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  CHAPTER ONE


  “My Heart Is Down Texas Way” Young Frances


  IN THE BRIGHT APRIL SPRING OF 1928, FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD FRANCES FOX set out on a sixty-mile trip from Blytheville, Arkansas, south to Memphis, Tennessee. With her brother-in-law at the wheel and his wife in the passenger seat, Frances and her five-month-old son Tommy nestled in the back seat of the automobile for the long journey. The teenaged mom could not wait to visit her mother, Bettie Sue Smith, over the Easter holiday. During a time of celebration for rebirth and renewal, Frances hoped to repair the rocky relationships in her life. At this young age, she had experienced more than her fair share.


  Frances may have been feeling guilty that her behavior over the last eighteen months—eloping at fourteen and having a baby not long after turning fifteen—had caused the final crack in her parents’ already stressful marriage. Bettie Sue Smith, normally a traditionalist when it came to marital unions, had recently divorced her husband Walter after sixteen years of marriage. She took Frances’s younger brother, Hillman, and moved from Osceola, Arkansas, to Memphis.1


  A deeply religious woman raised in the Baptist faith, Bettie Sue felt conflicted over the situation. She understood a wife’s duty to her husband, but she had a mind of her own. Bettie Sue decided that duty did not include staying with an unreliable, unrepentant gambler who might make the family homeless. Yet she probably hoped the divorce, finalized three weeks before the birth of their grandson in November 1927, would convince Walter to give up his vice to get his family back.


  After the divorce, Bettie Sue decided against moving to Uvalde, Texas, where her own parents and extended family lived. Instead, she chose Memphis, where her daughter Frances and son-in-law Tom Fox settled not long after their hasty marriage in April 1926. As a child, Frances Smith had been precocious, but outright rebelliousness did not set in until shortly before Tom came on the scene. Frances inherited her mother’s strong will and pushed it to the next level. Where Bettie Sue gently but firmly stretched some of the boundaries that limited women’s lives, Frances crashed right through them. But the mother was always there for her daughter.


  Bettie Sue Wood—usually called Sue or Sister—was born in east Texas in 1889 and raised in a family of staunch Baptists during the late nineteenth century. Despite her father Charles’s religious faith, he loved music and insisted that all his seven daughters take lessons. Bettie Sue, the eldest, played the piano well, but not enthusiastically. Still, inspired by her father’s resistance to religious restrictions on music, she later struck out with her own form of rebellion.2


  At the end of the 1890s, Charles Wood moved the family to Uvalde, around eighty-five miles west of San Antonio, settling on forty acres of land on Fort Clark Road. Bettie Sue grew up as a broadly based progressive movement was taking root in the United States, chipping away at Victorian attitudes about sexuality and gender roles. Educational and work opportunities expanded for young, white, middle-class women.3


  As more women opted to continue their educations beyond high school, they faced a choice of either using that education to pursue a career or applying it to more efficient housekeeping. Even women themselves frowned at the suggestion that they could or should do both simultaneously. Jane Addams, who founded the Chicago settlement house known as Hull-House the year Bettie Sue was born, became the model progressive woman: well educated and devoted to a social work career of helping others. Like many other settlement house workers, Addams never married.


  Progressive women supported the suffrage movement, which in the 1890s briskly pushed a “Votes for Women” campaign. In Texas, however, the drive for women’s voting rights fell flat. In the 1860s and 1870s, state politicians rejected attempts to add women’s suffrage to the state constitution. Though a Texas Equal Rights Association organized in Dallas in 1893, it lasted only three years. In 1903, while Bettie Sue Wood attended high school, an Equal Suffrage League sprang up in Houston. It, too, proved short-lived. Conservative tradition ran deep in Texas. Very few women cared about casting a ballot. They did not see what voting had to do with their purview of marriage and family.


  By the time Bettie Sue graduated from college in 1908, only one suffrage group—in Austin—existed in the state. Even if she supported the cause, it is unlikely any suffrage advocates existed at the school she chose to attend. As Frances Smith later remarked about her mother, “something slipped somewhere,” and Bettie Sue rebelled from her parents’ Baptist faith by enrolling in Texas Presbyterian College. Located about three hundred miles north of Uvalde in Milford, the school, which opened in 1902 to educate “Christian Women for Christian Homes,” required all students to complete two years of Bible classes.4


  One day on campus, the pretty young woman met Walter Hillman Smith, the brother of a classmate. Walter, three years Bettie Sue’s senior, hailed from a prosperous Baptist family of merchants and farmers in Centerville, Mississippi. For two years he attended the all-male Mississippi College in Clinton, run by the Mississippi Baptist Convention. The Smith family developed ties to the institution; Walter was named for one of its past presidents, Walter Hillman. Despite Baptist prohibitions, Walter Smith loved to dance and cut a rug at every opportunity. Great serendipity, then, that Bettie Sue played the piano so well.5


  After college, the young Miss Wood moved back to Uvalde and taught school. Since the early 1800s, teaching had been viewed as a respectable occupation for women, but not a lifelong career. Most women regarded it as a practical application of their own higher education, a wage-earning way station between young adulthood and marriage. Bettie Sue’s bridge period lasted about two years. She wed Walter Smith in 1911, and they settled on the Wood family cotton farm in Uvalde. On October 31, 1912, she gave birth to her first child, a daughter they named Frances Octavia.6


  The labor proved difficult for Bettie Sue, and the doctor put her in a “twilight sleep,” which may have accounted for the misinformation supplied on Frances’s birth certificate. Someone listed the date of birth as October 30, and the name of the child as Lucille Wood Smith. For the first three days of her life—and maybe for the only time in her young life—baby Frances stayed quiet. “The doctors and the nurses were sure that I was an abnormal child,” she later recalled. “When I finally came to, I made up for lost time with a racket that upset the whole hospital. Mother says that I have been making myself heard ever since.”7


  With a growing family, Walter Smith looked to earn a more stable income than farming provided. He and his brother-in-law opened a hardware store in the town of Italy in Ellis County, about 330 miles north of Uvalde. Surrounded by farms growing cotton, corn, and wheat, Italy was small but growing. Just over a thousand people lived there in 1900, and the population inched up to about thirteen hundred in 1920.


