L2 . - - -

il —— >






Country music is America’s music, and the Grand Ole
Opry is country music’s home. For half a century, on
radio and now on television, the Grand Ole Opry pro-
gram has come from Nashville, Tennessee, to quicken
the pulse of its millions of fans with colorful, tuneful,
down-to-earth entertainment. Now its story has been
put into a king-size book that captures in its pages all
the excitement and nostalgia of the program. This is a
book to bring joy to anyone who ever heard Minnie
Pearl say HOWDEEE!

Produced with the cooperation of the Opry and its
stars, Grand Ole Opry is filled with hundreds of fascinat-
ing photographs, many of which have never been pub-
lished anywhere before. Many come from the files of
Radio Station WSM and the Opry, dozens were com-
missioned especially for this book, and yet others are
personal snapshots lent by the stars themselves.

The story of the Opry is a vital and vigorous saga of
American entertainment. It begins even before Judge
Hay gave the program its name, and brings us through
fifty exciting years right down to the present. It tells
about the stars and the people behind the scenes, all
"~ who played a part in bringing the Nashville Sound into

every town and hamlet in our land. It tells about the
triumphs and tragedies, the feuds and romances, the
legendary singers and musicians, the unforgettable
comedians. We see Uncle Dave Macon and Judge Hay,
Roy Acuff, Johnny Cash, and Bill Monroe, and all the
young giants of today too—stars like Marty Robbins,
Porter Wagoner, Loretta Lynn, Jeannie Seely, Dolly
Parton, Del Reeves, Tammy Wynette, and many more.
There are chapters devoted to Hank Williams, the rise
of bluegrass, the women stars. A special photo essay in
full color explores the lavish new entertainment park,
Opryland U.S.A., and its live musical shows—such as
Country, Dixieland, Western, Contemporary, and “I
Hear America Singing,” a musical pageant of fifty
years of America’s history—its rides and amusements,
and its centerpiece, the new Opry House.

Jack Hurst, the author, was a staff member of the
Nashville Tennessean for ten years before joining the
Philadelphia Inquirer. His weekly column on country
music is widely syndicated. Grand Ole Opry is based on
interviews ranging back over the years, plus extensive
new research. The author has also provided a discog-
raphy, and there is a selection of traditional country
songs especially arranged for this book. Fully indexed.

463 illustrations, including 265 in full color
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INTRODUCTION

here is something about our kind of music that is different

from anybody else’s, I've always thought. I know that none

of our boys can play a violin as perfectly as people who

play symphony music, and I know I could not attempt to

sing a classical song. Symphony music is beautiful music,
played correctly by note. Our boys play by ear, and we slide into and
slur some of the notes.

But what we do is pretty to us. We put a lot of feeling into it,
and we reach the hearts of our audiences.

The people who watch us understand that we’re not really
professionals at it. They understand that we’re not trained. But they
also understand that what we do is part of a sort of inheritance. In a
way, nobody really writes our music, you know. If we write a song,
we’re only writing what we’ve felt and heard, the way we’ve been
raised and the way our people have lived. Those things are not created,
they’re inherited. And we sing them with a feeling of sincerity, because
they are part of ourselves.

The boys and girls of the Grand Ole Opry had to come to
Nashville with a hard determination to play this music. Nashville,
with all of its colleges and universities and high society, is a blue-
blooded town, and for a long time the elite people in this city would
have liked to see the Opry destroyed and done away with. They
thought it was belittling them.

They were wrong, but they had to be shown they were wrong,
and I think we have finally convinced the greater part of the Nashville
elite people that they were mistaken in thinking that the Opry should
have been kicked out and put somewhere else, like back into the
mountains. I believe the majority of the Nashville people, even the
high society people, admire us now for the determination we’ve shown
here.

If the Opry hadn’t been in Nashville, Tennessee, this city
would never have become Music City U.S.A. The rest of the music
industry would never have come here, and Nashville would have been
just like any other state capital city—pretty dead.

Through the Grand Ole Opry and country music Nashville
has prospered, but even today the big tourist businesses that surround
the Opry here would die if the Opry should stop operating. All the
other things we’ve got here aren’t big enough to keep the tourists
coming. During our good-weather months we are visited by upwards
of 20,000 people in a weekend, but they don’t come here to see the
Hermitage, or the Parthenon, or the Country Music Hall of Fame.
They don’t come here to ride around the Capitol or drive by and look
at Roy Acuff’s house. They come here to see the Grand Ole Opry, and
while they’re here they go out to look at all these other things.



I give the Grand Ole Opry all the credit for what success I
have been privileged to have in country music. If it hadn’t been for
the Opry, I think I might have fallen by the wayside, because I don’t
think I would have ever really become known. I don’t think I would
have had what it took to become a star just on recordings, and without
the Opry I wouldn’t have known what to do. I would have just had to
move from one station to another, working the little territories of a
hundred miles or so radius that the smaller stations reached.

But when I came here, I realized this was different. It was like
a network show. Because of our 50,000-watt clear channel, we were
covering everything from the Rocky Mountains to Maine and from
Canada into the islands off the Florida coast. We almost blanketed
the country, especially late at night, and that gave me the opportunity
to work every state in the Union. I have even received mail from
ships at sea.

The Grand Ole Opry that I came to was nothing but down-
to-earth country music. When George D. Hay first started the Opry
there was some singing, but most of the numbers they featured were
instrumental. I was possibly the first one that came here with what
they call a voice. When I sang “The Great Speckled Bird” on my
audition night, it started a career for Roy Acuff.

I came to the Opry from Knoxville on the 19th of February,
1938, and on the 20th I played Dawson Springs, Kentucky, with the
Delmore Brothers, who were a well-known act back then. I worked
every day, including Sunday, for many years. In those days, only sick-
ness or death allowed us to be off the Opry, no matter where we were
during the week. We were traveling in Fords on two-lane highways,
so we couldn’t get too far away, but I'd go over in the Carolinas or
down in Georgia or somewhere, and I'd play my Friday night show
and then come back in here for the Opry. My wife would meet me
down there with my clean clothes, and I'd change at the Opry and
perform and kiss her goodbye and head back to Asheville or Atlanta
or somewhere for a matinee on Sunday.

They used to call me a tear-jerker, and it is true that I would
tear-jerk an audience. It is true that many times I would cry when
I sang songs like “Sweeter than the Flowers” or “Don’t Make Me
Go to Bed and I'll Be Good.”

I sang “Don’t Make Me Go to Bed” a lot after my boy was
born. It was easier then for me to see how a little child could beg its
mother or father not to make it go to bed just because it had been
mischievous. The story in that song comes down to where the little
child is on its deathbed, and finally it dies, and the last thing it says
is, “Don’t make me go to bed and I'll be good.”

