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“Animated by a passion as strong as the music it covers.… Dawidoff couldn’t know this country of country better.”
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Fruit packers take a break, Copiah County, Mississippi, 1936. (photo credit col3.1)





And perhaps a man brought out his guitar to the front of his tent. And he sat on a box to play, and everyone in the camp moved slowly in toward him, drawn in toward him. Many men can chord a guitar, but perhaps this man was a picker. There you have something—the deep chords beating, beating while the melody runs on the strings like little footsteps. Heavy hard fingers marching on the frets. The man played and the people moved slowly in on him until the circle was closed and tight, and then he sang, “Ten-Cent Cotton and Forty-Cent Meat.” And the circle sang softly with him. And he sang, “Why Do You Cut Your Hair, Girls?” And the circle sang. He wailed the song, “I’m Leaving Old Texas,” that eerie song that was sung before the Spaniards came, only the words were Indian then.

And now the group was welded to one thing, one unit, so that in the dark the eyes of the people were inward, and their minds played in other times, and their sadness was like rest, like sleep. He sang the “McAlester Blues” and then, to make up for it to the older people, he sang “Jesus Calls Me to His Side.” The children drowsed with the music and went into the tents to sleep, and the singing came into their dreams.

And after a while the man with the guitar stood up and yawned. Good night, folks, he said.

And they murmured, Good night to you.

And each wished he could pick a guitar, because it is a gracious thing.

—JOHN STEINBECK, The Grapes of Wrath
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Crossville, the crossroads of East Tennessee. (photo credit col5.1)




THE SPIRIT OF JIMMIE RODGERS
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PROLOGUE


My object was not to see the inns and the turnpikes, but to see the country.

—WILLIAM COBBETT, Rural Rides



ON A LATE MAY DAY in Meridian, Mississippi—warm enough that people were dusting off the line about its being so hot that they’d seen a dog chasing a cat and both were walking—I was on my way to the home of Johnnie and Carolyn Shurley. Johnnie is a retired box-factory worker and a pretty good amateur guitar player. Carolyn used to work as a die coordinator and forklift driver at the box factory. They live outside the city, in the hamlet of Arundel, Mississippi, and had invited me to a party. People would be there, they said, who knew about Jimmie Rodgers.

Rodgers was “The Father of Country Music,” a sickly man who recorded songs of such power that today, more than sixty years after he was buried in Meridian, some of the finest living American singers and songwriters like Hank Snow, Merle Haggard, Doc Watson, Jimmie Dale Gilmore—who is named for Rodgers—and Iris DeMent mention him right away when they begin talking about the music that means a lot to them.

It was quiet out in the country, and as I parked I could hear the sounds of string music coming from behind the Shurleys’ house. Close to forty casually dressed men and women were out back, eating hamburgers, singing, and dancing. The musicians sat in a circle together and played their fiddles, mandolins, dobros, guitars, and an upright bass, taking frequent breaks to sample some homemade ice cream or fish out a can of soda pop from a tub packed with melting ice. There wasn’t any alcohol because, as people were quick to explain, unlike Jimmie Rodgers, who loved “a squirt,” the Shurleys don’t drink.

Stories were unfolding even as the music played. Some of them were about snakes—a man named Cookie said that it was already a good year for them because of the warm winter—and others concerned feuds. One well-known local hostility began at a square dance when a young man drew up some water from a well and drank straight out of the bucket instead of using a dipper. There was a woman standing in line behind him, and first by not stepping aside and letting her have a drink before he took his, and then by going ahead and slaking his thirst in such a crude fashion, the young man had insulted her twice. These were mortal breaches of decorum. The young man was stabbed and ended up “down by the creek trying to hold his insides in,” according to Larry Finch, a friendly shop owner with a lazy eye and a gum-thick drawl. Many classic country songs have been inspired by real-life tragedies just like this one, and when I mentioned this connection to Finch he said, “It sounds very much like a Jimmie Rodgers song, and if Jimmie had known about it he might have made a song out of it.”

As the Shurleys had promised, Rodgers was another popular subject for the raconteurs. He grew up around Meridian, and many of those at the gathering had relatives or friends who had known him. Meridian thinks of itself as an upstanding place; there used to be a welcome sign on the outskirts of town proclaiming “The Largest Percentage of Churchgoers in the World.” Rodgers, meanwhile, left behind a number of bawdy songs bragging about his life as a hard-drinking, hard-loving-rascal—in “Blue Yodel 10” he wrote, “It’s my regular grinding gets me by in this world”—and people at the party still weren’t quite ready to forgive him for his cheek. Johnnie Shurley said that his father had worked on the Southern Railroad in Meridian for fifty years and got to know Rodgers, a sometime brakeman, around the railroad yards. Shurley pointed to one of the high hills visible from Arundel and said that Rodgers and his friends would go out there to a settlement at Arundel Springs and “drink, they’d shoot dice—a little bit of everything, I guess. You couldn’t come into the city doing things like that.”

The stories only got worse. Rodgers was depicted as a lout by a retired pipe fitter and reviled as “a drunk on the street, a tramp” by a white-haired woman who was explaining that “my daddy used to drink with him,” when a woman got to her feet and sang “Give Me the Roses While I Live.” Then nearly everyone joined in as the band struck up “Will the Circle Be Unbroken?” a Carter Family song as familiar to Southern country people of a certain generation as “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” used to be in Hell’s Kitchen.
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The Father of Country Music in his brakeman’s cap. “Our musical heritage is Jimmie Rodgers.” (photo credit prl.1)

The last person I spoke with about Rodgers was Larry Finch. Like many people I met over the past few years, he wanted to know what a “Yankee” was doing traveling through the South, asking people about old-time country music. I explained I that grew up in a small New England city, but I got to know country music in the traditional way—it was handed down to me by a relative. As a student at Cornell, my uncle Robert made himself a little pocket money by singing country songs in small clubs and at parties in and around Ithaca. He loved country music, especially Rodgers’s, Bill Monroe’s, Bob Wills’s, Haggard’s, and George Jones’s, and because we were close, he wanted me to like it too. When he decided I was old enough—about eleven—he began sending me records. As conversions go, this one went pretty smoothly. I listened to The Carter Family sing “Keep on the Sunny Side,” which begins “There’s a dark and a troubled side of life/ There’s a bright and a sunny side too,” in their lilting, stoical way, and I couldn’t get enough of it after that.