  Much of that increase in residents was due to the economic benefits the Missouri-Kansas-Texas railroad brought. The line stopped in Italy, ensuring the farmers could get their crops to market and bringing in the modern consumer items they needed. The town’s thriving commerce made Walter’s store profitable enough that he and Bettie Sue expanded their family. In March 1916, when Frances was three years old, her parents presented her with a baby brother named after his father and called Hillman or Son.8


  For the young Smith siblings, the Wood family farm in Uvalde became a place to visit on weekends and summer vacations. “All of Texas seemed like a grand romance in those days—so wild and free,” Frances later recalled. It represented the place of her heart. She found plenty there to occupy her days. “If there was a pony around, I rode that; if not, I found a goat to ride. I rode anything I could get astraddle.” She fished in and roamed the banks of the Nueces River, “which was so clear you could see the fish below and the rocks at the bottom.”9


  Frances spent plenty of time with the extended Wood family, too. She remembered how “Granddaddy used to popcorn at night, read the Bible and have family prayer, and insist that all the children and grandchildren eat an orange or apple with him at bedtime.” Everyone gathered in the large dining room, “where the big, happy family enjoyed old-fashioned, home-cooked meals in wonderful fellowship and quiet respect for my grandparents.”10


  A dozen doting aunts and uncles pronounced Frances cute and clever. The little girl agreed, and she quickly learned how to cultivate admiration. “When someone gave me new clothes; I pirouetted in front of the mirror, a la the greatest actress in the world,” she admitted. She “burst into song at the drop of a hat,” and more than once during Sunday church services, “I broke away from my parents when the lively gospel songs were sung and danced down the aisle of the church.” Swift spankings from her father failed to curtail this behavior.11


  While Bettie Sue’s youth took place during the Progressive era and the Votes for Women suffrage campaign, Frances’s early years coincided with the United States’ participation in World War I and the final push for the Nineteenth Amendment, which conferred voting rights on most American women. In September 1918, thirty-two-year-old Walter Smith registered for the draft but did not receive a call-up for military service. The family lost no one in the war or from the influenza pandemic that swept worldwide in 1918.12


  Bettie Sue still demonstrated no interest in suffrage even though Texas women received the right to vote in primary elections in 1918. In May 1919, male voters in the state refused to ratify a proposed amendment to the Texas constitution that would grant women the right to vote in all elections. On June 28, after the US Congress finally passed the Nineteenth Amendment, Texas became the first Southern state to ratify the women’s suffrage amendment. The remainder of the required thirty-six states completed the process by August.13


  As a child, Frances Smith would have been unaware or unconcerned about these national and international events. Through her eyes, everything in her life was perfect—or nearly so. After the move to Italy, the little girl cycled through a variety of childhood illnesses, including diphtheria, a contagious bacterial infection. The disease temporarily paralyzed Frances’s palate, an uncommon development in the third week of its progression. The paralysis was frightening enough that she remembered it decades later.14


  Frances also may not have known why her parents established separate households. In January 1920, federal census takers counted the Smith family in two locations. Bettie Sue’s residence, for which she was listed as head of the household, showed her living in Uvalde with Frances and Hillman. Walter was identified as head of the household of rented quarters in Italy, Texas.15


  The two domiciles likely indicated a troubled marriage. Perhaps Bettie Sue believed living apart from Walter would protect the economic well-being of the family, giving her more control over the money that her husband might gamble away. Yet she did not consider the marriage finished. Later that year, when Walter Smith decided to work with his brother in Arkansas, Bettie Sue agreed to move with him. Maybe she believed a more isolated location would keep her husband out of trouble. But Frances recalled her father as a man who “always thought the grass was greener somewhere else.” This time the lure was a long staple cotton farm located midway between Osceola and Luxora in northeast Arkansas, along the banks of the Mississippi River.16


  The Smiths settled into a small frame house on the property, a simple structure that, like others in rural locations throughout the country, lacked electricity. Frances and Hillman made friends with two Black children of the sharecropping family that also worked the land. The young foursome spent countless hours outside playing games. Bettie Sue and Walter gave their offspring one non-negotiable rule, one that introduced them to racial segregation. “We could play together outside all we wished,” Frances remembered, “but that was it, and all of it. They never came into our house, and we never went into theirs. We children never discussed this; we knew that it was expected of us, and we accepted it.”17


  Jim Crow laws dominated the American South in the early twentieth century. The legalized separation of the races began after the defeat of the Confederacy in the Civil War. Southern whites, deprived of the institution of slavery that once formed the backbone of their economic, political, and social systems, now cemented their power through discrimination and segregation. The Supreme Court allowed states to establish literacy tests and poll taxes for voters, which were unfairly applied to African Americans. “Whites only” signs appeared on public facilities including water fountains, restrooms, and schools. Children like Frances learned about the color line from a young age. Opposition to these racialized laws already existed, especially within Black communities, and would gain power and strength throughout the twentieth century.


  Bettie Sue and Walter Smith enrolled their daughter in public school in the Mississippi County seat of Osceola, a town with a population of about seventeen hundred. Like Italy, Texas, Osceola thrived because of its proximity to a railroad line. It boasted a bustling town square and a business district that lined its main street, Hale Avenue. At seven years old, Frances ended up in a third-grade classroom, advanced because she already knew the alphabet and how to count. She got along well with her older classmates despite the age difference, though she later lamented, “Children are children for such a short time! We can skip too much, in human experience—skip too many valuable experiences.”18


  The little girl enjoyed the intellectual challenge that skipping grades provided, and she threw herself into schoolwork. Frances diligently completed homework, scored well on exams, and engaged in extracurricular activities. A religious component complemented her formal education. “We recited the Lord’s Prayer in the classroom every morning, and on Fridays we had ‘chapel,’ with singing, Bible reading, prayer, and a minister from a different church to talk to us,” she recalled.19


  When Frances turned eight, she began piano lessons with Flavia Driver, who had studied at the Southern Conservatory of Music in Memphis. Bettie Sue Smith insisted, like her father before her, that girls needed music instruction. Frances did not need convincing; she loved music. As she remembered, “It went well for a time, until I began to get impatient with scales and with those everlasting exercises, and began to improvise and to play the way I wanted it!” The lessons ended shortly thereafter. Telling the story decades later, Frances either claimed she refused to take them anymore or that she “drove my poor teacher to distraction until finally she informed my parents that she could no longer teach me anything.”20


  Frances found she could play by ear. She began with simple hymns in Sunday school before later tackling jazz tunes with some ukulele-playing high school friends. She also decided to work on her singing voice and performed her first solo at church with “In the Garden.” This musical talent gave Frances grand ideas about her future. “I wanted to be a singer, I wanted to be a dancer, I wanted to be an artist—I used to draw and paint, you know, free-style—and I think most of all I wanted to be an actress. I wanted to do anything that involved performing.” Bettie Sue and Walter had something more modest in mind for their daughter: becoming a piano or elementary school teacher. But even at a young age, Frances knew. “Oh, no, that wasn’t nearly enough for me!”21


  She pushed herself to not only keep up with her older classmates, but to surpass them. It came at a cost. “At eleven, I discovered that I had nerves,” she later remembered. “I had a nervous breakdown, plus a spot on a lung,” possibly from tuberculosis. Frances spent the whole summer vacation in bed recovering. As she headed into her teenage years, her competitive streak extended from academics to landing the most popular boys to date. Her parents considered thirteen too young and wanted her to wait. They tried to ridicule her into compliance. “My family often laughed at my performances with the boys, and that stung me. I was sure I was old enough to do what I was doing.”22


  Frances forced a compromise. She asked Bettie Sue to serve as a chaperone for the younger teenage girls like herself who were not allowed to date but wanted to attend the town dances at the courthouse in Osceola. Frances decided, though, not to look like someone who needed to have her behavior monitored. To appear older, she put a permanent wave in her hair and borrowed dresses from an indulgent aunt. Frances danced with boys under her mother’s watchful eyes. Many asked her out, but Bettie Sue and Walter Smith held firm to their conviction that she wait a few more years. They thought they had the situation under control.