“Sweeter than the Flowers” is about a funeral. The boy who
wrote it could see his mother lying there, and how they were all lined
up in front of her—“brother and I close to Dad,” one line goes. Things
like that are very touching. The people who wrote those songs actually
saw those things, and for you to sing them you’ve got to see them too.
When you sing them onstage, tears may get into your eyes and into
your voice, but that doesn’t hurt. You needn’t be ashamed of it. Who-
ever wrote the song would love the way you’re performing it, because
you’re sharing his sorrows. I've sung those songs with tears in my eyes




many a time, pleading for the people to understand how they made
me feel. That wasn’t just showmanship. That was feeling.

Our music has got showmanship to it, but there is more feel-
ing than showmanship, and that’s one of the things that make it dif-
ferent from a lot of other entertainment, I think. Hollywood—I was
out there and worked in some pictures, and I came to find out it was
phony. It’s kind of disappointing to go out there and see how they
make pictures. I'd say that 75 percent of Hollywood is phony and
maybe 25 percent is pure, whereas I'd say that our business here
with the Grand Ole Opry is maybe 90 percent pure.

You might find a little part of us that would be on the phony
side, but not much. I don’t really see anything in my act that would be
misleading to anybody. Of course, we have Oswald playing a char-
acter, but the character that he plays is in the character of the people
where he was raised. You can go into his part of the world, and my
part of the world, and you’ll find a lot of Oswalds walking around the
streets, especially on Saturday.

I’'ve shared the stage with performers who want to be country
but overdo it, over-emphasize it. I accepted the Beverly Hillbillies
show on television, for instance, because I enjoyed it and I knew a
lot of those people who were on it, but we here in this part of the
country would look at it and laugh. There’s hardly anyone in our part
of the world now who is as far backwoods as that is.

The Grand Ole Opry’s strength has been that it has so little
of the phony. I think the downfall of the National Barndance in
Chicago was when they moved it from Chicago to the West Coast and
put a band in front of it, so that you didn’t just have Lulu Belle and
Scotty performing on the stage anymore—you had horns and things
like that in front of them. Cowboy stars and different things were
brought in, and all the changes just took the show completely out
of country music.

I got here at about the right time to be of assistance to the
Opry in achieving prominence. My group was strictly country—no
electrical instruments, no horns, nothing except our own mountain
way of presenting music.

That period was the start of the Opry’s growth from just a
little program. During that time the country people learned where
to tune in to find the type of music they enjoyed most. When I came
here WLS was much more powerful, much more of a name than the
Grand Ole Opry, but right after that, when they changed their format
and put in the band, the thing started to change. You can’t put horns
and a band in front of a group playing “Good Old Mountain Dew.”
It just doesn’t work. That’s what gave the Grand Ole Opry the lead
in country music.

Other country shows died because they tried to go with trends,
fads. That was what happened to the Big D Jamboree in Dallas and
the Louisiana Hayride in Shreveport. They went with rock and roll,
thinking they were hitting on the right course, but the fad drifted
away, and they drifted off with it.

Down-to-earth country music has always been the backbone
of the Grand Ole Opry. I had a lot of conversations with George D.
Hay, and I found out a lot about how he started the Opry.




My information from Judge Hay is that the Possum Hunters,
who were led by Dr. Humphrey Bate, were the first band and were
here before the Grand Ole Opry started. They were on the station,
and then Judge Hay invited Uncle Jimmy Thompson to come in and
be part of the show. Uncle Jimmy was an oldtime fiddler who was
accompanied by his niece on the piano. As I got the story from the
Judge, Uncle Jimmy and his niece were the first featured act on the
program.

At that time the Possum Hunters included Burt Hutcherson,
who is still with the Opry, and Staley Walton, who also is, although
at this moment he is a very sick person, and Dr. Bate’s daughter
Alcyone. A few of the people who came in right after the program
started are still here too—Sam and Kirk McGee and Herman Crook.
All these are the originals that are still living, and they are getting
pretty well up into their years.

Naturally you change a little bit with your times, and the
Opry has progressed from the old days. The Ryman Auditorium
played its part in this progress, although we outgrew it ten years ago.
A lot of things grew up around the Ryman—drinking parlors, and
beer joints, and massage parlors—and it got to where it was not nice
at all down there. It didn’t represent the Grand Ole Opry or country
music. It just represented the fact that some people are going to get
around where there’s a crowd and sell their wares.

We are now in a beautiful spot at Opryland, and we have
enough land out here to protect it. Now we can say to the governors
and senators and presidents who come into our state, “Come and see
us. We are located now where you can be proud of us, and we can be
proud that you came.” I'm satisfied that no celebrity from New York
or Hollywood has ever stood on a stage any finer than what we have
now, and we’re proud of what we’ve accomplished.

But we oughtn’t to change too much, and especially the music.
When I go to Ireland, Scotland, Norway, or any of the other countries,
I go out in the evening to hear their authentic music, to see their types
of dances and shows. When I'm there I don’t go out to hear some
American sing, and when they come here they want to see what we
have. They come to the Grand Ole Opry to see what is going on in
the hills of Tennessee. They don’t come to see something that is just
like what they've got.

As times change, we must perform some of the other music
that’s around. The younger people feel they want to hear some of this
music that’s sort of on the fence between country and pop and doesn’t
know which way to drop. That’s good, as long as it’s presentable. But
we don’t want the Opry to get to playing music that you don’t feel
your whole family can enjoy. When you leave the Grand Ole Opry
you should be able to say to yourself that you got some good out of it,
that it was maybe like going to a good church service.

Nobody can define country music, but the people who listen
to it know what it is. Country music to me is the kind made by
Grandpa Jones, and by Stringbean, who’s dead now. That’s the kind
of music the Grand Ole Opry was built on. I'm thankful to have had
a chance to be a part of it.

ROY ACUFF
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A city fellow and a country boy got to asking riddles, and the city
fellow wanted to bet a dollar on every one. But the country boy said
he should have odds, since city people are smarter and better edu-
cated. The city fellow finally agreed to pay a dollar for every riddle he
couldn’t answer, while letting the country boy pay only fifty cents.
The country boy advanced his first riddle.

“What is it that has three wings, four heads, and five tails?”
he asked.

After considering fruitlessly for a while, the city fellow handed
the country boy a dollar. “Okay, what’s the answer?” he asked.

“T don’t know,” the country boy replied, returning fifty cents.

—1920s-vintage wit from
the Ozarks, the region
and era which inspired
the Grand Ole Opry
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Nashville’s Music Row.
FROM THE TOP: The offices
of Window Music; Mercury
Studios; Combine Music;
Columbia and Capitol
Records; MGM Records;

a studio built by pop
recording star Ray Stevens

n the chartless geography of the Middle-American soul, Nash-
ville is the capital of the world. Its principal sphere of influence
is America’s last, largest frontier, the great national heartland
so quickly passed over, and so largely ignored, in history’s three-
hundred-year trek from money-minded Manhattan to hare-
brained Hollywood. For five full decades now, Nashville has been in
the process of becoming the entertainment center of everything be-
tween those geographic poles. A fabled town of drawling minstrels, of
curios and autographs and heart songs, Nashville is a great American
melting pot, the principal distillery in which the national experience of
the common man becomes his music.