The best country music affected me the same way great books did, informing my own experiences even as they gave me a sense of being transported to new places, set down among people who might be said to have nothing to do with my own existence. There was so much soul to the songs that even as a child, I had a strong feeling for the world they described and a corresponding curiosity about it. The young singer and fiddle player Alison Krauss once told me that something similar had happened to her. Krauss grew up in an Illinois college town listening to traditional country music. The songs made the places they described seem almost mythic to her and she wanted to see them. Describing her first trips through the South she said, “As we were driving, Barry, our bass player, would say ‘That’s Cumberland Gap,’ and I’d say ‘Cumberland Gap!’ Or the Smoky Mountains. Pretty neat. Still gives me the heebie-jeebies!”

I explained all this to Finch. Then I told him that my aim was to visit with some of the finest living American country musicians to learn about their lives in music. I also intended to go to some of the places where great country music comes from, and to spend time with people who have grown up with it. It is my belief that country music is a piece of our social history, that it describes in its songs the experiences of people who weren’t often written up in the newspapers. In an informal way, country music tells us much about how these Americans—the men and women Hank Williams referred to as “the common people”—felt about life as the century unfolded. Although it was impossible to have a conversation with Jimmie Rodgers the way I could with all the living musicians I was writing about, he was such an influential figure that it seemed important to begin by walking over his home ground and spending some time in Meridian.

Finch nodded. He said that in his family, the songs everyone knew were Rodgers’s. “My aunt Snook, she yodeled like Jimmie Rodgers,” he said. “She loved Jimmie Rodgers. All the family did back then.” His grandmother, he said, played the guitar and the pump organ. His greatuncle was a respected Mississippi fiddle player. A grandfather played the harmonica, and Finch’s father knew his way around both a harmonica and a mandolin. Finch himself learned to play the banjo, “Uncle Dave Macon style,” he said, on an instrument that had once belonged to Rodgers. “My mother never did play,” he said, “but she loved the music. My father, he loved music so much. I still have the first banjo he gave me. My mother was from here. Her family had all of Jimmie Rodgers’s records and a Victrola. When they got a radio, they sold all the records and the Victrola for five dollars.” He put his lips together and shook his head.

“Our musical heritage is Jimmie Rodgers,” Finch went on. “He is the reason that around here we appreciate music so much. We’re agricultural people. We couldn’t get into town much and we couldn’t afford a movie if we did. Our entertainment was music. Saturday nights we’d go to somebody’s house, take all of the furniture out of the room, roll up the carpet, and have an old-fashioned square dance. Pass the jug, you know.”

I found his description uncannily like the first verse from the song “Mama’s Opry,” which the young singer Iris DeMent wrote not long ago about her mother:


She grew up plain and simple in a farming town

Her daddy played the fiddle and used to do the callin’ when they had hoedowns

She said the neighbors would come and they’d move all my grandma’s furniture ’round

And there’d be twenty or more there on an old wooden floor

Dancin’ to a country sound

The Carters and Jimmie Rodgers played her favorite songs

And on Saturday nights there was a radio show and she would sing along

And I’ll never forget her face when she revealed to me

That she’d dreamed about singin’ at “The Grand Ol’ Opry.”



I was thinking that Iris DeMent had brought the history of country music into perfect continuum when I realized that Finch was gazing at me and grinning. “Do you know what the Southern definition of a true music lover is?” he asked. “It’s a man who, if he hears a woman singing in the shower, puts his ear to the keyhole.”

By ten, everybody had gone home. They were working people, someone said, and they got to bed early.

The Father of Country Music was a city boy. Although it is true that Jimmie Rodgers was born in the deep-country village of Pine Springs, Mississippi, in 1897, and after his mother died spent the better part of several years living there with his spinster aunt Dora, he claimed Meridian as his hometown. During his career Rodgers recorded a range of material, including plantation melodies, old river ballads, sentimental weepers, novelty numbers, swinging Dixieland-style “jazz junk,” and, in what would become his seminal contribution to American music, a brilliant collection of country blues. In his pre-radio, pre-Victrola childhood, a lot of what Rodgers learned about the rich variety of popular music that his own music drew from was taught to him by the town.

Today Meridian, which hugs the southwestern Alabama border, is a subdued place. In the first part of the century, however, it pulsed. This could be credited to the surveyors; Meridian was the spot on the map where the north–south and east–west railroad lines happened to cross. During the Civil War it was an obvious target for Federal troops and, sure enough, in 1864, the cigar-puffing Union general William Tecumseh Sherman razed it so thoroughly that his wire to the War Department said: “Meridian … no longer exists.” But the city rebuilt its depots, roundhouses, and hotels and then grew so rapidly that by the time Jimmie Rodgers was a young man, it had nearly 50,000 residents. There was also a large floating population. The dozens of passenger trains and thousands of boxcars rolling in every day meant that Meridian was filled with ticketed travelers, train crews, and hobos riding the rods.