  Then eighteen-year-old Thomas Fox showed up. He motored over in his Chrysler roadster from nearby Blytheville, a small, bustling cotton farming town in northeast Arkansas. Frances could not take her eyes off him when he walked into the dance. “Tom was dashing and handsome with dark, serious eyes,” she later recalled. They were both mad for the Charleston, and before long they were mad for each other. Frances ignored her parents’ prohibition on dating and let Tom squire her around in his car to other dances and parties, hoping her parents would not find out.23


  But they did, of course. Bettie Sue may not have been surprised. She always said, “Frances is too impulsive; she means well, but she rushes into things before she thinks them through.” Once the Smiths learned about their daughter’s clandestine dating, they forbade her to see Tom. They may have been especially worried that his car provided them with too many opportunities to be alone and unchaperoned. An uncle tried to bribe Frances to stop seeing the young man by offering to send her to study music in Switzerland. “But it was too late to reel me in,” Frances admitted. “Rebellion flared in my soul.” She wanted Tom.24


  Frances tried negotiating, the strategy that earned her those nights on the dance floor at the courthouse. This time her parents refused to budge. She could not date, especially someone eighteen years old. Frances defied them and met Tom in secret at the homes of conspiring friends. On Friday, April 8, 1927, when she was supposed to be at a rehearsal for a high school play, she and Tom eloped. It must have been true love because Frances willingly gave up the limelight of appearing in one of the production’s leading roles.25


  The couple lied about their ages on the marriage license. They found a Baptist minister in Blytheville who did not look too closely at them or at the document. “Afterwards, we sped across the state line in his roadster to Tom’s mother’s house in Humboldt, Tennessee. We spent our honeymoon there—one weekend with his mother and his aunt.”26


  By the time the newlyweds arrived in Humboldt, guilt overrode Frances’s excitement. She knew her parents would be frantic over her disappearance, so she telephoned home to announce the marriage. Her mother took the call. “Never will I forget the awful, throbbing silence that followed, but it didn’t last long,” Frances remembered. Bettie Sue said she forgave her daughter for the scare over her absence, then begged her to come home. “My mother pleaded with me to go back to high school, since I was in the junior class and would graduate in another year. I refused. All I wanted, then, was to be a good wife and to start a home of my own.”27


  Tom delivered Frances out of the doldrums of a boring, childish high school life in Osceola and made her feel like an adult. Plus, he was handsome, enjoyed a good party, and was a marvelous dancer. Frances refused to give him up. That Bettie Sue and Walter Smith declined to insist on an annulment indicated they likely worried their daughter married because of something more than true love.


  The young couple first lived with Tom’s father and stepmother in Blytheville. The living arrangements proved less than ideal for Tom and Frances, affording them little privacy to get to know each other. Tom worked at the family’s dry-cleaning business, where he increasingly chafed under his father’s authority. And soon everyone in the crowded household learned an important piece of information about the newlyweds. Frances was pregnant.


  It is not clear exactly when she realized this. Frances later claimed she and Tom married in February rather than April, which suggests she worried about what people would say about a baby arriving not quite eight months after the wedding. Tom and Frances might have engaged in premarital sex and decided to elope because of that and in case she had become pregnant. If the two slept together prior to the wedding, they were part of a growing number of American couples to do so. During the 1920s a younger generation of women, known as flappers, flaunted their sexuality by wearing short skirts, bobbing their hair, and applying makeup. They drove around, unescorted, with young men who took them on dates to picture shows and speakeasies. Dating duos found quiet places, often in parked cars, where they kissed and petted, sexual activity that stopped short of intercourse. When a steady relationship developed with the understanding that marriage would follow, the engaged pair sometimes declined to wait until their wedding night to have sex.


  The fact of Frances’s pregnancy might have injected an additional level of stress between the teenaged couple and Tom’s parents. Maybe they blamed Frances for tying their son down at a young age; they did not want the disruption of having a baby in the house. Tom decided he and his wife should try their luck in Memphis. A catastrophic flood had hit the city earlier in 1927, and Tom may have believed he could find something better than a dry-cleaning job while Memphis scrambled to restore itself. Frances enthusiastically agreed to the move. “I wanted adventure! I wanted to see the world and be sophisticated.”28


  A vibrant, progressive city, the population of Memphis exceeded one hundred thousand by 1900, and through the 1920s it surged toward two hundred fifty thousand. It boasted several railroad lines, trolley cars, and indoor electricity and plumbing. City leaders held modern political views and, in 1920, actively lobbied the state to ratify the woman suffrage amendment. Throughout the 1910s, the mayor flouted state prohibition laws and kept the city flowing with alcohol, enhancing local nightlife.


  Memphis’s entertainment venues especially appealed to Frances, who considered them the epitome of high culture. By the 1920s, the city served as the center of modern music in the South. Living there, Frances believed, would keep her passion for music lit. Beale Street, stretching nearly two miles from the Mississippi River to East Street, housed predominantly Black-owned nightclubs, restaurants, and hotels. Its bars and clubs attracted the best blues and jazz musicians and singers, including Lizzie Douglas and Walter “Furry” Lewis, who brought in both Black and white patrons. The popularity of Black music pushed at the boundaries of racial segregation but did not break them.


  Frances and Tom did not exactly strike out on their own. Their decision to settle in Memphis was likely made with the help of Bettie Sue Smith, who also moved there in 1927. Her marriage to Walter, already strained because of his gambling, may have further deteriorated if they disagreed over how to respond to Frances’s elopement. Clearly Bettie Sue wanted to help her daughter. What is not certain is how Walter felt about all this. Perhaps he believed Frances should fend for herself, accept the consequences of the decisions she made. Maybe his unwillingness to assist their daughter gave Bettie Sue the final push toward divorce.