Nashville’s dominance, perhaps rooted in nostalgic yearning
for the simplicity of the past, has grown ever more powerful with each
new pressure of urbanization, mechanization, alienation.

The motion picture, outflanked by vastly increased popular
mobility and sophistication, relinquished its place as repository of the
American Dream; its spiritually weaker successor—television—came
to be regarded as an absorbing plaything, but not so much a barometer
of common opinion as an ofttimes resented spokesman for the nation’s
influential but out-of-touch edges: New York and California.

Meanwhile, little Nashville grew.

A once-aristocratic mid-South capital where odd, impassioned
people like Roy Acuff and Hank Williams kept coming to be discov-
ered, it became forever marked by the howl and whine of their high,
lonesome music. More and more of them kept arriving, becoming pop-
ular, and building recording studios; then envious others, some of them
so-called pop singers who had always made their recordings in New
York and Los Angeles, began to come down too. Suddenly, carefully
mellowed versions of Nashville’s long-scorned “red-neck” music began
to be heard in cities, big cities. Whereas in 1952 (when Hank Williams
was still writing and singing his tragic songs) there were only a hand-
ful of influential “hillbilly” radio stations, there were 115 full-time
“country” stations by 1963, 225 of them by 1965, and 1,170—includ-
ing one in Manhattan—by 1974.

The music’s appeal lay in its authenticity, authenticity in
everything from its preservation of old mountain folk ballads to its
portrayal of today’s life as it is. As more and more average Americans
wearied of the complexities of a city-controlled life, they sought solace
in the nostalgia of a “country” music, and what had once been a
scorned, regional, lower-class art form became praised and patronized
by presidents.

Finally, in the spring of 1974, one president—in great public
disfavor, attempting to ride out a scandal that would ultimately force
his resignation—visited the source of this Nashville revolution, appar-
ently seeking to draw some strength from its awesome national power.
Richard M. Nixon, the thirty-seventh president of the United States,
attended a performance of a wild old radio show that has run continu-
ously (except for a couple of unavoidable power failures and some
Roosevelt fireside chats) every weekend in Nashville since 1925, its
very name—Grand Ole Opry—standing as a monumental illustration

Downtown Nashville. A pawn shop, a couple of
adult moviehouses, a guitar company, a record
shop, and the famous Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge

contribute to the gamy atmosphere of Lower Broadway,
the Opry’s neighborhood for three decades
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ABOVE AND LEFT: The crowded sidewalks and traffic-congested streets in
front of the historic Ryman contrast dramatically with the tree-lined
walkways of the new Opry House at Opryland U.S.A. BELow: Opryland
U.S.A. sits in a lovely grove of trees on the banks of the Cumberland River
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of the country boy’s ability to laugh at himself just enough to succeed.

The presidential visit meant a great deal to the Opry and its
corporate parent, Nashville’s National Life & Accident Insurance
Company. Its historical significance, however, may someday seem
little more than a footnote to the principal event of that chilly March
evening: the first performance of the Grand Ole Opry in a lavish, per-
manent new home,

Having outgrown the ramshackle, historic Ryman Auditorium
in downtown Nashville where it had played for three decades, the
Opry moved into a luxurious, cushioned, air-conditioned Opry House
in a sprawling suburban family entertainment park. In its first six
months as part of “Opryland U.S A .,” it would surpass the record annual
attendance figure of its last full year at the Ryman.

The audience at the presidential performance differed con-
siderably from a typical Opry crowd. There were only a few of the
usual talkative children, the harried mothers in print dresses, the sun-
reddened fathers wearing sport shirts and white socks. Rather, most of
the people filling the 4,400 seats of the $15 million building that night
were influential leaders of politics and business who had come to con-
gratulate the old show on its new affluence. The performance they saw
was no more typical than they were, but both served to highlight the
Opry’s earthy grandeur.

The last of the audience filed in to the sound of sprightly old
country instrumentals played by the Fruit Jar Drinkers, a string band
made up of seventy- and eighty-year-old men who had first stood on
an Opry stage nearly forty-nine years before. The numbers they
played were introduced by mellow-voiced Grant Turner, an Opry
announcer for thirty years.

Then the formal proceedings began.

Opry cast member Billy Grammer, a guitarist and singer, gave
the invocation.

Irving Waugh, president of National Life’s 50,000-watt Nash-
ville Radio Station WSM, announced winners of the first George D.
Hay awards for “vast contributions to the Opry and the world of coun-
try music”; recipients included the chairman of the board of the long-
time Opry advertiser Martha White Mills, a deceased executive of
National Life, and musicians Roy Acuff, Chet Atkins,and Bill Monroe.

Waugh pointed out that in 1976 the United States would
observe its bicentennial.

“By then,” Waugh said, “for more than one-fourth of the na-
tion’s years there will have been a Grand Ole Opry.”

Then William C. Weaver, Jr., chairman of the board of Na-
tional Life, rose to recount a little of the Opry’s homely epic.

“It was November 28, 1925, when an eighty-three-year-old
fiddler named Uncle Jimmy Thompson sat down in front of a micro-
phone in the WSM studios and started playing,” Weaver noted.

“Now, Uncle Jimmy claimed to be able to fiddle the bugs off a
sweet tater vine ... but no one who was there that night, or listening in,
could have foreseen where that beginning was going to lead. I'm sure
there were a lot of people in Nashville who thought that country

TOP:Announcer Grant Turner

reads live radio commercials.
CENTER: Guitarist-singer Billy
Grammer, shown here with his wife
Ruth, began the opening ceremonies
with a benediction. BOTTOM: William
C. Weaver, chairman of the board

of the National Life and Accident
Insurance Co.,, briefly recounts the
Opry’s half-century saga
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LEFT: An island in a sea of attentive darkness,
the opening night show hurries along,

ABOVE: On a board floor shining with newness,
the clustered Opry musicians aim their music
at the spotlights
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music would eventually go away. Instead, as other musical forms
came and went, country music just kept on getting bigger and bigger.

“Every now and then George D. Hay, ‘The Solemn Old Judge,’
would say to the Opry musicians, ‘Keep it close to the ground, boys.’
And if I had to explain the eriduring success of country music and the
Opry, I would say it’s because it has stayed close to the soil, close to
the simple truths of life.”

Weaver, a tall man, drew himself up to his full height as he
reminisced about the Opry’s early wanderings.

“As country music grew,” he continued, “the Grand Ole Opry

grew—or maybe it was the other way around.

