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Introduction

Although most of us know him as Buddy Holly, this American singer and songwriter came into the world as Charles Hardin Holley. He was born on September 7, 1936, to Lawrence Odell Holley (known as “L.O.”) and his wife Ella Pauline. The boy was preceded by two brothers and a sister, and it wasn’t long after he was born that family members began to refer to their newest little edition as simply “Buddy.”

Buddy was raised in the deeply conservative confines of Lubbock, Texas. His mother and father were dutiful Baptists and made sure that Buddy was baptized and regularly attended church services at the local Tabernacle Baptist Church. Although restless Buddy wasn’t always so keen on the sermons being preached, he did take an interest in the music.

Music became a big part of Buddy Holly’s life from a young age. It’s said that with the sole exception of his father, all of his immediate family were musically inclined, and Buddy was soon trying his luck on musical instruments right along with them. At five years old, he tried his hand at violin but soon lost interest; the same was true for piano. It was only when his parents bought him a guitar that Buddy finally found his niche. He began to play his prized instrument night and day, and with the occasional help of his brothers as mentors, he became quite good.

Buddy cut his teeth on the likes of Hank Williams and Jimmie Rogers and soon began to play with friends from his local school. At the tender age of 12, he even made his first recording—quite a feat in 1949! With his trusty guitar in hand, it was from these humble beginnings that Buddy Holly would begin his rapid rise to fame and fortune.


Chapter One

Early Life in Texas

“I’m not trying to stump anybody... it’s the beauty of the language that I’m interested in.”

—Buddy Holly

Around the time of his thirteenth birthday, Buddy Holly was enrolled at J. T. Hutchinson Junior High School in Lubbock, Texas. It was here that he would become friends with a fellow student and budding musician named Bob Montgomery. The pair would regularly jam together and soon began creating their own songs.

At this point in time, their main influences were bluegrass and classic rhythm and blues tunes. They then developed an interest in blues musicians themselves, such as blues icons Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf. As they absorbed these influences, the two continued to practice and developed a well-rehearsed routine. One fine evening in 1950, they were even invited to perform for a parent-teacher conference down at Hutchinson Junior High.

The PTA were in for an earful that night as the two friends performed an old Bill Carlisle number called “Too Old to Cut the Mustard.” The two boys apparently did so to poke fun at their teachers, insinuating that they were “too old.” They probably didn’t quite grasp some of the more suggestive innuendoes of the lyrics, but the school faculty certainly didn’t take too kindly to it. Buddy’s mother was also mortified and sincerely worried that her son might get expelled from school in the aftermath.

Fortunately, he wasn’t. Although considered outrageous, the whole thing quickly blew over. The most significant impact it had was in bolstering Buddy’s popularity with other kids at school while simultaneously igniting his drive as a budding performer. Among those watching that day was another fellow music enthusiast by the name of Jerry Allison. Buddy and Jerry would go on to become better acquainted with each other when they moved on to Thomas S. Lubbock High School in 1952, and Buddy would eventually recruit Jerry as a permanent member of his band.

Just prior to attending high school, however, Buddy suffered a blow to his esteem. During those last days as a middle schooler in 1951, he was intercepted by a school nurse who questioned his vision—not his artistic vision but his actual ability to see. Buddy was subsequently given an eye exam, and it was found that he needed glasses. The use of eyeglasses is much more common nowadays and, in many ways, even fashionable. But back in the 1950s, especially among young people, it was often considered uncool to have to wear them. Little did anyone know that Buddy Holly’s trademark glasses would go on to become a major part of his image after he became famous. Some might even say that he was the first to make glasses seem trendy.

Initially, though, Buddy was indeed self-conscious about having to wear glasses, especially as he began his first forays into public performance. Nevertheless, he persevered, and upon reaching high school, he was regularly seen singing and playing guitar during lunch break sporting his iconic thick black frames. One of his peers, Niki Sullivan, who was yet another future band member, would later recall Buddy performing some fairly lively renditions of the classic tunes “Lawdy Miss Clawdy” and “Wild Side of Life.”