  If Tom and Frances Fox ever lived on their own in Memphis, it was for a very short period. At some point, they moved into a modest two-bedroom brick bungalow on Faxon Avenue, which they shared with Bettie Sue and young Hillman. Tom found work easily enough, while Frances struggled with domestic chores. “I didn’t know anything about keeping house, I didn’t know anything about anything. I would try to cook for us, but it was awful: lumpy cream gravy, burnt hamburgers.” The anticipated evenings of music and dancing never materialized. With the cost of living much higher in Memphis than in Blytheville, the young couple rarely had enough extra money to spend in nightclubs. Besides, Frances grew large with the pregnancy, tired easily, and, in the end, could not whip up much excitement about Memphis nightlife.29


  Frances gave birth to Thomas Fox Jr.—a quiet baby with enormous brown eyes, called Tommy—on November 28, 1927. While Frances believed God blessed her with the child, Tom felt burdened by this new addition to the family. He had resented the pregnancy and was repulsed by his wife’s morning sickness and got upset when she gained weight and declined to go dancing. After Tommy’s arrival, Tom complained that the baby’s crying kept him up at night. Hospital bills forced him to sell his beloved car. He may have also found it difficult to get along with Bettie Sue, putting an additional strain on the Fox marriage. Tom decided to move his family back to Blytheville. Frances remained cheerful. She had her dream: a handsome husband and a beautiful baby. And she believed Tom shared her happiness.30


  Before Tommy turned six months old, Tom encouraged Frances to take the baby for a week-long visit to Memphis to see her mother and celebrate Easter. He arranged for his brother and sister-in-law to drive Frances and Tommy the sixty-mile route, likely pleading a busy work schedule to his wife. Frances, who loved her mother and missed her, looked forward to showing Bettie Sue how well she took care of Tommy on her own. Frances also missed her younger brother, Hillman, and welcomed the opportunity to spend more time with him.


  The first couple of days of the visit went smoothly. Then Frances received a letter from Tom that upended her world. He wanted a divorce. They married too young, Tom wrote, and he did not want to be saddled with a wife and son. He had already walked out on her several times during their short marriage, but Frances always took him back. Caught up in her own happiness, she refused to see Tom’s discontent. “It broke my heart,” Frances remembered. “I was stricken. It felt like I was being killed.”31


  Over the telephone and in letters, she pleaded with Tom to change his mind. He refused. Bettie Sue inserted herself into the couple’s row. She was happy enough to see the marriage end and discouraged Frances from pursuing Tom any further. Although Bettie Sue was raised a Baptist and considered herself a woman of faith, she had already demonstrated her willingness to break the “until death do us part” vow. She left Walter when his gambling threatened to ruin the family. Now she stood by her daughter when she got in trouble. Bettie Sue believed her highest duty was to protect her children, and she expected her daughter to do the same for her own son.


  That Bettie Sue urged Frances to end the marriage indicates she detected trouble with it when they all lived together in the house on Faxon Avenue. The protective mother probably saw Tom Fox’s inability to be a good husband and father. She convinced Frances to accept that Tom would not change his mind about the divorce. He did not want a wife and child; nobody would come to carry her and the baby back to Blytheville.


  At fifteen, Frances now bore the responsibility for Tommy. She always wanted to be a grown-up, so her mother treated her like one. The two women discussed options and chose the one that seemed most practical. Bettie Sue offered to let Frances and Tommy stay with her and Hillman, and she would watch the baby while Frances attended secretarial school.


  Teaching had been a popular choice for single women of Bettie Sue’s generation looking for a way to earn a living; now office work increasingly attracted more younger women like Frances. Clerical duties like typing and filing—originally the bastion of men working their way up the business ladder—offered women a more modern alternative that was also cleaner and safer than factory jobs. Office work, however, ceased to function as paths of upward career mobility once women dominated them. Companies tended to hire white, middle-class women because they were presentable, could be paid less than men, and often left in a few years to get married rather than pushing for promotions.


  Working in an office to support her son did not mean Frances gave up on her dream of stardom. She had been composing and singing her own songs as long as she could remember and had learned to play piano as soon as she could sit on the bench and reach the keys. More than anything—except for being a good mother to Tommy and maybe salvaging her marriage—she wanted to be a famous singer.


  Frances believed radio was key to her professional advancement. This new boxy device brought news, sports, drama, comedy, and music right into people’s homes in the 1920s. It brimmed with opportunity for anyone who wanted to break into show business. Local, geographically contained radio broadcasts cropped up during the 1910s. At the beginning of the 1920s, big companies like Westinghouse saw the advertising potential and invested in building radio stations capable of sending stronger signals and reaching more listeners. American Telephone and Telegraph (AT&T) quickly figured out how to string together enough of the local stations to create a national one. This led to the founding of the National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) in 1926, which allowed people in different parts of the country to hear the same program. Its inaugural four-and-a half-hour variety show ran over a hookup of twenty-four stations. Some two million people tuned in; one in six US households contained a radio.32


  Frances knew if radio listeners heard her voice, whether nationally or locally, they would fall in love with it and she would become a star. She just needed to figure out how to make that happen in music-loving Memphis, which attracted crowds of music lovers to Beale Street and already had three radio stations.


  That was the dream. In the meantime, Frances had to earn money. Memphis contained several secretarial schools for her to choose from but enrolling proved more complicated than she anticipated. Frances never finished high school, and applicants were expected to submit a diploma. Alice V. Wylie, owner of the Office Training School on Monroe Avenue downtown, made an exception when she saw Frances’s transcripts. A bright student, the teenager always managed to earn high grades in her classes, impressive enough that Wylie admitted her.33


  Frances threw herself into the secretarial course. As promised, Bettie Sue cared for her grandson during the day. Tommy, like his mother, demonstrated an interest in music at an early age. He hummed recognizable songs while he sat on the floor playing with his blocks. When he started to talk, Tommy called Bettie Sue “mom.” He could not pronounce Frances, so he referred to her as “Sassy,” a mispronunciation as charming as it was astute. Frances Fox possessed a sharp, snappish side that she struggled to control.34


  The multigenerational household did quite well. Hillman attended public school, Frances finished the stenography course and found a job with the Memphis bus company, and Bettie Sue eventually took in boarders to bring in additional income while she stayed home with Tommy. The family went to church on Sundays, where Frances sang in the choir. She made new friends but did not make them privy to the details of her life. Most people knew her as Miss Frances Fox and declined to ask why she and her mother did not share the same last name. Bettie Sue encouraged her daughter to act like a young, single woman. She offered to legally adopt Tommy. But the teenager refused. As much as she appreciated her mother’s help, she would not give up her child.35


  Though work kept her mind occupied during the daytime hours, Frances found the evenings long and lonely. She missed Tom, still loved him, and hoped he would change his mind about the divorce. One day, after being out of touch for months, he surprised her by showing up as she walked outside on her lunch break. “See if you can get off work this afternoon,” Tom said. “Let’s go over to the State Theater, let’s catch a show.” Before she replied, he added, “Frances, come back to me.” With those words, that entreaty, Frances knew she still loved Tom. Right then and there she decided to go back with him to Blytheville.36


  Frances spent the rest of the day as usual, coming home from work and helping with dinner, determined not to arouse her mother’s suspicions. Bettie Sue had pushed for the divorce and would not approve of a reconciliation with Tom. Frances planned to leave with Tommy around midnight and meet Tom at the corner. But as the sun set that night, the teenager watched her mother with Tommy, and she started to cry. “I knew my mother would always be there. If I faltered, she would stand by my side. I thought how much she had done for me, and how she had stayed with the boy day and night when he needed her, and I made a decision.”37