“Anyway, the Opry moved several times within the WSM
studios to larger and larger quarters on the fifth floor of the old Na-
tional Life home office building. Finally, in 1934, we built Studio C,
which seated five hundred and which we thought was the living end.

In this early Opry montage, the friendly
face of George D. Hay, Opry’s earliest
guiding force, is surrounded by

pictures of some of his performers




But even that wasn’t big enough, and the Opry moved on to the old
Hillsboro Theater, then to the Dixie Tabernacle on Fatherland Street
in East Nashville, then to the War Memorial Auditorium, and finally
to the Ryman Auditorium, where it settled down for its longest run
so far. Now, this new Opry House is the sixth, and, unless I am terribly
presumptuous, final location.

“Last year, the Opry drew a record total of 464,000 persons
from all over the world to see a live performance, and countless mil-
lions listened in on their radios. Nashville long ago gave its name to a
sound and became the world’s number one recording center—and the
National Life & Accident Insurance Company became known as an
affiliate of the Grand Ole Opry.”

The laughter of the audience at that final sentence was carried
not only over WSM Radio in Nashville, but also over a live, two-hun-
dred-station network reaching to the Rocky Mountains and a delayed
broadcast over 1,135 stations on the Armed Forces Network.

Weaver reintroduced Grant Turner, who in turn began to pre-
sent the late, mysterious, parson-like figure who is credited with creat-
ing an American institution.

The stage curtain behind the speakers’ rostrum slowly rose,
revealing at center stage a gigantic motion picture screen suspended
from the ceiling. A projector crackled, a light beamed onto the screen,
and suddenly the 1941 image of George D. Hay—the man who had
long ago named himself “The Solemn Old Judge” and his show “The
Grand Ole Opry”—squinted hospitably at the 1974 audience from
under his black hat, behind his thick spectacles.

“First,” the Judge said in a low-pitched, laconic monotone,
“we’re gonna hear from Roy Acuff and his Smoky Mountain Boys.
Smoke it up, Roy.”

The camera then switched to a young and serious-looking
Acuff, who immediately began the immortal wail that in its time had
kept entire military barracks awake at night and literally blasted small
radio stations completely off the air.

From the great Atlantic Ocean to the wide Pacific shore,
From the queen of flowing mountains to the south bells

by the shore,
She’s mighty tall and handsome and known quite well by all:
She’s the combination on the Wabash Cannonball.

On that night’s special, far-flung radio network it may not have
sounded like much more than a recording, but to the people in the new
Opry House it seemed as though the past had been stunningly recap-
tured. They began to cheer wildly, and then in a great rush they all
rose together as the screen started drawing up into the ceiling, because
there behind the screen stood seventy-year-old Acuff, singing along
with the recorded voice of his younger self, never missing a note as his
present Smoky Mountain Boys took up where the film left off.

The standing ovation was impassioned. It continued as the

Stony-faced Bill Monroe, one of American
music’s cherished originals, receives one of the
first George D. Hay awards on opening night
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“King of Country Music” walked gravely out toward the front of the
stage. Nearly sixty member acts of the Grand Ole Opry filed out be-
hind him. They all were singing.

“This is nonrehearsed,” Acuff shouted, grinning now. “Believe
me, this is the first time we’ve been on this stage together.”

He made a short speech, welcoming the crowd and proclaim-
ing his pride at being part of the occasion. Then the Grand Ole Opry
swung into a respectable approximation of its Saturday night ritual,
although under the pressure of getting everybody on for this landmark
performance, the show’s stylized format had to be forgotten.

This time, there would be none of the usual segments of fifteen
or thirty minutes, sponsored by such products as Martha White Flour,
Coca-Cola, or Stephens Work Clothes, each with a “host” performer
who sang two or three songs and introduced two or three “guests,” who
each sang one or two. Tonight the performers merely came out and
sang, one by one, in roughly alphabetical order.

Ralph Sloan and the Tennessee Travelers, four men in work
shirts and white slacks and four girls in crinolined skirts, started it off
with the kick, swirl, and stomp of traditional square dancing.

Then Bill Anderson, a tall South Carolinian who had gradu-
ated from the University of Georgia with a degree in journalism, sang
a verse and a chorus of his slightly incongruous theme song, “Po’
Folks.” Ernie Ashworth, a blond Alabamian in a gold sequined suit
trimmed in red lip designs, sang his biggest hit, “Talk Back, Tremblin’
Lips.” Jim Ed Brown, a soft-voiced Arkansan, crooned “The Three
Bells,” a tune which had lifted him and his sisters to stardom as The
Browns in the late 1950s.

Like a normal Opry show, however, it was not all music.

Comedian Jerry Clower, a huge Mississippian, told a true story
about a pulpwood hauler named Marcell Ledbetter who demolished
a roadside beer joint with a chain saw one hot afternoon because the
proprietor refused to sell him a cold drink and called him a red-neck.

One after another came a seemingly endless succession of
entertainers, their very variety a celebrated feature of the Opry. Be-
hind them on the stage was another: a spectacle of nearly absolute
chaos. Some background musicians were playing and singing along to
the songs being performed, but others—and apparently their relatives
and friends—wandered around kibitzing with each other in full view
of the audience as the show hurried along in front of them.

Backstage, meanwhile, sat legions of others.

“I've been waitin’ so long to go on, my dress has gone out of
style,” Minnie Pearl would cackle when she finally got to the micro-
phone at 9:30 P.M.

The presidential party arrived after the show started.

Someone suddenly stopped everything for a moment by
shouting “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States!”
and everybody rose. But although the Opry cast members were ob-
viously much impressed, the arrival did not inhibit them. Clower told
his Marcell Ledbetter story after the Nixons came in, and Jeannie
Seely, a pretty blonde songstress who came onstage with her partner,
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OPPOSITE PAGE:

The opening night crowd watches in
awestruck silence as a young Roy Acuff
and his old-time Smoky Mountain Boys
serenade them from the silver screen of a
1940 motion picture









LEFT: Appearing, in silhouette, like participants
in some primeval rite, Ralph Sloan and his
high-kicking Tennessee Travelers rattle the
boards of the new Opry stage

ABOVE: Smoky Mountain Boys Bashful

Brother Oswald, right, Charlie Collins, in glasses,
and Howdy Forrester, far left, surround their
boss, Roy Acuff, as he brandishes his fiddle and
greets the crowd. BELOW: In their trademark
Stetsons, Ernest Tubb and the Texas Troubadors
do Tubb’s classic “Walkin’ the Floor over You,”

a hit since 1941
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OVERLEAF:

The Opry’s grand old men, the Crook

Brothers, center, and the Fruit Jar Drinkers,
right, make some of the Opry’s most traditional
music in accompaniment to the flying feet of Ben
Smathers and his Stoney Mountain Cloggers.
INSETS, FROM LEFT: Bill Anderson sings about
something he is most decidely not—“Po’ Folks”;
Jim Ed Brown croons “The Three Bells”; Jeannie
Seely’s opening night attire is stunning, especially
by traditional Opry standards; Ernie Ashworth,
appropriately attired, sings his biggest hit,

“Talk Back, Tremblin’ Lips”















PRECEDING PAGES: The Willis Brothers,
Opry stars since 1946, entertain the opening
night crowd. INSETS: Big Jerry Clower, a
man who can talk with authority about
anything rural, spins his tales on the Opry
stage. Minnie Pearl remarks, as her opening
night turn finally arrives, “I've been waitin’
so long backstage that my dress has gone
out of style”
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Jack Greene, appeared in a bare-midriff pantsuit that elicited wolf-
whistles as she soulfully sang “Don’t Touch Me.”