When he wasn’t playing his guitar, Holly was out trying to have some fun, just like all the other teenagers his age. It’s said that he began drinking around this time even though he suffered from chronic stomach problems, which alcohol would only exacerbate. He also started smoking, which back in those days was almost a rite of passage, and he began to take an interest in girls. One girl in particular in whom he showed an early interest was a young woman by the name of Echo Elaine McGuire. Buddy and Echo had actually known each other for most of their childhood, and when Buddy became reacquainted with her as a high school student, the pair were soon inseparable.

Echo’s parents were a bit more affluent than Buddy’s; they had a bigger house and more time for luxuries. As such, Buddy was more likely to go to her home than she was to his. He would often head over to her place to play table tennis—a simple pastime that amused them both. Buddy also took Echo to football games, drive-ins, and other regular teenage hangouts. These engagements were innocent enough, with hand-holding being the main point of intimacy between the two. In fact, it’s said that Buddy and Echo had their first kiss only after their first year of being together.

Buddy’s ability to get noticed in the music business had increased tremendously in the meantime when he began to court the attention of a local radio station called KDAV in the fall of 1953. The gatekeeper down at the station was a local disc jockey by the name of David Pinkston, or as he was otherwise known, “Pappy Dave Stone.” Along with playing album tracks, Dave also had slots for amateur live performances on air. Eager for new, raw material, he sent his talent scout—William Duncan (nicknamed “Hi Pockets”)—to see if he could find him a new act.

By this time, Buddy had begun playing with a talented guitarist who worked construction with his father, Jack Neal. Buddy and Jack became a tight unit, and on Saturdays, they began performing at the local theater in Lubbock as a live intermission act. It was after seeing Buddy and his musician friend perform that Duncan brought them to the radio station and signed them up to do a 15-minute Sunday radio program that had been dubbed “Sunday Party.”

This led to Buddy and company belting out a passionate performance which consisted of the tunes “Got You on My Mind,” “Your Cheatin’ Heart,” “I Hear the Lord Callin’ For Me,” and “I Couldn’t Keep From Cryin.” For these two budding Texas musicians, it was probably the rendition of the Hank Williams’ classic “Your Cheatin’ Heart” that really stole the show.

At any rate, the program was a success. It was so well received, in fact, that it was ultimately renamed after the performers. From there on out, it would be known as “Buddy and Jack’s Sunday Party.” It was a grand celebration of unbridled musical joy broadcast across the airwaves, and in time, the party would only get bigger.


Chapter Two

The Buddy and Bob Show

“When we started out, Buddy played banjo and mandolin. There were a lot of duet harmony records we liked, bluegrass stuff. We started playing those songs in school talent shows and we eventually had our own little radio show on KDAV.”

—Bob Montgomery

With a regular spot on a radio station, by late 1953, Buddy Holly’s musical aspirations were clearly on the rise. Yet as well as the Buddy and Jack duo were doing, the day-to-day grind of Jack Neal’s life managed to get in the way. Jack was a couple of years older than Buddy, and along with being saddled with a regular nine-to-five job, it was right around the time of their radio breakthrough that Jack got married.

Now a married, working man, he figured he had to focus on the serious things of life. Jack’s chief concern was to make money for his family. For him, it didn’t matter that they were getting local notoriety if it didn’t pay the bills. As such, Jack explained to a disappointed Buddy that he no longer had time to play music with him. Buddy was crushed, but it didn’t take him long to find a new musical half: his old friend Bob Montgomery.

Buddy and Bob had excellent—if high-pitched—vocal harmonies and were able to carry on the program together. In fact, they were so good that before the year was out, Buddy and Bob were given their very own segment, appropriately dubbed “The Buddy and Bob Show.”

As much attention as this got Buddy, at this point, it was still just a couple of awkward high school kids fooling around over the airwaves. Not a whole lot of people ever imagined that much would come of
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