  When Tom telephoned later to confirm their plans, Frances told him she changed her mind. She and Tommy would stay in Memphis. “It was tough, but it was the right thing to do,” she later recalled. “For little Tom, and for me.” The divorce, finalized in 1928, likely inspired Frances’s first copyrighted song, “Just a Tear of Regret.” The determined teenager would never have dreamed how much stardom was ahead of her, how much more heartbreak, and that she would become one of the century’s biggest celebrities.38



  
  CHAPTER TWO


  The Sweetheart of Song Becoming Dale Evans


  WITH ONE DREAM DASHED, ANOTHER WAS ABOUT TO COME TRUE. FRANces Fox’s job with the bus company lasted about three weeks before she landed a better one as a stenographer in the claims department of the Fidelity and Casualty Company of New York, located in downtown Memphis on Union Avenue. It paid the bills while affording her enough time to pursue her artistic ambitions. She tried her hand at short stories. “I did write several—all flops. They all came back from the publishers accompanied by the dreaded rejection slip. It dawned on me that millions would never read me as they read O. Henry.”1


  Frances focused on songwriting. At her desk one day in the summer of 1929, she ignored the blank accident claim form wound onto her typewriter carriage. Frances thought about the latest piece of music she was working on and began to sing. Her boss, James Elmore, walked in and asked, “What are you doing?” She explained about the song she had stuck in her head. “You sing well,” he said. “How would you like to sing on the radio?”2


  For Frances, “The heavens opened! Bells rang and trumpets sounded!” Elmore told her he owned part of a paper stock company that sponsored a fifteen-minute Friday night radio program on a local station. He believed he could get her a spot if she could play the piano to accompany her singing. And he did. For her radio debut, Frances performed Ethelbert Nevin’s “Mighty Lak’ a Rose,” which she dedicated to Tommy. She sang well enough that the station asked her to return on a regular basis. That lasted for several months.3


  Though decades later Frances could not recall the name of the first station, she remembered a rival wooed her away because she attracted so many listeners. WMC gave Frances Fox a half-hour show on Monday nights. Memphis’s third station began broadcasting in 1923 and became an NBC affiliate in 1927. The Memphis Commercial Appeal, a local newspaper, owned WMC, and housed its transmitter and tower on the top floor of its headquarters building. It carried a variety of programs but was most known for broadcasting late-night blues concerts. In October 1923, the station flouted racial segregation conventions to bring in twenty-nine-year-old Bessie Smith for a live performance. The Chattanooga native, known as the Empress of the Blues, recorded her first songs with Columbia Records that year, and likely sang “Downhearted Blues” and “Gulf Coast Blues” to the WMC audience.


  Frances embraced Memphis’s blues and jazz traditions, and all her life she admired singers like Bessie Smith and Ethel Waters. From the beginning of Frances’s musical career, she incorporated those songs into her repertoire. The Memphis Commercial Appeal featured her in an article, “WMC Offers Outstanding Entertainers,” the day before her debut on WMC. Frances’s headshot at the top center of the page revealed a youthful beauty: a sincere smile, auburn hair parted in the middle, falling in long waves behind a bare neck and shoulders. The piece touted her as a “well-known blues singer.”4


  Monday, October 14 was fair, with the temperature hovering in the 70s—a perfect afternoon to listen to the radio broadcast of the fifth game of the World Series. The Commercial Appeal reminded its readers that Frances Fox, a “diminutive radio artist” who sang popular songs in a “fascinating style,” putting her own “delightful personality” into her tunes, would take the microphone at WMC that evening at 7:30. During the following weeks, the newspaper emphasized that her offerings included blues numbers and reinforced her popularity with WMC listeners.5


  The stock market crash of October 29 nearly shattered her dream of stardom. Frances’s third appearance on WMC occurred the night before thousands of investors lost billions of dollars. The market collapse exposed and exacerbated existing weaknesses in the American economy, and financial conditions steadily worsened. Into the 1930s, all businesses suffered in some way while millions of Americans lost jobs, savings, and homes. It was not the ideal time to launch a new career.


  Fortunately, Frances still had a secretarial job, though now at a different company. At some point, she moved to Treadwell and Harry Insurance. Founded in 1910, the business attracted attention because of its proprietors, the sisters Mary Harry Treadwell and Georgia Harry, the first women in the United States to own an insurance company. Treadwell and Harry also offered a new product for a wildly popular new consumer item: automobile insurance. In the mid-1920s, after running the business for more than ten years, they turned it over to Treadwell’s sons. Years later, Tim Treadwell remembered Frances Fox. “She could sing, but what I recall most is the way she could spank a piano.”6


  Then Clarence Saunders, founder of the innovative Piggly Wiggly grocery store chain and now proprietor of the Sole Owner grocery stores, hired Frances as a stenographer. She earned a decent salary, imperative because the thirty-minute show on WMC garnered her a lot of attention, but not much money. Frances accepted other singing gigs in Memphis, including for civic organizations that wanted live entertainment at their social functions. Occasionally they paid cash, sometimes as much as $20. More typically, as the Depression tightened in 1930, her compensation came in the form of a meal—the ubiquitous banquet plate of chicken croquettes and peas—along with leftovers to take home. When a dance band came to town, Frances might receive an invitation to join them for a number or two. She remembered, “My name was up there. I was in popular demand. I was somebody.”7


  In late February 1930, WMC bumped Frances’s show to Friday nights at 11:00. This may have been a bid to broaden her audience with the night owls who populated the live music venues, but it also marked the end of her time at the station. WMC continued to advertise her performances that month, describing her as a “local songster of exceptional popularity . . . worth staying up for.” Frances’s name no longer appeared in connection with WMC programs after February.8


  She probably attempted to parlay her growing popularity into a better deal. In March, the Memphis Press-Scimitar ran a piece about “Miss Frances Fox, well-known blues singer,” who would be featured on a series of shows on WREC that began Monday, September 29, 1930, at 9:30 p.m. The station, which began broadcasting in the late 1920s from the basement of the Peabody Hotel, may have been hungry to sign local talent like Frances. Her repertoire of blues songs would have been an added benefit for the station, which, in a few years, billed itself as “all-white.”9


  The blues, pioneered by African-American musicians and singers, proved tremendously popular among white listeners. This posed a problem in the Jim Crow South, which insisted on keeping the races separated. The mainstream music industry responded by promoting white artists who performed jazz and blues songs arranged for white audiences. Frances’s love of these musical genres, her talent, and her race made her the perfect performer for WREC.


  Although the newspaper article indicated Frances Fox would regularly appear on the station for fifteen minutes every Monday night, it is not clear how long she continued. WREC likely instituted financial cutbacks that affected programming because of the Depression. This may have also been around the time young Tommy Fox struggled with a variety of childhood illnesses, which would have commanded more of Frances’s attention.