The Opry’s earthy informality was not subdued even when
the President came down from the balcony after about half an hour;
“Hail to the Chief” was played, but on traditional bluegrass mandolins
and banjos.

Acuff came out again to welcome the President—a usually
formal man who appeared to have been taken by the Opry’s straight-
forward spontaneity. He walked out to Acuff at center stage and pro-
duced a yoyo, which is an Acuff trademark, from his coat pocket. He
let it dangle at the end of its string.

“I haven’t learned to work this thing yet,” he said.

At Acuff’s urging, he went over to a piano and played “Happy
Birthday” and “My Wild Irish Rose” for Mrs. Nixon, who was cele-
brating her sixty-second birthday.

The expected wild applause went up and died down, and then
Acuff and Nixon assisted National Life chairman Weaver in the un-
veiling of a plaque dedicating the new Opry House. Afterward, on his
way back to a chair onstage, Nixon stopped in front of the center-stage
microphone and wryly observed, “It must be time for the commercial.”

Acuff then introduced the President for his formal remarks,
and even in these the Chief Executive felt impelled to begin with an
appropriately informal reference.

“Somebody was telling me that there is only one thing
stronger than country moonshine, and that is country music,” he be-
gan. “I saw a couple of fellows outside that were combining the two,
and believe me it was plenty strong.”

He went on to praise the character of the Opry’s music.

“First, country music is American,” he said.

“It started here, it is ours. ... It is as native as anything Ameri-
can we can find. It comes from the heart of America, becaﬁse this is
the heart of America, out here in Middle America. Country music talks
about family. It talks about religion, the faith in God that is so impor-
tant to our country and particularly to our family life. And we all know
country music radiates a love of this nation — patriotism. Country
music, therefore, has those combinations that are essential to America’s
character, at a time when America needs character.”

He finished his impromptu speech moments later, and the au-
dience applauded warmly, but then suddenly there was old Acuff
again, clowning around, heeding Judge Hay’s venerable admonition to
keep it close to the ground. He began instructing Nixon in the art of the
yoyo, meanwhile suggesting, “You don’t need to be in a hurry to get
back up there [to Washington]—we need you down here for a while.”

“I’ll stay here and learn the yoyo,” Nixon offered, “and you go
to Washington and be president.”

Acuff bent over with laughter.

“This is such a wonderful program,” he exclaimed in his
choppy East Tennessee drawl. “We’ll never see another one like it in
our state. Never have before.”

The presidential part of the program ended shortly thereafter.




R WA W .

Coached by Roy Acuff, the former president
attempts—without notable success—to
master the subtleties of the humble
American yoyo

LEFT: As many cast members as are able
crowd onto the stage to sing “God Bless
America” as former President Nixon
accompanies them on the piano. BELOW:
Alabama Governor George Wallace chats
with Ernest Tubb while Wallace’s wife
Cornelia chats with Teddy Wilburn of the
Opry’s longtime troupe, the Wilburn
Brothers
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Acuff led the crowd in singing a rousing old country song called “Stay
All Night, Stay a Little Longer,” and then the President returned to
the piano to play “God Bless America.” Then he and his wife bowed,
waved, and left for Nashville’s Metropolitan Airport.

After this exodus the show went on as it had been accustomed
to doing for nearly half a century. Jan Howard, a red-haired singer
who has been a prominent performer for a decade, took the stage im-
mediately after the departure of the Nixons. She came out to the
center microphone and ruefully shook her head.

“I’'ve had some tough acts to follow in my career, but this is
unreal,” she said simply.

“I wouldn’t wish a spot like this on a drycleaner.”

Although considerably behind schedule, the Opry finished
the first of its two Saturday night performances, then opened its doors
to the crowd lined up outside awaiting the second one. These people
outside were not politicians or business leaders; they were the show’s
regular patrons, the factory workers from Detroit and Gary, the insur-
ance agents, farmers, and shoe salesmen bringing their wives and fami-
lies from Kansas City, Bald Knob, and Bessemer.
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or half a century, the music of the Grand Ole Opry has

eloquently chronicled the decline of rural America. And

it will probably continue to recount the ongoing, simul-

taneous process that John Egerton, a Nashville writer, has

characterized as “the Americanization of Dixie and the
Southernization of America.”

Country songs started out as Elizabethan ballads and Protes-
tant fire-and-brimstone hymns that were sung on the hearths and
porches of farmhouses, mountain cabins, and tarpaper sharecropper
shacks. As rural America came more and more into contact—and,
often, into conflict—with onrushing urban bigness, the traditional songs
began to be changed and modernized to satisfy current needs and
moods. Newer songs were written, molded both by the old music and
the new times; modern songs of remorse or self-pity or even occasion-
ally of happiness took the place of similar Elizabethan ballads, and
songs of this world increasingly supplanted ones yearning for the next.
Songs of separation and wanderlust reflected migrational upheavals,
Western ballads romanticized the noble cowboy, train and automobile
songs enumerated the blessings and perils of progress. As city life
closed in, honky-tonk songs began to reflect the hopelessness of red-
neck ghettos.

Each Friday and Saturday night, in a picturesque and un-
systematic way, the Grand Ole Opry revisits all these successive eras.

The venerable members of the Crook Brothers and the Fruit
Jar Drinkers, relics of early days when the Opry consisted of string
bands, are likely to play something like “Old Joe Clark” and “Arkan-
sas Traveler.” Acuff may do his “Wreck on the Highway,” and Bill
Monroe “Blue Moon of Kentucky.” There is apt to be a honky-tonk
love song by Ernest Tubb and a train song by Hank Snow, and per-
haps the classic woman-left-behind song, “The Dear John Letter,” by
Jean Shepard.

But interspersed among these historic, archetypal songs are
other, newer ones reflecting the neon sophistication and hungover
cynicism of times as recent as last night.