Rodgers grew up a streetwise Meridian kid with a passion for trains and a precocious enthusiasm both for wayfaring people and, by extension, for the transient existence that would become a central theme in his life and music. His father, Aaron Rodgers, was a section foreman on the Mobile and Ohio line. Sometimes Aaron Rodgers took his son with him out to the tracks and put him to work bringing water to the black work crews who repaired worn ties and damaged rails, cleared brush, and shoveled gravel ballast. These men, known as “gandy dancers,” toiled most effectively when they moved their tamping picks and spike mauls in unison. One way they kept themselves aligned was by singing in rhythm. The foreman sent along a command to a “caller,” who configured this order into cadences similar to what you might hear from a drillmaster. “If you really wanted to move that track, you made a sexy call,” a former gandy dancer named Cornelius Wright told the cultural researcher Maggie Holtzberg-Call. “And they had the language for it. Some callers would talk about the lingerie that a woman wore. Now that caused the crew to really shift that track.”

When Rodgers went back out to Pine Springs, other kids sometimes felt that he was “stuck-up” because, as the child of one of his schoolmates told me at the Shurleys’ party, Rodgers didn’t like to play baseball and wore shoes in warm weather while everybody else went barefoot. They misunderstood. There was nothing highfalutin about Jimmie Rodgers. As the title of one of his great songs suggests, he was a cheerful sort, happy to bend an elbow in the company of all sorts of rounders and roustabouts with “rough and rowdy ways.” This sort of frowsy living began early in his life, well before Rodgers became a railroad man himself. (He would hold jobs as a brakeman—his sobriquet was “The Singing Brakeman”—a flagman, and a baggage handler.) His foremost biographer, Nolan Porterfield, says the youthful Rodgers found a number of ways—running errands, vamping whenever anyone would let him—to spend time in Meridian’s barbershops and its billiard halls. He also frequented the city’s opera house, its vaudeville theaters, and its hotel lobbies, where he would have encountered plenty of jazz and parlor music. All around the water tank, out beside the tracks, and in the more lowdown joints on Fifth Street, he heard the blues.

[image: ]

“Hey little water boy, bring that water ’round.” A southeastern railroad crew laying track in the summer heat. (photo credit prl.2)

By spending so much time around work gangs, porters, and switchmen on the job and inside their places of pleasure—mostly in Meridian’s black neighborhoods—Rodgers heard a lot of bright talk about what he said were the railroad man’s three favorite conversational topics: whiskey, women, and back pay. These experiences infused his songs with bluesy lyrics that ranged from the gently ribald—“I’m a do-right papa and got a home everywhere I go”—to the directly autobiographical: “Hey little waterboy, bring that water ‘round/If you don’t like your job, set yo’ water bucket down.” More generally, he absorbed both the lively and the plaintive rhythms of black popular music. Later, people who heard the Father of Country Music sing called him everything from “a white man gone black” to “a busboy in a roadside café singing nigger blues.”

A persistent fiction holds that country music is of pure white, Southern, rural origins. In fact, right from its commercial beginnings, country was a hybrid form conflating many extant styles of popular and religious music with whatever individual innovations people like Rodgers brought to it. By writing songs that drew from the full spectrum of music that he knew, Rodgers was creating a truly American music and setting a precedent that would be followed by a number of the most progressive and influential figures in country music history. A.P. Carter, Bill Monroe, Bob Wills, Hank Williams, Johnny Cash, Brenda Lee, and Buck Owens—to name just a few—all had black musical mentors. In the 1950s, a young country singer named Elvis Presley took the situation a step further, raunching up his chops into rock ’n’ roll because he couldn’t get enough of the blues he’d heard pouring out of the juke joints as a boy in Tupelo, Mississippi. Country music has satisfied many needs. One of them was that for a time it enabled poor Southern white people to hear strains of the black workingman’s music while keeping their distance from poor working-class blacks.
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Arnold Schultz (left), who taught Bill Monroe the blues, and the fiddle player Clarence Wilson. “If Chuck Berry had been white,” says Buck Owens, “he’d have been a country singer.” (photo credit prl.3)

It has worked the other way too. For much of this century, the Saturday night radio broadcasts of the Grand Ole Opry music variety show from the Ryman Auditorium in Nashville—the mother church of country music—claimed the largest listening audience in the world. In the late 1930s, among the many blacks who never missed a week of it was a young boy in Greenville, Florida, who would grow up to record Modern Sounds in Country and Western Music, a series of brilliant R&B–informed interpretations of classic country songs: Ray Charles. Outside the only house left in Meridian where Jimmie Rodgers once lived, I met a black woman named Earlean Garry, who told me, “I love his music. I still listen to it. Listened to it growing up.”

The first country record was produced in 1923. Four years later, a New York businessman named Ralph Peer, out scouting talent for the Victor Talking Machine Company, arrived in the Tennessee-Virginia border town of Bristol to audition local people who sang what he called “hillbilly music.” He set up his equipment in an old furniture store, sent out word through the newspapers of the $50-a-side fees he was paying, and hoped for the best. It turned out well for him. Among the singers and musicians who showed up were a dusty couple from the backwoods Appalachian settlement of Maces Springs, Virginia, and their very pregnant sister-in-law: A.P., Sara, and Maybelle Carter. Lured over from North Carolina, where he was working at the time, was Jimmie Rodgers. They became America’s first great country music recording stars.

Rodgers and the Carters both sang, with sincerity and feeling, simply worded songs about common people—a reasonable barebones description of country music. But The Carter Family’s wistfully melodic portraits of family, faith, home, and heart held to a somewhat narrower and more bucolic course than Rodgers’s music did. He too could deliver poignant sentiment in something like “Treasures Untold” or “Miss the Mississippi and You,” but Rodgers was also not above singing about drinking, jailhouses, dice throwers, and a pretty woman’s drop-stitch stockings.

There was gritty experience and plenty of pluck in Rodgers’s music, as he made clear in his first “Blue Yodel”: “If you don’t want me Mama/You sure don’t have to stall/’Cause I can get me more women/Than a passenger train can haul.” Lines like this were followed up with a few of his distinctive yodels. Rodgers wasn’t much of a guitar player and so, in a sense, the yodel was his best instrument. Because its falsetto delivery was so different from his singing voice, it was a fine way to apply a certain accent to whatever he was singing about. Beyond this, his skill was sui generis; with the possible exception of the mysterious blackface singer Emmett Miller, nobody could yodel like “America’s Blue Yodeler.” Which prompted some lurid speculation. There were people who believed Rodgers’s magnificent yodeling was a by-product of the tuberculosis that was beginning to kill him.

