmers of the Delta were a mighty hardy bunch, going from sunup in the burning
Delta sun, to sundown, getting the seed in the ground and praying Mother Nature
cooperated with them better than the year before. Most all of the farmers
around Leland could be seen at Fratesi’s grocery for morning coffee, and then
again at lunch, and finally, back at the store for a beer or two back in the
evening. It was and still is the hangout, or the East End Country Club and
Mall, as it is known in these parts. Back in the day, Tony and Larry Fratesi
ran the store and folks like the Pieralisis, the Ruggeris, the Zepponis, and the
Palasinis might be found at the store at any time, and today those names still
frequent the store. It was a place where, if you would listen, you could learn
an awful lot. There was a whole lot of truths spoken in that place and
sometimes, although rarely, a lie.


One day, I was at Fratesi’s getting gas, and this big ole truck
pulled up behind me and laid on his air horn. Scared the hell outta me. I turned
around to see someone I liked but stayed the hell away from. He was just plain
crazy. A good ole boy, but CRAZY. His name was Leo “Bubba” Gerdes. He said he needed
me to ride with him and Peck Phillips to help them load some railroad ties.
Before thinking about all the times I’d heard people inside that store say,
“NEVER get in the truck with Bubba Gerdes” ... well, that was no lie, and what did
I do? I jumped in the truck, and Peck slid in behind me. So there I was, a
decent-sized young man, with no brain, stuck in the middle of two BIG men, with
no brains, who had been drinking whiskey probably all day. Big mistake. 


Bubba said, “This won’t take long, Abraham. We’ll have you back
in thirty minutes.” That WAS a lie. 


Next thing I knew, we were on Feather Farms Road heading toward
Metcalfe, a nothing of a town, but it did have a black juke joint, and that was
exactly where we were going. Well, out in front of the juke joint, there was a
big stack of railroad ties. Bubba and Peck headed for the front door of the
joint. 


I hollered, “Hey, what about these ties?” 


“We’ll get ’em in a few minutes,” Bubba said. 


I walked in the front door behind them, and I mean, it was pitch-black
at probably three in the afternoon. I could see a neon light or two, so I walked
that way. Bubba is already talking to the owner about the railroad ties,
I’m thinking. The one thing I haven’t mentioned was both Bubba and Peck had
mean streaks, and they had come there to confront this man about some money he
owed Bubba. So here I was, standing all the way inside this place, thinking
something was fixing to go down and I needed to ease on out while I could. 


The voices started getting louder and madder, and my pace went
from a trot to a gallop. I hit that front door and never looked back. I wasn’t
sure if there was going to be gunplay or not, but I wasn’t hanging around to
find out. When I left, I went a different way, kinda hoping that Bubba and
Peck, if they got out alive, would go the same way they came, but after I
thought about it, they were so drunk, how would they know anyway? I got a couple
of miles down the road, thinking, man ... it’s eight more miles back to
Leland and another two miles to Fratesi’s. Didn’t have a cell phone—ha!
Well, in a few minutes, sure enough, there came Bubba in that oversized truck,
which he needed to carry his oversized ego. “Come on, Abraham. Get in. I’ll
take you back to Fratesi’s.”


I said, “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on
me!”


“Aw, man, don’t be like that.”


I headed on down the road. Adios to Bubba Gerdes and
Peck Phillips. Never again.


I would only see Bubba one time again, years later in New
Orleans, a city my friends and I had visited many times. Leland was almost
three hundred miles from New Orleans, and that’s about how far we would have to
travel to party without anybody back home hearing about it. 


We were walking down Bourbon Street, a bunch of us Leland
“boys,” hurricanes in hand, having a big ole time. We happened on a group of
folks that were being thoroughly entertained by this guy who looked terribly
familiar. When I got a closer look, it was Bubba, in all his glory, singing at
the top of his lungs, and strumming on his old guitar. People were throwing
money at him, which I may have done myself, just to stop him from all his
caterwauling, but I opted to back away so he couldn’t see me. 


Phil Campbell asked me, “Shouldn’t we say hi to him?” 


I said, “Hell no! If we let him know we’re here in New Orleans,
nothing good can come of it. I promise.”


Bubba’s life would eventually be from him by some young girl’s
mother. That’s all I know, so you can write your own story about that. Bubba
sure had his good side though. He was a musician of sorts, though Nashville
would probably have rejected him. But now that I think of it, with some of the
acts that come out of there, Bubba would have been a headliner. 






Teenage Antics


 


My
senior year, our school yearbook says about me: “Stoneville is his second home...
Mr. President ... football player ... lovable pest.” All true, especially the
last thing. Still am. Stoneville being my second home was true, and for all of
you who are thinking that I’m talking about an altered state of mind ... no!
Stoneville is actually a little burg a mile outside of Leland. Stoneville
houses state and federal agriculture research stations, a place where a lot of
us kids got summer jobs. I worked at the USDA Cotton Ginning Laboratory during
several summers and into the ginning season. The back fence of the property
bordered the Jimmy Walker house, a place near and dear to my heart. I dated
Edie Walker, and her brother Charles was one of my best friends. They were
members of a prominent Stoneville family that owned Walker Farms Dairy. 


We played tackle football in their cow pastures; we rode horses
through the Stoneville Woods; and we stayed on the lake all summer long. We swam
in their pool, and later, when Mr. Jimmy got tired of the upkeep of the pool,
we fished in the pool. He actually put fish in the pool. The next year,
he had us out there cleaning it to get ready for summer. 


We had a whole crew of Leland folks: John Thomas Greenlee, Phil
Campbell, Billy Guy Carpenter, Phil Cefalu, Elliott Branton, and many others
who hung together strong. Our Stoneville friends, Allen Edwards and his
brothers, Crooked Foot Larry and Peewanker, were always around too. Our summers
were blissful. I was going into my senior year at Leland High School, so we
wanted to make sure we had a summer to remember.


The Walkers were big landowners in that part of the Delta, and
since they knew we were going to do what boys of that age do, they gave us an
old house to do it in. It was out near Bogue Baptist Church. We would go out
there after school on Friday and spend the entire weekend, drinking beer,
riding horses, and swimming in the bogue. And oh by the way, a bogue is a bayou
or a small river. Back then, I’m pretty sure there were no gators in the bogue,
but nowadays, pretty much any water in the Delta is subject to being
gator-infested. We partied hard, but we never ran the streets, and that was the
exact reason the grownups approved. We would have giant parties in the big open
field in the bend of the bogue, including bands and barbeque. Word got around,
and there would be a steady line of cars and trucks turning by the church, a
dead giveaway. It usually would break down pretty early in the morning, and we
would stumble back to the house and sleep it off. 


One such morning, just about daybreak, the front door was
pushed open, and we all thought it was the local sheriff. Back then, the
drinking age
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