In “City Lights,” Bill Anderson dramatizes the emptiness a
country boy can feel in town. Loretta Lynn warns a husband “Don’t
Come Home A-Drinkin’ (With Lovin’ on Your Mind).” Del Reeves
whimsically profiles a truck driver’s infatuation with a half-naked
girl on a billboard, and Marty Robbins romanticizes a racing-car
driver. Barbara Mandrell agonizes about cheating on a faithful hus-
band, while Tammy Wynette spells out “D-I-V-O-R-C-E” so her four-
year-old Joe won’t understand.

They are new songs, songs relevant to today’s Middle Amer-
ica, and yet they somehow remain extensions of the old songs. “De-
troit City” is the dismal destination of a luckless “Arkansas Traveler,”
and the heroine of “D-I-V-O-R-C-E” could well be the daughter of
“Dear John.”

The new giants come from practically everywhere, but they
grew up in a world built by the old giants. There is hardly one of these
new ones who does not begin an interview autobiography by noting,
as a matter of course, the one great common denominator:

“Of course, as a kid I listened to the Grand Ole Opry...”
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The voice and instrumental style of Bill Monroe, an
Opry performer for more than thirty-five years, have
influenced generations of younger country music stars

Roy Acuff, the Opry’s first great singing star, fired the
imaginations of countless young country boys, showing
them that one could make a living on the homely kind
of music common people knew



Ernest Tubb, who was among the first to introduce the
steel guitar to Opry audiences, not only influenced many
young performers stylistically but also helped many of
them—including Hank Williams—become stars

Hank Snow, a Nova Scotian whose
first job was that of cabin boy, became
an Opry star with Ernest Tubb’s
assistance and remained to help many
other younger stars develop

Jean Shepard, a member of the show
since 1955, is the matriarch of the Opry’s
women singers
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Dressed in thoroughly contemporary style,
Marty Robbins signs autographs in the doorway
after the last Opry show at the Ryman
Auditorium

Marty Robbins, whose numerous and mostly self-writ-
ten hits include some of country music’s best-known
cowboy songs, was born in Glendale, Arizona. During
part of his youth his family raised goats and lived in a
tent in the desert, and he and a brother earned some of
their first money catching and breaking wild horses.
Somewhat of a thrill seeker ever since, he has spent con-
siderable time racing automobiles against professional
drivers. His Opry encores are so taken for granted that
it has become almost a tradition for him to close the

42 show; when he does, the sign-off always runs several
minutes past the midnight deadline.









Porter Wagoner is country music’s king of the small
screen. A homespun singer of old-style fiddle and steel
guitar songs who is being increasingly seen as a latter-
day Hank Williams, Wagoner acquired his famous, na-
tionally syndicated television show in 1960 when offi-
cials of its principal sponsor, the Chattanooga Medicine
Company, learned that he could bring to their commer-
cial announcements the same kind of deep sincerity with
which he performed his country hymns and sentimental
recitations. A tireless road trouper whose repertoire is
among the most traditional within the circle of younger
stars, Wagoner was born on a Missouri hillside farm and
got midway through grammar school before he had to
go to work full time to help support his family.

Porter Wagoner and the cast of his TV show about 1970
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Loretta Lynn, born to the large and talented family of an east-
ern Kentucky coal miner, changed the role of women in coun-
try music with her rise to stardom in the early 1960s. Instead
of quietly and righteously bemoaning their lot, as women had
done in the earlier country songs, in Loretta’s lyrics they fought
back and talked about marriage and its foibles in a straight-
forward manner they had never used before. Loretta’s frank-
ness won her country music superstardom in an era when even
the thought of such stature for a woman had hardly been con-
templated. (See also Chapter 12)

Jack Greene and Jeannie Seely are one of the most closely
identified male-female teams in country music. Miss Seely, a
native of Townville, Pennsylvania, had worked as a secretary
in Los Angeles before she came to Nashville and was discov-
ered by prominent Nashville songwriter Hank Cochran, whom
she later married. Greene, of Maryville, Tennessee, was a drum-
mer for Ernest Tubb before striking out on his own. Their show
combines traditional country emotional power with a contem-
porary look and a wide variety of music.
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Dolly Parton and her longtime friend and partner
Porter Wagoner chat with the Opry audience between songs
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Dolly Parton, a native of Sevierville, Tennessee, became
a star as the featured lady singer on Porter Wagoner’s
television and road show. Miss Parton, the closest the
Opry cast has ever come to a pinup girl, was raised in a
fundamentalist-church family in the Smoky Mountains;
both her singing and her original songs bear the firm
imprint of fundamentalism’s spontaneity and unre-
strained feeling. The many songs she has written are
stamped with old-time simplicity, but her voice has
shown itself capable of enough variety to be called
“popular” as well as “country.” She left the Wagoner
Show in 1974 and formed her own band. (See also
Chapter 12)









George Jones remains a distinctive and highly popular
traditionalist amid country music’s increasingly sophis-
ticated song stylists. A native of Saratoga, Texas, who
grew up in Beaumont, Jones got into the music business
through the help of a record executive who later said his
hardest job lay in convincing Jones to stick to his own
natural style rather than imitate the styles of other,
smoother country singers. Jones’s highly rural sound has
made him one of the most imitated “white soul” singers.

Franklin Delano (Del) Reeves is perhaps the Opry’s
most popular exponent of truck driving and honky-tonk
music. A native of Sparta, North Carolina, Reeves is as
hip and zany as his friend Porter Wagoner is homespun.
(Reeves once compared his and Wagoner’s similar pro-
files and said, “If me and Porter didn’t have billfolds,
we wouldn’t have no figure a-tall.”) With his band, the
Good-Time Charlies, Reeves has another in the group
of Wagoner-inspired country television syndications.
He also performs in another medium of country music
popularity; so far he has acted in more than half a dozen
low-budget country music motion pictures.
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Jim Ed entertains at an Opry birthday celebration in 1968

Jim Ed Brown is one of the foremost exponents of the
soft, intimate singing style popularized by Eddy Arnold
and by the late Red Foley and Jim Reeves. A native of
Sparkman, Arkansas, Brown and his family listened to
the Opry on a battery-operated radio, and he and one
of his sisters often ordered Opry-advertised songbooks
so they could sing along with the performers. In the mid-
fifties he and his sisters Maxine and Bonnie formed The
Browns, a soft-singing trio that became popular amid
the din of early rock and roll. For several years now,
Brown has had his own syndicated television show and 23
traveling troupe.



Bill Anderson became a part-time disc jockey
and songwriter before he graduated from college
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Bill Anderson is a Southern city boy, born in Columbia,
South Carolina, and raised in apartment houses in the
nonpastoral environs of Atlanta. A journalism graduate
of the University of Georgia, he entered the country
music business via the oft-used avenue of songwriting.
Because there were so few collegians in country music
when he started his career in the late 1950s, Anderson
kept his college education a secret until he became
established. Perhaps in compensation for his lack of
rural background, Anderson has been one of the more
conservative country songwriters, emphasizing tradi-
tional American viewpoints and values.