Many of the millions of records Rodgers sold beginning in 1927 were purchased during the Depression when, an old saw has it, the typical Southern shopping list was a pound of butter, a slab of bacon, a sack of flour, and the new Jimmie Rodgers record. His skill at the acrobatic yodel tends to distract from what a fine singer and writer Rodgers was. He had a wonderful drawling tenor, one that could croon like a young mother or strut like a street-corner swell. He understood as well that there were many ways for a vocalist to wring feeling from a lyric. Rodgers had a manner of lingering on a chosen word or syllable, a casually stylized approach to singing that presaged the techniques of Hank Snow, Ernest Tubb, Lefty Frizzell, and Merle Haggard.

As for his writing, the “T.B. Blues” (“When it rained down sorrow, it rained all over me”) and the first “Blue Yodel” (“T for Texas, T for Tennessee/T for Thelma, the girl that made a wreck out of me”) attest to how nimbly his mind could range from pathos to humor. That Rodgers sang so beautifully about a sickness that choked his lungs with blood—audiences took to yelling at him, “Spit ’er up, Jimmie, and sing some more”—makes “T.B. Blues” among the more stirring recordings in country music history. It is one of those horribly sad and yet oddly bracing songs anyone can understand: “I’m fighting like a lion, looks like I’m going to lose/’Cause there ain’t nobody ever whipped the T.B. blues.” “T.B. Blues” makes it clear that while the Father of Country Music sang songs from life as he knew it, those songs were about common people everywhere, for common people everywhere.

Rodgers died in 1933 at the Taft Hotel in New York, two days after making his final recording. His casket was put on a train that his sister-in-law, Mildred Pollard, met in Washington, where she was a student. She says that, like the rest of the country, the nation’s capital was in mourning for him. “After he died, all over Washington, D.C., everywhere you went you could hear Jimmie singing,” Pollard told me. “You couldn’t walk anywhere in Washington without hearing Jimmie all day long.”

Halfway through the 1990s, country music was as popular as it had ever been. In just a few years, record sales had quadrupled to over $2 billion annually, and more people—seventy million of them—listened to country on the radio than any other form of music. Country was now fashionable in places—New York City, Los Angeles, Cleveland, Seattle—and among people—well-educated professionals, teenagers—that contradicted old assumptions about the music.

The country charts were dominated by a series of handsome, video-friendly young swains dressed in boots, snug jeans, and the inevitable Stetsons that won them their nickname, “the hat acts.” The music was similarly homogenized. Blending down-home lyrics with fusillades of rock ’n’ roll guitar, “Real” or “Hot” Country, as it became known, attracted great clumps of suddenly intrigued crossover customers who hadn’t been exposed to country before and were charmed by all the quaint lines about boots, hound dogs, and achy-breaky hearts. From Tracy Byrd to Tracy Lawrence, the voices that sold were clear, smoothly drawling tenors and baritones. Nice enough nearly all of them, but mostly quite similar and decidedly lacking in character. Ear candy, they call it in Nashville. A Madison Avenue advertising man put it to me: “It’s slick stuff and it sells. That’s the American way.” In the best pop tradition, Real Country has also proven to be quite ephemeral stuff. Almost everything coming out of Nashville that spins off the radio and onto the charts soon fades away. The songs don’t last because they are devoid of passion and authentic feeling.

In the vanguard of Real Country has been a young man who grew up in the suburbs of Oklahoma City listening to glam-rock bands like Kiss and Queen. Garth Brooks went to Oklahoma State, where he studied marketing and advertising. This education has helped him to conceive baroque, carefully choreographed stage shows that feature as many as five guitar players, colored lights, smoke machines, rope ladders, and swings. As for his music, it has anthemic titles such as “American Honky Tonk Bar Association” and “Friends in Low Places,” with choruses like “I’m not big on social graces/Think I’ll slip on down to the oasis/Oh I’ve got friends in low places.” There are women who would “give half of Texas just to change the way he feels” and men like “Papa” who “was a good ’n/But the jealous kind.” Vigorously though he drops his y’alls, Brooks’s songs seem carefully assembled from a series of generic boxes stamped “Country Lyrics.” Alas, Poeta nascitur, non fit—a poet is born, not made.

Brooks delivers his lines in a voice that is certainly pleasant, but limited in range and not especially distinctive. The real problem is, I suppose, that his songs lack both the rough edges and the feel for pressing experience that you find in the singing of people like George Jones, Merle Haggard, and Johnny Cash. Their lives really have been hard, something that’s obvious from their singing. With Brooks there is often the sense that he is aping something he saw somebody else try. On stage, at the climax of a song, he will sometimes smash his guitar to pieces—traditionally a rock ’n’ roll gesture made famous by the likes of Pete Townshend. When Ira Louvin destroyed his mandolin or Johnny Cash kicked out the footlights at The Grand Ole Opry, it was no contrived bad-boy rock act, but spasms of misery from men whose music also suggested their tortured souls. Brooks is a pop star masquerading as a country singer, a yuppie with a lariat.

But he sells. His albums No Fences and Ropin’ the Wind, with combined receipts of around twenty million copies, are the two best-selling country records in history. Just thirty-three, Brooks has already outsold Michael Jackson and every other American popular singer. (Only the Beatles have sold more in the United States.) His fans are deliriously loyal. One of them, an Iowa dairy farmer’s wife, stood in a large cooler at the Iowa State Fair and sculpted a life-size replica of the singer from four hundred pounds of her husband’s sweet butter.