  The boy developed a particularly nasty bout of mastoiditis, an untreated middle ear infection that was, in the early twentieth century, a leading cause of childhood death. While Frances worked, Bettie Sue attended Tommy around the clock for three days, applying ice packs to the back of his ears, not even leaving his side long enough to change her clothes. “Mom had faith in the Lord and in her ice therapy—and the swelling finally went down,” Frances remembered. The child soon recovered.10


  Romance further diverted Frances’s attention. Though forced—with a lot of prodding from her mother—to confront the reality that her marriage to Tom Fox was over, she never gave up hope of finding true love. Sometime during 1930, Frances met twenty-one-year-old August Wayne Johns, born and raised in Water Valley, Mississippi, about eighty-five miles south of Memphis. Recently employed as a clerk with the Memphis Baking Company, August, who went by the nickname Candy, now worked as the manager of the Sunlight Produce Company. One of Frances’s friends, Jeanette Englert, whose employment as a clerk at the Memphis Baking Company overlapped with August’s, probably introduced them.11


  August Johns and Frances Fox liked to go dancing at the rooftop garden of the Peabody Hotel, the same building that housed WREC. The $5 million Italian Renaissance structure, designed by the famed Chicago architect Walter Ahlschlager, opened in 1925, graced with a two-story air-conditioned lobby and a centerpiece black travertine marble fountain. “This was a very chic and cosmopolitan venue—the heart of social life in the mid-South—and I thought I was quite the sophisticate just going there,” Frances recalled.12


  August impressed Frances with his ability to take her to such nice places. Clearly, he earned a good salary, and he may have communicated a willingness to settle down. Now eighteen, Frances longed for the solid marriage and stable family that had eluded her with Tom Fox. Exactly what Bettie Sue thought of her daughter’s new relationship is not clear. She probably wanted those same things for Frances, but she may have been uncomfortable with how quickly the courtship progressed. During the Depression, young adults tended to postpone marriage because of the expenses involved in planning a wedding and setting up a household.


  August and Frances opted to move ahead, and they set the wedding for 5:30 on Sunday afternoon, November 30, 1930. The first time around, Frances experienced the excitement of an elopement; now came the splendor of a formal church ceremony. The couple chose the Bellevue Baptist Church, which Frances likely attended every Sunday with Tommy and Bettie Sue. Located a short walk down north Bellevue Boulevard from where they lived in the La Blanche Apartments, the church comfortably accommodated one thousand people, not an unusually large crowd, given the popularity of Robert Greene Lee’s sermons.


  Three years into what would become a thirty-three-year ministry at Bellevue Baptist, during which twenty-four thousand members joined, the forty-four-year-old pastor preached “The Word of God—Not Broken Not Bound” and “Pay Day Someday” to packed pews. Lee, who went on to become one of the most influential leaders of the Southern Baptist Convention, officiated at Frances’s wedding. The guest list did not come close to one thousand.13


  Frances selected tall stands of cathedral candles and white chrysanthemums to decorate the church. Music featured prominently in the ceremony. Albert Johnson, the congregation’s organist, played several songs, including “Ah, Sweet Mystery of Life,” while guests arrived and took their seats. Nelle McWaters, daughter of a Memphis deputy sheriff, sang “All for You,” a popular tune of the 1920s. The traditional wedding marches from Lohengrin and Mendelssohn accompanied the wedding procession.14


  Twenty-three-year-old Jeanette Englert served as maid of honor. She wore a beige chiffon velvet dress with a matching hat and carried a bouquet of yellow Pernet roses. W. Thomas Whitson, a childhood friend of August Johns from Water Valley, Mississippi, traveled from his new home in Chicago where he worked as a clerk in a railroad office, to stand as best man. Frances also selected chiffon velvet for her bridal ensemble, a princess style in royal blue, complemented with a silver turban trimmed in blue. She carried pink roses and lilies of the valley in a shower bouquet. It was a fashionable affair.15


  The Thursday night following the wedding, Jeanette Englert threw a party to celebrate the Johns’s marriage, combining a bridge party with a miscellaneous bridal shower. It also functioned as a farewell party. According to a newspaper article about the festivities, August accepted a promotion that required an out-of-state move. He, Frances, and Tommy were headed to Fairmount, North Dakota, a small town at the southeast edge of the state, near the Minnesota border. The gathering at the Englert home, which Bettie Sue also attended, may have been the last touch of elegance Frances experienced for quite a while. Jeanette chose a pink and green color scheme for the party that carried through to the colors on the bridge tally cards and the mints served as snacks. The hostess wore a black crepe gown, while Frances, the guest of honor, donned black velvet from her trousseau.16


  It was not the kind of dress she would need for any occasion in Fairmount. If the new Johns family really went to North Dakota—and there is reason to believe the newspaper story got it wrong—they would have arrived in December 1930, in the depths of a Great Plains winter. The tiny farming community contained about five streets and five cross streets, with no evidence of a produce business. In Fairmount, Frances Fox Johns, eighteen years old with a three-year-old son and an ambition for stardom, would have found herself in the middle of nowhere. The article may have meant to identify Fargo, with a population of twenty-five thousand plus one radio station, as the Johns’s destination. Whether Fairmount or Fargo, Frances never mentioned North Dakota in her reminiscences.


  “We both had friends in Chicago,” she later remembered, “and decided to give Chicago a try.” Frances likely referred to August’s childhood friend and best man, Thomas Whitson, who lived in an apartment on Keystone Avenue with his divorced sister and widowed mother. The Johns’s move after the marriage, whether directly from Memphis or after a brief stop in North Dakota, may have been facilitated by a $500 check sent from Uvalde, Texas, by Frances’s Grandfather Wood.17


  It might have been a wedding present—a very generous one—and it provided the young couple with a comfortable financial cushion. Since Frances managed to start her singing career in Memphis, she believed she could build a bigger one in the Windy City, which boasted several radio stations and scores of nightclubs, sophisticated and otherwise. If she cultivated an audience there, her next stop, she dreamed, would be Broadway. She planned to do what she had done in Memphis—work an office job during the day and sing in the evenings.


  Both Frances and August would be fortunate to find jobs at all. The Depression, now at its nadir, hit Chicago hard. The city’s population topped three million, with nearly half of its workers unemployed. Shelters sprung up to house thousands of the homeless. Soup kitchens fed the hungry. As private donations tapped out and the city of Chicago ran out of money to pay for relief efforts, the Cook County Board asked Chicago’s employed to pay a voluntary tax to fund aid programs.