Texas-born, diminutive Barbara Mandrell is the proprietress of a
highly popular touring show. She is one of the youngest of the Opry’s
major stars, and her music reflects that. Usually set to an urgent,
pounding beat, it often deals with situations which women country
music fans would not even have discussed privately a few years ago;
a first-person ballad about a housewife’s infidelity is a recent example.
In her own way Miss Mandrell is helping —as Loretta Lynn did a
decade earlier—to enlarge the “woman’s place” in country music, to
allow reality to enter where only stereotypes of home, motherhood,
and other, “bad,” women used to exist.



Dottie West, the singer of nationally broadcast commercial jingles for
Coca-Cola, has become one of the best-known voices of American
radio and television. One of ten children born to a McMinnville, Ten-
nessee, farm family, she worked her way through a small Tennessee
rollege and then spent five years at an electronics plant in Cleveland,
Dhio, before getting her first recording contract. She has won awards
both for singing and for songwriting, ‘including some for the Coke
jingles. The degree of warmth in her singing style is rare in that it
manages to be at once passionate and motherly.




David Houston, a godson of 1920s recording star Gene
Austin and a descendant of both Sam Houston and
Robert E. Lee, is nevertheless on the opposite side of the
spectrum from the Opry’s traditionalists. Houston is a
crooner, a highly individualistic stylist whose rangy
voice moves easily from a mellow baritone to a high,
soft, lilting quaver. A college graduate born in Shreve-
port, Louisiana, he became an overnight national star
with one huge hit, “Almost Persuaded,” which was re-
leased as the “other side” of one of his first recordings.







Tammy Wynette was country music’s first and most eloquent
full-time spokeswoman for the middle-class American house-
wife. With hit after hit, the Alabama-born former hairdresser
has sculpted and profiled the lonely married female animal. To
great songs, some of which she wrote or co-wrote, Miss Wynette
brings a classic style, raw emotion combined with simple dig-
nity. A rock producer just beginning to familiarize himself
with Nashville once marveled at Miss Wynette’s ability to
sweep into a powerful, up-tempo chorus and then recede with
a moaning whimper into the next verse. “Her voice,” he said,
“is like a steel guitar.”
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Jerry Clower, a mountain-size native of Liberty, Mississippi, is
one of the South’s master storytellers. A former football player
for Mississippi State University, he majored in agriculture and
served as a county agricultural agent for two years before be-
coming a fertilizer salesman. To bolster his sales pitch, Clower
would tell true stories of his own rural youth, getting his pros-
pective customers to identify with him and laugh at him at the
same time. He was one of the most successful fertilizer salesmen
of his time when somebody recorded one of his routines and it
became a hit. He joined the Opry in 1973.






Bobby and Sonny Osborne, natives of eastern Ken-
tucky but raised in Dayton, Ohio, played bluegrass
music for several years on electrified instruments.
Their sound, “electrograss,” was controversial in
bluegrass circles for its departure from the instru-
mental tradition, and they abandoned it in late
1974 after seven years. It did, however, make them
known far beyond the usual boundaries of blue-
grass, and one of their recordings—“Rocky Top”—
has become a country music standard. Bobby says
they returned to acoustical instruments to satisfy
smaller audiences after large, expensive package
shows began to be abandoned in the recession of
the mid-1970s. The Osbornes’ style, electric or acou-
stic, combines Bobby’s mandolin and chilling tenor
voice with Sonny’s frenetic banjo.

Onstage at the new Opry House, the Osbornes
display the electrified musicianship that has
made them a revolutionary force in bluegrass
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Beecher R. (Bashful Brother Oswald)
Kirby has been a member of Roy
Acuff’s Smoky Mountain Boys for
nearly forty years. ABOVE: A young
Oswald poses with a banjo. After first
playing for pay in Chicago, he went to
work in a Knoxville bakery before
seeking employment with Roy Acuff,
then a Knoxville radio musician.
BELOW: Backstage at the Opry,
Oswald gets together with Ed
Dopera, manufacturer of the “dobro,”
or slide guitar. The name of the
instrument is derived from that of the
Dopera family

. eecher Kirby, an impish old gentleman with iron-gray
' hair, has played dobro guitar behind the great Acuff for
¥ - going on forty years. His standard uniform is a pair of bib
= overalls, oversize clodhoppers, a shapeless hat, and an ir-
s repressible grin. They call him “Bashful Brother Oswald”
onstage but, as Acuff observes, the name has gotten woefully out-of-
date; Oswald has long since grown considerably more brazen than
bashful. On Opry nights he clogs joyously with the square-dance
troupes, bawls loudly into a checkered handkerchief during love bal-
lads, and doffs his homely hat expectantly toward every brandished
camera within sight.

Oh, he plays his howling, plaintive instrument during the
breaks of such classics as Acuff’s inscrutable “Great Speckled Bird,”
and shouts his high tenor into the choruses of “Build Me a Cabin in
the Corner of Glory Land.” But even Oswald will acknowledge that
he is much more of a clown than a musician, a throwback to bygone
days when the Opry’s makeup was almost equally slapstick comedy
and impassioned music. It was a time, Oswald sometimes reflects,
when members of the Opry cast were more intent on entertaining
their audiences than on selling them records.

Like his famous boss, Oswald is a period piece, a colorful relic
of another time. In many ways he is typical of others his age and older,
the ones the Opry has fewer and fewer of as time goes by. They are
men (almost exclusively) who remember the look of Southern cross-
roads communities untouched by electricity and concrete pavement;
they remember the feel of a time in which some of the most important
things for a man to know were how to plow mountainsides, make
whisky, and entertain oneself with music.

Beecher Kirby, for instance, a member of Roy Acuff’s Smoky
Mountain Boys, was a real Smoky Mountain boy long before he ever
met Acuff.

“My daddy was a barber in Sevierville, Tennessee,” Oswald
says of his beginnings.

“The rest of us lived out on the farm. At least, I thought it was
a farm until I got out and seen some farms. It was about sixty acres,
I guess. There was ten of us in the family, and my oldest brother
worked with my daddy in the barbershop. Daddy’d stay in Sevierville
all week and would come home Sunday morning. A car would let him
out at the end of the gravel road, and us children would come down
to meet him there with the mules and take him back up the dirt road
—or the mud road, which it was sometimes—to where we lived. It was
ten miles to Sevierville from there if you cut through the fields, but it
was probably twice that far by what roads there was.