I was eager to see what the fuss was about, and so I went to Fan Fair, the country music industry’s self-described “lovefest” between fans and their favorite singers, held annually at the Tennessee State Fairgrounds in Nashville. At Fan Fair you can take in concerts given from a stage set up at the center of a stock-car track, savor home-style barbecue and bean lunches, and peruse gift shops flogging Tanya Tucker sneakers. But at $90 a ticket, what really tempts people is the opportunity to mingle with the big stars of the moment, who are all there, perched in lavishly appointed booths in the sheep and swine barns, ready to shake and hug, exchange endearments, and sign photographs of themselves.

At Brooks’s booth, a buzzing crowd was on hand. The singer’s signature black Stetson was visible. So too was one of his blue western-style shirts and a pair of battered boots. Everything, in short, was there except Brooks himself, who was “taking it easy” at his parents’ house in Oklahoma, according to Tami Rose, the editor of The Believer, the official Garth Brooks quarterly magazine. In his stead, Brooks had sent along a life-size cardboard cutout of himself. This virtual Garth couldn’t sign autographs, but fans were invited to slip into the authentic, guaranteed-to-have-been-worn-by-Garth boots, shirt, and hat and pose for a photograph beside it. Then they could walk over to a video camera and record a personal message that the singer had promised he would watch. I didn’t doubt it. This is, after all, someone who claims he reads all his fan mail and who writes music that, well, sounds like it.

The biggest reason for Real Country’s success is that it’s what gets played on country radio—to the exclusion of everything else. Most large country radio stations rely on a standardized playlist that is distributed all over the United States. Even if disc jockeys at country stations wished to stray from the sheet and play records by other singers, they couldn’t, something Iris DeMent’s husband Elmer discovered after a man at a country radio station rejected DeMent’s latest single. “I’ll tell you why we won’t play this,” the radio man said. “It’s too country. We only play Real Country.”

DeMent is writing country songs that Merle Haggard thinks are as good as anything he knows, yet most people who say they love country music have never heard of her. As for Haggard, his most recent release, 1996, is among the better records this gifted man has yet recorded. But he is approaching sixty now, with cracks in his face and gray in his thinning hair, so you won’t hear “Truck Driver’s Blues” or any of the other new Haggard songs on country radio. In this day when brilliant marketing has helped so many new people to discover country music, they aren’t exposed to the best of it.

Older country fans know very well what they’re missing. In a recent letter to Newsweek following the publication of an article in which Haggard fretted that perhaps he was a “has-been,” a man named Jim Dennis wrote to complain: “Much of country music today is dominated by young soap-opera look-alikes singing pop-oriented radio fluff. Merle gives off something that is missing in today’s society—genuineness. He has lived through a lot and sings about it all with convincing authenticity.”

Another correspondent, William D. Gibson, responded to the same article with what approached an epistolary dirge: “Country ain’t country no more,” he said. “[The true] country tells a story, relaxes the listener, rips at your heart, brings tears to your eyes, and buoys your spirit. The new stuff has crummy lyrics and even worse sound. And the new singers are a bunch of wimp wanna-bes. Though they do make a helluva lot of money, they’re not country and never will be.”

The story of country music parallels the extended migration that began when large numbers of people left northern England, Ireland, and Scotland late in the eighteenth century and met with a cool welcome in American port cities like Philadelphia. They pushed out into the hills of Virginia and North Carolina and, as work and farmland grew scarce, made their way by mule, wagon, railroad, and then, during the Dust Bowl, by wounded automobile, into the middle and deep South, across into Arkansas, Missouri, and Texas, and finally all the way to New Mexico and California. It’s no accident that you can still hear a lot of North Carolina and Alabama in the voices of some Texas and California country singers.
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Hank Williams always slouched when he sang, physical evidence that the world rested heavy on him. “Ol’ Hank, he was all right,” says Kitty Wells. “The people loved him.” (photo credit prl.4)

For many poor farmers beaten down by debt, drought, declining cotton prices, skinflint landowners, costly newfangled machinery, and swarming insects, the migration concluded with a trudge into town. To be sure, many country singers and fans were farm people, but a lot of the music was also prompted by the dislocation and rural nostalgia working-class Southern Americans felt as industrial jobs called them to booming cities like Memphis, Nashville, Birmingham, Atlanta, Charleston, Norfolk, Chicago, Detroit, and Los Angeles. As Lov Bensey in Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road says of his father-in-law, Jeeter Lester, who refuses to leave his failing farm for a city job in the mill, “He was a man who liked to grow things in the ground. The mills ain’t no place for a human who’s got that in his bones.”

It wasn’t so much that the music was Southern that made it so important to people. The point was more that country took into account an audience who thought of life as a struggle. (As the guitar player and record producer Chet Atkins said, “There was no reason why it should be limited to the South. They didn’t have a monopoly on the hard times.”) Or, as Hank Williams put it in his famous comments to Nation’s Business magazine, “He sings more sincere than most entertainers because the hillbilly was raised rougher than most entertainers.”

Williams and Jimmie Rodgers are gone, but many of country’s greatest musicians are still out there, and that’s who I set out to find. I spent the past few years traveling around the United States—in the country of country—talking with country singers, musicians, and songwriters whose music I admire about their lives, the places they come from, and their work. The oldest living person I spoke with, Bill Monroe, was born in 1911, and the youngest, Iris DeMent, fifty years later. And so in a loose sort of way this is a history of the recorded genre. Yet country is deceptively simple music and I don’t pretend to offer either a formal or a comprehensive study. I couldn’t fit everyone in, and many fine living performers, like Hank Snow, Jimmy Martin, Dolly Parton, Eddy Arnold, and Ray Price, are not included.