  With a stroke of luck, August Johns landed a job in the advertising department of Libby, McNeill & Libby. The canned food company was founded in Chicago in 1869 and still employed thousands of people. Frances found work with a stockbroker on LaSalle Street. Despite her mother’s plea to save the money from her grandfather, Frances decided to “get in on the ground floor” of a new airline company that planned to offer flights from Chicago to Pittsburgh. Her stockbroker boss encouraged the investment, and August, who liked to gamble, probably did, too. Frances lost the entire $500.18


  This may have been why her second marriage started to unravel—because of August’s taste for gambling and alcohol. The couple could not always pay the rent on their East 71st Street apartment and Frances rarely scraped together enough money for groceries. Her husband’s drinking may have made him abusive. Frances later claimed August verbally assaulted her and Tommy, and at least once slapped the little boy. Sometimes August stayed away from home for days at a stretch.19


  After that costly job with the stockbroker, Frances moved on to a position as a file clerk at the Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company. She rode a commuter train to and from the South Loop, a round trip that added about an hour to her workday. The job proved more demanding than any she previously held. Frances spent most of her time in a room with a large set of filing cabinets arranged in a horseshoe shape, two stories high. She climbed up and down, all day long, fetching and returning documents. Frances also relieved the switchboard operator as needed and took dictation from five different men.


  The position paid $25 a week. “My salary went for rent, a babysitter to watch Tom when he came home from school, heavy coats to protect us from a kind of winter we had never known, and food. It was a struggle to make ends meet.” Frances turned to her mother for help, and Bettie Sue dutifully traveled up from Memphis. This saved Frances the cost of childcare, and her mother took over the shopping and cooking, serving up the nutritious meals Frances rarely found time to prepare.20


  But Bettie Sue could not or would not stay indefinitely. Maybe she could not because she still had Frances’s younger brother to take care of. Plus, she was in the process of repairing her own marriage with Walter. Maybe she would not stay because August Johns was still in the picture, and she did not approve of Frances’s continuing attachment. He moved in and out of her daughter’s life during the early 1930s, usually bringing grief and chaos. August managed to remain employed despite his problems with drinking and gambling. He freely spent money he did not have, and his creditors hounded Frances for payment.21


  Difficulties at work compounded the stress of Frances’s marital problems. One of her bosses at Goodyear began making “sly remarks and insulting advances.” Frances fended him off and threatened to report him to his superiors. He warned her that if she did, she would lose her job. The “office playboy” had done this before.22


  It was a lot to put up with for a $25 weekly salary that barely covered living expenses, but Frances needed the work. She endured the treatment for as long as she could. “Then one day I blew sky high, went to my superior in the firm, and spilled everything.” It was a risky move. Though the term “sexual harassment” did not yet exist in employment situations, female workers had experienced it for generations. They acknowledged it as one of the common drawbacks of working in the paid labor force, and they were left on their own to deal with it. Luckily for Frances, her harasser’s threat proved empty. She was not fired, but neither was he. From then on, she found it unbearable to go into work every day.23


  Psychological stress exacerbated Frances’s physical health. To make sure Tommy got enough to eat, she often skipped meals. Malnourishment set in, and Frances developed anemia. She had no money to see a doctor. Despite exhaustion and hunger, most nights she auditioned at hotels and nightclubs with little success. She worked in some capacity at one of Chicago’s first television stations, WIBO, perhaps singing and/or playing the piano. She appeared with Ben Bernie’s orchestra, a nationally known group based in New York City, when it performed in the city, probably in early 1932. But neither of these lasted long nor led to anything more. “Nothing seemed to click,” Frances remembered. “No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make the grade as a performer.”24


  Frances may have found the inability to become part of the Chicago music scene deeply humiliating, especially because the sharp increase of tourists in the city for the Century of Progress world’s fair caused a ripple effect on other entertainment venues. Many of those visitors pressed into Chicago’s nightclubs, boosting the demand for singers and musicians. But none of these places hired Frances.


  The world’s fair proved an economic boon to the city. Local officials began planning the international exposition in late 1927, two years before the onset of the Great Depression. They drew on the success of Chicago’s 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, which marked the four hundredth anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s famed explorations and featured Daniel Burnham’s White City. That fair drew over twenty-seven million visitors.


  Now, businessman Rufus Dawes, brother of the vice president of the United States, General Charles Gates Dawes, wanted to improve on that triumph. This time the event would celebrate Chicago’s centennial and promote corporate capitalism, which, in the 1920s, claimed credit for the general uptick in the economy. The planners chose to emphasize technological innovation at the expense of human contributions, portraying people primarily as consumers. Their approach was rooted in the time. It represented cynicism sparked by the horrors of World War I that called into question humans’ capacity for goodness.25


  Despite the start of the Great Depression, Dawes did not retreat from his grand vision for a fair celebrating modern progress. He emphasized its ability to stimulate Chicago’s economy and help counter its negative reputation as a city riddled with organized crime, racial violence, and worker unrest.26


  The Century of Progress fair ran in two six-month periods in 1933 and 1934, attracting a combined attendance of around forty-eight million, with nineteen countries participating in both sessions. Adults paid fifty cents for an entry ticket; children were charged a quarter. The fair stretched three and a half miles along Chicago’s lakefront, from Roosevelt Road to 39th Street. In addition to the various exhibition buildings, attendees flocked to the Midway’s amusements that included Sally Rand and her fan dance, Living Wonders “freak” show, a roller coaster, and the Infant Incubator. Much of its entertainment tended toward the burlesque, with female dancers appearing, like Rand, in various stages of undress. This was not the kind of show business Frances Johns had in mind, not even as a stepping-stone to something better, so it is unlikely she applied for any of the Midway jobs.27


  The Midway made the fair a financial success. Directly or indirectly, the Century of Progress extravaganza generated an estimated one hundred thousand jobs and brought $400 million in business to Chicago. Goodyear, the company Frances worked for, flew its blimps over the fair every day, providing passengers with a spectacular lakefront view. In later years, she never mentioned the 1933 World’s Fair. Considering her circumstances in 1933 and 1934, she likely did not have enough extra money to purchase an admission ticket.28


  “I had a nervous breakdown and had to go home to my parents,” Frances later admitted. Flat broke, she asked her mother to wire money so she and Tommy could leave Chicago. “I had come to crack Chicago, but Chicago had cracked me,” she recalled. “We were a miserable pair, Tommy and I, as we rode the train back to Texas.” (Bettie Sue and Walter remarried in 1934 and moved to a farm in Hill County, slightly over thirty miles south of their former home in Italy.) Frances felt so ill, she could not stand up without getting dizzy. Her parents checked her into a local hospital, either in the county seat of Hillsboro or up in Italy, where she remained for two weeks, receiving high doses of iron to combat the anemia. She stayed on bed rest at home—under her mother’s attentive care—for another three months. Then Frances heard from August Johns.29


  Frances never intended to stay long in Hill County. She viewed her time at her parents’ farm as expedient and temporary. She needed to address her health issues and could not afford to do so in Chicago. Bettie Sue’s attentive care facilitated her recuperation, but the charms a family farm held in childhood now bored her. Moreover, Frances’s professional life stalled. She lacked a secretarial job to occupy her days and fill her bank account, and there was no nearby radio station to hire her as a singer.


  And Frances refused to give up on her marriage, turbulent as it was. In the fall of 1934, August Johns let her know he had accepted a job transfer to Louisville, Kentucky. He wanted Frances and Tommy to join him. When she recovered from her bout with anemia, Frances took her son and headed east.