“I'm the only one that took up music to try to make a living
at it, but they all played a little bit. There was more people at our
house all the time than any other house in the whole country around
there because we all played. People would gather in there on Satur-
day and Sunday nights. We sang old hymns and anything else any-
body knew. I don’t know how we learned to play; nobody taught us.
I guess people up in there are just born with something in them or
something. I don’t know how in the world they learned the songs,



Much of Oswald’s contribution has been as a player of the dobro,
a howling instrument with a circular steel pan in the center of the
body where a normal guitar has only soft wood and a hole

Oswald still clogs joyously with the Opry’s square dance troupes.
Here he romps with Ben Smathers’s Stoney Mountain Cloggers




Country music was born in starkly humble
circumstances on southeastern mountain-
tops and westerns plains. This house in
Crisp, Texas, birthplace of Opry patriarch
Ernest Tubb, epitomizes the simplicity of
country music’s beginnings

either; there was no radio up there, nor nothing. Anyway, on Monday
mornings we’d take my daddy back down to the gravel road, and the
car would pick him up.”

That was in the early 1920s, four or five years before Kirby
left home for the first time to try to get a job in a Flint, Michigan,
automobile factory, and nearly fifteen years before he met an ambi-
tious young musician named Acuff while working in a Knoxville,
Tennessee, bakery.

Even in the days before Oswald and others first began to
leave the mountains, however, a few intense men who called them-
selves “folklorists” were already coming into the mountains. These
educated outlanders were eager to learn something that such men as
Beecher Kirby were little concerned with: where their music had
come from.

Eventually, much of it was discovered to have come from the
same places the people themselves had, two hundred years before.
Between 1916 and 1918, an Englishman named Cecil J. Sharp col-
lected forty-five English and Scottish ballads that had survived for
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more than two centuries in the Appalachian region; he found them
in three counties in Tennessee, two in West Virginia, eleven in Vir-
ginia, eleven in Kentucky, and seven in North Carolina.

Sharp was only the first of the folklorists, and they found
what they were looking for in various parts of America. The Appa-
lachians are only one of these areas, but because the region remained
virtually isolated for some two centuries, it is one of the richest.

The difficulty of mountain travel and the consequent lack
of schools made formal education almost impossible, but the moun-
taineers clung tenaciously to what culture they did have. They
carefully passed on the ballads and religious songs of their fathers,
sometimes putting new words and variations to old, handed-down
tunes from Elizabethan or even pre-Elizabethan sources.

Such old music doubtless made up some of the repertoire of
such families as the Kirbys in Oswald’s youth. Other songs were
probably brought into the mountains by peddlers, circuit-riding
preachers, and other travelers, and by former mountaineers returning
home from towns and cities.

Dr. Sharp and the first folklorists were soon followed by other,
less selfless men.

Until the early twenties, city theaters and vaudeville circuits
had ignored the music of mountaineers and other working-class, rural
Americans of the South and the West. These people had been
described as “hillbilly” since the turn of the century, and by 1925
that homely term began to be applied to their music. Even for that to
happen, the music had to be noticed, and the fledgling recording in-
dustry, which had been increasing its sales volumes steadily since
its start in the Gay Nineties, was even less interested in hillbillies
than vaudeville had been.

“The music then was all Broadway stuff,” recalls Art Satherly,
one of a handful of recording-company scouts who began to seek new
singers and instrumentalists after World War 1.

“If a song hadn’t been written by the coffee-and-cake boys in
New York, then it wasn’t supposed to be a song. They didn’t figure
anybody else was smart enough to know anything about music people
would buy.”

Until Satherly and his fellow so-called field recording men
came on the scene, the executives of the recording companies paid no
attention to music found outside the cities—or even outside upper
middle-class neighborhoods. There was no economic motivation to
do so. The popular singers, men like Al Jolson and Gene Austin, were
selling unprecedented numbers of records with songs like “Rockabye
Your Baby,” “My Blue Heaven,” and “Melancholy Baby.” Recorded
music was all of one kind.

Then, haltingly at first, came a revolution.

Satherly, a British-born ex-cavalryman who got into the bus-
iness after serving as Thomas Edison’s secretary in 1916, strayed off
the popular path together with a few other recording men. They first
ventured into black blues—or “race music,” as they called it then—
going into black urban areas in the South and West and recording

Gene Autry with Art Satherly, who first recorded
Autry and dozens of other early country, or
“hillbilly,” performers
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ABOVE: Riley Puckett, left, and Gid Tanner,
two of the earliest “recording stars.” BELOW:
Sam McGee played on some of Uncle Dave
Macon’s early recordings
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the music they found there. Having recorded it, they set out to prove
there was a market for it.

“We found we could get ads for nearly nothing in a black
newspaper called the Chicago Defender, as well as other places where
no recordings had ever been advertised,” Satherly recalled recently.

“And it happened like a bomb. Those black people heard their
own dialect being sung for the first time on recordings. For the first
time, in other words, they could hear themselves.”

After race music became popular, the field recording men be-
gan to turn their attentions to white, “hillbilly” music, to see if the race
music phenomenon could repeat itself in another area. About the time
they did so, something happened to make the recording companies
more anxious to hear the recording men’s opinions.

Radio, hitherto a novelty, suddenly began to make its pres-
ence powerfully felt. By the mid-twenties, record sales had begun to
decline as radio stations went into business. The radio stations, seek-
ing all the listeners they could get, began to put all sorts of local musi-
cians on the air. Radio thus began to supply the kind of home enter-
tainment that had only been obtainable through the phonograph up
to then, and much of its programming was “live”; it was also satisfying
some musical demands the record companies had ignored.

The troubled industry soon started to rectify its earlier mis-
take. Faced with shrinking markets, it sought to build new ones.

Talent scouts invaded the South and West and recorded
music by such homely “artists” as Georgia moonshiner Fiddlin’ John
Carson, a Georgia fiddler named Gid Tanner, a Tennessee banjo player
named Dave Macon, a Tennessee guitarist named Sam McGee, a
blind Georgia guitarist named Riley Puckett, and hosts of string bands
with such names as the Dixie Mountaineers, the Virginia Reelers, the
Virginia Breakdowners.

Noting the appeal of rural music, an established popular
singer from Texas named Vernon Dalhart persuaded the Victor Com-
pany to let him record two hillbilly songs, “The Wreck of the Old 97”
and “The Prisoner’s Song.” The latter became one of the biggest hits
of that or any other time, going on to sell six million copies.

Suddenly this thing they were calling “hillbilly” music, a
homely sound that had been around the mountains and the rural val-
leys and plains for generations, was found to be commercial.

Nor was this development the strangest of the era. The entire
decade was a raucous and zany one, and its music only added to the
national dizziness. The twenties were born in the depths of a postwar
depression and died in the beginnings of a prewar one, but in the de-
cade between those pinched times Americans briefly created a glitter-
ing yet strangely sad era.

Nationally, the twenties are stereotyped as a frenetic age of
jazz and flappers, of contraband booze in the pockets of raccoon coats.
It was, of course, an age of many other things, too, and most of them
eventually filtered even into the growing cities of the historically
insular South. There they blended with other, more local events, s