Country musicians are generally very aware of their place in the history of the music. The ones I met talked a lot about the music that influenced their own. I hope some of the people they bring up in these conversations—great country performers of the past like “Uncle” Dave Macon, Maybelle Carter, Bob Wills, Patsy Montana, Roy Acuff, Alton Delmore, Ernest Tubb, Hank Williams, Lester Flatt, Lefty Frizzell, Faron Young, and, of course, Jimmie Rodgers—will become slightly more familiar.

Many of the musicians I met began performing in a day when playing country music got you derided as a hillbilly or worse. That they kept to it was, for them, a point of pride. Country music was a way to express frustration at the social exclusion experienced by people they knew, and also a means of solidarity for people who felt marginalized by American society. To now find themselves displaced by tricked-up imitations of their own music is a bitter turn of events.

The situation led to discussions of what country music is. People came to various conclusions, but along the way most of them ended up explaining why, to them, Real Country isn’t really country. They don’t dismiss it because it’s commercial; from Jimmie Rodgers’s day on, country has always been commercial music. Their concern is more that Real Country doesn’t meet Hank Williams’s prescription: it doesn’t sound sincere. The spirit of Jimmie Rodgers is suddenly missing from mainstream country. Or as George Jones put it, “They’ve taken the heart and soul out of country music.” Almost without exception, the country musicians I spoke with told me that country music “has to be played with feeling.” Yet if you ask any of them what this means, the answer is always a variation on the response Fats Waller gave to a woman who wondered about the meaning of jazz: “If you don’t know by now, I can’t tell you,” he said. I hope some feeling for the feeling comes through in what follows.
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Crowds in the 1940s, waiting to enter the Ryman Auditorium for a performance of The Grand Ole Opry. People across the country looked forward all week to the Saturday night radio broadcasts. One of them was Harlan Howard: “I was just a bored kid on a farm. It was a little lonesome.” (photo credit prl.5)
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Harlan Howard teaching Waylon Jennings (right) a song in the 1960s. “I’m looking for lines you don’t expect.” (photo credit p01.1)




HARLAN HOWARD
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NOTES ON PAPER NAPKINS

“If you want to make a living writing country music songs, stay away from Nashville. They’ll just break your heart,” Willie Nelson told Waylon Jennings over a bottle of tequila in 1965. “Upon hearing my advice,” continued Nelson, “Waylon did what any good songwriter would do. He went to Nashville.” From Roger Miller and Kris Kristofferson to Lucinda Williams and Guy Clark, they all do; that’s where the cupboard is. For decades Nashville has been Grub Street to a surfeit of young song hustlers who grew up somewhere else and arrived in town by bus or by ’41 Buick to try out a trunkful of lines as supple as “I’m so lonesome I could cry” or as crass as “She broke my heart (I broke her jaw)” on anyone who will lend an ear. Since songwriters—like gold miners—are notoriously blowsy and busted, usually it’s only other songwriters who do the listening. “Sitting around talking to writers in Nashville is the most depressing thing in the world,” Nelson said to Jan Reid. “There are just so many of them—and it gets to the point where it’s niggers and dogs and writers stay off the grass.”

In recent years the genteel old Southern city of Nashville has finally recovered from the embarrassment of being “Hillbilly Heaven.” But if the prosperous executives on Music Row are now gingerly embraced by the Belle Meade gentry, country music songwriters are still regarded as a raffish, somewhat tawdry lot. Nashville is a suburb at heart, a green expanse of gentle hills where, just a few blocks from downtown, you can see possum and deer slipping across front lawns. Most people drive everywhere they go and eat dinner at home, and so the city’s public transportation and restaurants are limited. Several fine universities, including Vanderbilt and Fisk, are in Nashville, and the city still likes to think of itself as “The Athens of the South”—in a park off West End Avenue is a full-scale replica of the Parthenon replete with a 42-foot-high statue of Athena—but this is a homogenized place. Nashville has never really desegregated: its black residents rarely venture into white neighborhoods. There are plenty of tony shopping centers and golf courses in Music City, but very little soul.

The veteran producer Jim Rooney thinks the presence of all the songwriters adds verve to the setting. “They’ve always given leavening to a town that might otherwise be a little on the flat side,” he says. Part of this is that the precarious nature of the work stimulates quirky behavior. Coming up with three-minute hit after three-minute hit is a struggle for even the most prolific songwriters, and so they develop odd tics to urge the business along. Sometimes when he was dry on inspiration, John D. Loudermilk, who wrote “Tobacco Road” and “Talk Back Trembling Lips,” consulted a weather map and left town to chase hurricanes. Dallas Frazier—“There Goes My Everything” and “Beneath Still Waters”—used to jump in a sedan with a friend and a sixpack of beer and drive haphazardly through Tennessee farmland until he was lost on the back roads. Kris Kristofferson—“Sunday Morning Coming Down,” “Me and Bobby McGee,” “Help Me Make It Through the Night”—went for helicopter rides. When Harlan Howard, the sixty-eight-year-old writer of more than four thousand country songs, fifty or more of which became Billboard top-ten hits, has been keeping too much company with a blank sheet of paper, he heads off to a cocktail lounge for a little eavesdropping.

The dean of Nashville songwriters first came to the city thirty-five years ago with a U-Haul trailer hitched to the back of a shiny new white Cadillac Coupé de Ville. Howard bought the car after “Heartaches by the Number,” a song he’d written while working as a forklift operator in a California factory, went number-one on both the country and pop charts. Howard hasn’t let the Nashville skyline out of his sight since. Nor has he driven anything but a Cadillac.

“I love Cadillacs and this one’s paid for,” Howard was saying from behind the wheel of a red ’88 Eldorado at the stroke of noon on a summertime Nashville Friday. Over the years, he has developed a philosophy of sorts about life as a Nashville songwriter. He believes, for example, in a revision of Samuel Johnson’s bon mot “No man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money,” which holds that “A good writer is a broke writer.” He is also convinced that if a songwriter has not successfully sold a tune to a producer by noon on a Friday when there are golf courses open in Nashville or in Florida, he will have no luck with it at least until Monday and is best advised to take cover in a nearby saloon.