  This time she ventured into a country slowly recovering from the traumatic early years of the Great Depression. By the mid-point of the decade, President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal programs began to reverse the harsh economic downturn. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration, for example, provided valuable aid to Americans between 1933 and the end of 1935. It gave federal grants to individual states to fund a variety of assistance efforts, especially jobs programs. Over twenty million people went back to work.


  Louisville and its three hundred thousand residents weathered the Depression better than some areas. Located on the southern banks of the Ohio River, this northernmost city of the South was best known for its Bourbon whiskey, horse racing, and Louisville Slugger baseball bats. Workers found steady employment thanks to increased consumer demands for whiskey once Prohibition ended in 1933. A strong market for the cigarettes manufactured in local factories from area tobacco farms also helped. Among all these businesses, Frances, with her training and experience, stood a good chance of finding a secretarial position.


  Louisville’s downtown offered a bustling entertainment district, though not as expansive or well known as the one in Memphis. More importantly for Frances’s plans for her singing career, by the early 1930s Louisville aired two radio stations. One, WHAS, began broadcasting in 1922. It was part of the Bingham family’s media empire, which included two Louisville newspapers, the Times and the Courier-Journal. In 1932, WHAS became a CBS affiliate, and listeners across the country tuned in to its annual live broadcast of the Kentucky Derby horse race.


  In a stroke of luck, Frances landed a job as a stenographer at WHAS radio. From her time in Memphis, she knew what an advantageous position this was for an aspiring singer. In that city, she got her break because her boss sponsored a radio show. Here in Louisville, she worked at the station and could help make her own next break. Frances let her coworkers know about her plans for an entertainment career. One of them later remarked that she was “very ambitious to sing.”30


  In May 1935, Joe Eaton, the station’s thirty-seven-year-old program director, auditioned Frances for a staff vocalist position. A native Nebraskan, Eaton started out in a career as a pharmaceutical salesman before becoming an announcer with WOW radio in Omaha. He and his wife Zylpha then moved to Louisville, where he took a similar position at WHAS. Not long after his promotion to program director, Eaton offered Frances a paid singing job, with a salary of $30 a week. “Really good pay,” Frances observed.31


  The only sticking point, at least


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  A NOTE ON RESEARCH AND SOURCES


  THIS SECTION IS FOR READERS WHO LIKE A BEHIND-THE-SCENES PEEK AT an author’s process. Since I write nonfiction, much of that process involves tracking down source material. Because of my training as a historian, I grounded Queen of the West in both primary and secondary sources. I want to bring readers a good story, and I also want them to know I did not make anything up.


  Dale Evans was a prolific writer, and many of her books contained autobiographical elements. These were good primary sources for understanding how Dale viewed particular events at certain points in her life. But she wrote all her books after her Christian conversion, so her faith greatly influenced her perspective. And she was not always specific with details, especially about her early career. To piece together that early part of the story, I used the online database Newspapers.com to comb through newspapers from across the country. This proved instrumental in documenting where Dale was and what she was doing in the 1920s, 1930s, and early 1940s. Those sources are not infallible. Some news stories got things wrong. Some, like gossip column pieces, were likely crafted in collaboration with Dale, her agent, and the reporter to present an image or a slant. I did my best to sort through all that and figure out what was most accurate.


  Cheryl Rogers-Barnett’s memoir, Cowboy Princess: Life with My Parents—Roy Rogers and Dale Evans, provided an insider’s perspective on Dale’s life, as did Roy Rogers Jr.’s Growing Up with Roy & Dale. Fans looking for an affectionate take on Dale would enjoy reading those, as well as Rogers-Barnett’s sequel, Cowboy Princess Rides Again.


  The Roy Rogers and Dale Evans Archives in the Library and Archives of the Autry Museum of the American West in Burbank, California, houses the largest collection of items pertaining to Dale Evans. Most of these relate to her years with Roy Rogers and are helpful in reconstructing her television work and various business projects. The UCLA Library Film & Television Archive, in Los Angeles, California, contains a good collection of Dale Evans movies. The Library of Congress, in Washington, DC, holds an extensive collection of fan magazines and song and radio recordings.


  King of the Cowboys, Queen of the West, by Raymond E. White, remains the best dual biography of Roy Rogers and Dale Evans. It is also a near-exhaustive compendium of their recordings, movies, radio and television shows and appearances, and books. This secondary source provided me with a basic outline of Dale Evans’s life and career.


  Other nonfiction books and scholarly works provided crucial context for setting Dale’s experiences into the proper historical timeframe. On the history of country music, I relied on Mary A. Bufwack and Robert K. Oer-mann, Finding Her Voice: Women in Country Music, 1800–2000; Kristine M. McCusker and Diane Pecknold, eds., A Boy Named Sue: Gender and Country Music; and Peter La Chapelle, Proud to Be an Okie: Cultural Politics, Country Music, and Migration to Southern California. Information on movies, radio, and television came from Edward D. Berkowitz, Mass Appeal: The Formative Age of Movies, Radio, and TV; Richard Maurice Hurst, Republic Studios: Between Poverty Row and the Majors; James L. Baughman, Same Time, Same Station: Creating American Television, 1948–1961; and Gary A. Yoggy, Riding the Video Range: The Rise and Fall of the Western on Television.


  For Hollywood during the Cold War era, see Gerald Horne, Class Struggle in Hollywood, 1930–1950: Moguls, Mobsters, Stars, Reds, & Trade Unionists; Glenn Frankel, High Noon: The Hollywood Blacklist and the Making of an American Classic; and Stanley Corkin, Cowboys as Cold Warriors: The Western and U.S. History. On the history of evangelicals in the United States, I turned to Kristen Kobes Du Mez, Jesus and John Wayne: How White Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation; John G. Turner, Bill Bright & Campus Crusade for Christ: The Renewal of Evangelicalism in Postwar America; and Aaron K. Ketchell, Holy Hills of the Ozarks: Religion and Tourism in Branson, Missouri. Catherine E. Rymph’s Republican Women: Feminism and Conservatism from Suffrage through the Rise of the New Right provides a crisp overview of conservative women’s politics.


  To better understand adoption, I consulted Ellen Herman, Kinship By Design: A History of Adoption in the Modern United States and Barbara Melosh, Strangers and Kin: The American Way of Adoption. Three biographies proved especially useful: Holly George-Warren, Public Cowboy No. 1: The Life and Times of Gene Autry; Jennifer Frost, Hedda Hopper’s Hollywood: Celebrity Gossip and American Conservatism; and Samantha Barbas, The First Lady of Hollywood: A Biography of Louella Parsons.


  My ideas about celebrity are drawn from Sharon Marcus, The Drama of Celebrity, and Samantha Barbas, Movie Crazy: Fans, Stars, and the Cult of Celebrity. Marcus’s book, in particular, provided an essential framework for thinking about Dale Evans’s career.


  Further details about these sources and others are found in the Notes section.
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