That morning, Howard had been fooling around with something he was calling “I’m the Only Thing Bluer Than Her Eyes.” But now, the pitching hour having passed, we were driving the six blocks from his office to Sammy B’s on the Row, a bar where Howard “does a lot of business,” to meet some “juveniles.” To Howard, a “juvenile” is a younger songwriter. At this point, his is a profession with very few adult offenders.

Sammy B’s is a dimly lit room centered by a mahogany bar guarding a generous stock of tequila. Howard’s seat of choice—which he and other writers call “the pole position”—is at the end of the bar closest to the front door. Howard likes it because “it’s where you can talk to people.” More important, it’s the best spot for listening in on conversations. For Howard has filched his share of lyrics from taprooms. In 1957, he was sitting in a Los Angeles joint called George’s Roundup waiting for a friend when he overheard a man who was quarreling with his date tell her, “Well, you can just pick me up on your way down.” Howard picked up a paper bar napkin, set the line down on it, and he had the title of one of his best-known songs.

As it happened, the pole position at Sammy B’s was unoccupied—not that Howard should have anticipated otherwise: the proprietor has bolted a small engraved metal plaque to the mahogany that says “Reserved for Harlan Howard.” Settling onto his stool, Howard cast an affectionate eye toward the tequila. “I’m not hungry but I’m thirsty,” he growled happily, ordering up a shot along with a beer to chase it. He didn’t exactly nurse them. “Drinkin’s kinda like goin’ fishin’—makes me forget I’m a writer,” he likes to say. “When I’m drinkin’, I’m not writin’. I’m celebratin’ or grievin’ or stuck.”

Howard is a rolled-up-shirtsleeve of a man with a pair of narrow slits for eyes in a face that vodka and tequila have stained red. He prefers to forgo socks but flashes his broad, boyish grin often, as if in compensation. His thick hair is white and his ample prizefighter’s nose makes waitresses feel softly toward him even before he tips them too much. “I got a hell of a nose,” he will sometimes say, without provocation.

He said he was reconsidering his song title. “I may call it ‘Bluer Than Her Eyes,’ ” he said. “Shorter is usually better. Fits on the label, for one thing. Of course I called one song ‘Blame It on Your Lyin’, Cheatin’, Cold Dead Beatin’, Two Timin’, Double Dealin’, Mean Mistreatin’, Lovin’ Heart.’ Actually, we called it ‘Blame It on Your Heart,’ and had a number-one record. I wanted to call it ‘Blame It on Your Etc. Heart.’ Patty Loveless did it.”

By this time, the juveniles were arriving. Howard effortlessly dispensed with his latest tequila and moved himself from the bar to a table. He sat down near Ralph Murphy and Pat Alger. Murphy is a slender man of fifty-two with gunmetal streaks in his longish hair who has written hits for Crystal Gayle and Ronnie Milsap. Alger is rosy and plump, which seems about right in someone who sometimes writes for Garth Brooks. Murphy, with some glee, described how he came to know Howard. “We hung out at bars together and somebody would be talking,” he said. “A killer line would come out and you’d see hands creeping out for bar napkins to scribble on. From the end of the bar would come a low voice: Harlan saying, ‘I wrote it already.’ Years later he said to me, ‘Ralph, remember all those songs I told you I already wrote? I went home and wrote them.’ ” Murphy shook his head. “Cagey bastard,” he said.

As Howard had promised, money turns out to be much on a songwriter’s mind, a fact that seems to point to both the abiding incredulity writers have at the notion that they can earn large sums with the idle thoughts they scribble on napkins, and the inverse recognition of how difficult it is to make a living flogging songs. Even before their hamburgers and sandwiches arrived, the songwriters were discussing who would pick up the tab. It was an animated conversation. “We got this deal,” Howard explained. “Whoever’s got the hottest song on the Billboard buys, even though you don’t get paid for a year. One day we were desperate. Then a kid named Ronnie Rogers comes in and says, ‘I got a hold by [the band] Alabama.’ We said, ‘He’s buying!’ We stuck him with three hundred bucks worth of booze. We felt so good, we almost felt we had a hit ourselves.”

Murphy was smiling. “We have a lifeboat mentality,” he said. “One thing you notice about everybody in Nashville who’s a writer is that nobody’s from here. Most of us spent a lot of years trying to get here. This is the last Tin Pan Alley.” He looked over at Howard and went on: “You can be seventy and still be having hits. Nashville’s a real family of writers. Most writers have a piece missing. Either they’re from broken homes or they’re orphans. They write to be loved.”
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Howard was a Michigan farmboy orphan. He might have come from West Virginia—generations of Howards and Steeds had lived either in Huntington or across the river into Kentucky. But the Depression hit Appalachia with punishing force and, as Howard later described the situation in the original version of his song “Busted,” his father, Ralph Howard, and many Kentucky, Ohio, and West Virginia blue-collar families found themselves moving on: “Our friends are all leaving this old mining town, they’re busted/They’re heading up north where there’s work to be found, and trusted/Lord I hate to give up this acre of land/It’s been in the family since mining began/But babies get hungry, they don’t understand that Dad’s busted.”

By the early 1930s, the famous “Illinois Central” black migration from the Mississippi Delta to the “Promised Land” of the industrial Midwest—which Howard describes in “Mississippi Delta Land,” his account of an illiterate, landless farmer who heads north to Chicago—was complemented by a parallel diaspora of working-class Southern whites, also looking for jobs in the factories of Cleveland, Chicago, and Detroit. Ralph Howard found $5-a-day work in Henry Ford’s Michigan auto plants, but his marriage didn’t last. When he and Evelyn split up, the family began dispersing as well. From 1933 until 1944, when he turned seventeen and enlisted, the way to find Harlan was either through the Michigan Children’s Institute or the Children’s Aid Society.
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Auto workers outside the Ford plant in Detroit. Many of them were Southerners pushed north by the Depression. (photo credit 1.1)

The state paid families $7 a month to keep a child in those days, and Howard was the ward of a succession of them. Mostly these were elderly couples who lived on farms outside Lansing and wanted a young pair of hands to help out with the chores. Howard was a willing laborer, but he found life on the farm dreary. The winters were long, the company sparse, and the diversions few.

There were exceptions, however. When they moved north, Southerners brought their culture with them. Sprinkling the Michigan countryside were Baptist churches and “meat-and-three” restaurants serving everything you’d find in Georgia but the grits. On weekends, traveling evangelical preachers sponsored outdoor revival meetings. And through the radio came country music. It was over a Philco radio on the potato and wheat farm owned by the Whitney family of Leslie, Michigan, that Harlan Howard first heard the low, cracked voice of “The Texas Troubadour,” Ernest Tubb, singing “When the World Has Turned You Down” during a broadcast of The Grand Ole Opry. He was hooked.

The Whitneys had already gone to bed by early evening on Saturday nights when the show aired, and so Howard would creep downstairs to the den next to their bedroom where the radio was kept, turn the volume down low, and listen with his ear pressed against the speaker. Soon—he didn’t quite know why—Howard was copying Tubb’s song lyrics onto scraps of paper. “I couldn’t get ’em down fast enough, so I started writing my own verses,” he says. “I’d turn off the radio after I got the melody. It was like a little adventure. In those days you couldn’t tell where his stuff stopped and mine began. I was still a kid, a virgin, and would be for a long time, but he’d sing those love songs and they’d move me.” Plenty of other performers worked the Opry in addition to Tubb, and Howard got to like Roy Acuff’s wistful ballads and Bill Monroe’s backwoods tragedies too. “When all these other people started singing wonderful songs, I decided what I really loved was a good sad country love song. My hobby became country music. Kind of a funny way to get into a profession. I was just a bored kid on a farm. The nearest kid was four years older than me and he lived half a mile away. Not being with your family and not having other children to play with, it was a little lonesome.”

At seventeen, Howard left Michigan for the Army paratrooper training school at Fort Benning, Georgia, where, among other things, he learned to play the guitar. On weekends he hung out with two Southern boys who taught him a few chords on a six-string borrowed from the PX. “I got two hit titles out of the Army,” Howard says. “ ‘Heartaches by the Number,’ because everything in the Army is by the number, and I turned above and beyond the call of duty into ‘Above and Beyond the Call of Love.’ You take things that are part of your life and turn ’em into love songs.”

In 1949, his stretch completed, he went back to Michigan and took a job “doing flunky-type work” in a foundry in Port Huron, which paid for his first guitar. His mother had been remarried, to a man who lived in Port Huron, and so Howard had a new family there. On weekends he took to helping his stepbrother, Joe, cleaning and updating the jukeboxes in the restaurants and taverns in and around the city. “I’d always get acquainted with the waitresses and bartenders,” he says. “They have so many stories. To this day I know every bartender and waitress in Nashville. They’re my friends. I’m an old factory worker. I draw a lot from those friendships. It gives me a focus when I say ‘Who the hell am I writing these songs for?’ ”

Howard was working in a factory that supplied General Motors plants with parts in 1953, when he met a waitress named Trudy and married her. Besides conducting a courtship, he’d been practicing his guitar and reading about the country music people like Tex Ritter were making in Southern California. Howard had always hated Michigan winters. “I said to my wife, let’s move to California,” he says. “They’ve got factories. They’ve got country music.” Two years after their wedding, he and Trudy drove west.

California did have factories and Howard worked in a lot of them. He never earned much more than minimum wage, but the situation had its advantages. “Not having any skills to make big bucks like the tool-and-die guys, all the jobs I took were low-paying jobs, like being an oiler,” he says. “I’d walk around with a squirt can and a can of oil to the huge punch presses and keep them oiled. Once that was done I’d sit in a tool crib until the machines started getting hot again. I had six hours out of eight to goof off, so I’d write songs on the back of production sheets. I had free paper. I was paid. I had free time. I’d come home with a whole pocket stuffed full of lyrics. I never took a punch-press job or anything where I’d have to stand in one place. I did things like bring parts to a handful of guys on an auto production line. Somebody has to bring the guys on the line their parts, except that once I’d gone out there, I’d have four hours to write. I’d go hide behind some boxes and write songs.”

This wasn’t going over very well at home. “My wife didn’t like the fact that all I wanted to be was a country music songwriter,” he says. “She wanted me to go back to school and get a profession. She told me she’d work two jobs if I’d be an architect. God!” he was nearly shouting. “She called it hillybilly music. That pissed me off. She was talkin’ about something I loved. It was like a satanic force in my house.” Another of Howard’s rules of songwriting is that the work makes for divorces by the number, and soon enough he had his first.

He moved into a boarding house, took a new job driving a forklift truck in a book bindery, and began getting to know the West Coast country crowd. He did it methodically, knocking on every door along Selma Avenue in Hollywood, where most country music singers picked up their business mail. When he walked into the offices of Red River Songs to find Tex Ritter and Johnny Bond with their boots on the desk and hats on their heads, it was Howard’s good fortune that the cowboys were in jovial humor. They told Howard to play them a few songs and then asked him to send them a tape, which, after some cajoling, they listened to. Soon Howard was writing, in effect, a country song version of a Robert Service poem, the only western tune Howard ever wrote. He called it “The Blizzard,” and in 1961, “Cowboy” Jim Reeves would ride it to number one.

Howard had never lived in West Texas, much less taken a dog and a lame pony seven miles through a driving prairie snowstorm, but he says this lack wasn’t important in writing “The Blizzard,” just as it didn’t matter that he had yet to set foot in Maryland when he
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