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“FOR SEVENTY YEARS NOW THE OPRY'S BEEN
GOING STRONG. WITH ALL THE LOVE COUNTRY
FANS AND ARTISTS HAVE FOR THE OPRY, |
IMAGINE IT WILL BE AROUND FOR A LONG TIME
TO COME. IT WAS—AND STILL IS, IN MY OPIN-
ION—COUNTRY MUSIC’S GREATEST STAGE."

—From the Foreword by Dolly Parfor:

Il all beging with a night at the Opry The familiar buzz and
hbustle backstage, the hush of the audience waiting in an-
ticipation. Since it began broadcasting live, down-heme
country music back in 1925, the Opry has been the senti-
mental home of country performers and audiences alike,
bringing magic and music into millions of hoines every
yaturday night. For alimost three quarters of a century the
)pry has been the touchstone of the spirit, the tradition,

and the phenomenal growlh of counbtiy music. Nearly
every legend in the business has crossed the Opry stage.
uid for wany years it has been the place where lortunes
and careers are made in country music. it has beern the
spawning ground for exciting new musical genres—irom
honky-tonk to rockabilly, bluegrass to the Nashville Sound.
The Grand Ole Opry History of Country Music

hrings to life seventy years of country music's hottest stars
and larger-than-life figures Rediscover the pioneers of
country, like Jimmie Rodgers, the Carter Farmily, Koy Acuff,
and Hank Williamis. Remimsce about such legendany
tragic figures as Patsy Clinte, Elvis [esley, and Jim Reeves
lourney dewn the often-bumpy career paths of longtime
veterans, including Juhnny Cash, Matty Robbins, Dolly Par-
ton, George Jones, and Loretta Lynn. And get 1o Kniow
today’s rnost-talkked-about superstars, including Reba
McEntire, Garth Brooks, Mary Chapin Carpenter, and Clint
Black. Here are the amazing stones—illustrated with ove:r

250 rarely seen photographs—of rags lo riches, of aching

{eontinued on back flag)




(continued from front flan |

tragedy and heartwarming triumph, that take us to the
core of countrv and Arnerica itself. Here, too, is the fasci-
nating story of the golden days of radio and America's first
record producers, who, in the 1920s, discovered early sen-
sations like Vernon Dalhart and Fiddlin’ John Carson.
Country music is on the move. It is, today, the
most popular music category in America—and it’s grow-
ing faster than any other kind of music in the world. But,
unlike other types of music, country never loses sight of its
past. It still draws strength and vitality from a long tradition
that is traced here, connecting the humble roots of coun-
try to the international cclebrity that it enjoys today. Author
Paul Kingsbury has created a grand ole celebration that is
in keeping with the irresistible sphit of our favorite music.

Now, that's country.

PauL KiNnagsBuURY has been editor for the
Country Music Foundation and its Journal of Country
Music since 1985. His numerous writing and editing credits
include The Patsy Cline Collection CD box set and the
CMF’s pictorial history, Country: The Music and the Musi-
cians, which won a Ralph Gleason Music Book Award. His
writing has appeared in US, Entertainment Weekly, Coun-
try Guitar, CD Review, and other magazines. He lives in

Nashville with his wife, June.

A BYRON PREISS/JANIS A. DONNAUD AND ASSOCIATES. INC. BOOK
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ountry music means a lot to me. It’s been my

roots and my livelihood. I grew up with it in the

mountains of east Tennessee, and it’s taken me

around the world. Country music has enabled
me to experience things I only dreamed of back in our two-
room hillside cabin, and it’s taught me a lot about myself along
the way. I can’timagine a more satisfying way for me to earn a
living than to write and sing country songs. And I don’t think
there’s a more loyal or supportive audience than country fans.

I wanted to be a part of country music as far back as I can
remember. My mother used to sing old folk songs to my broth-
ers and sisters and me, and I quickly followed her example.
Even before I had an instrument I was making up my own
tunes. By the age of ten, I was singing songs at a Knoxville tele-
vision station—before we had a TV at home!

It was just natural that I would set my sights on the Grand
Ole Opry in Nashville. It was—and still is, in my opinion—
country music’s greatest stage. Luckily for me it was only a
four-hour drive from the Smokies to Nashville. Fame was so
close I could almost touch it.

The first time [ went to the Opry, I was eleven years old. 1
was in awe. The sparkling costumes. The bright lights. The

hushed audience. And the music. The music was always won-
derful. From the momentI first sat in the Opry audience at the
old Ryman Auditorium, I was determined that I was going to
be on that stage someday. And that I was going to be one of the
chosen few who get invited to join the cast of the Grand Ole
Opry.

Well, wishes can come true. My friends Carl and Pearl But-
ler arranged for me to make a guest appearance on the Opry
when I was only thirteen. And ten years later, after [ had made
many duet appearances with Porter Wagoner, the Opry in-
vited me to be a permanent cast member. It’s a memory I’ll al-
ways treasure.

There’s a lot of history in the Grand Ole Opry, and I'm
proud to say that I've been a part of it. The Opry is more than
just a nice place to spend a Friday or Saturday night. It’s the rea-
son that Nashville became “Music City, U.S.A.” All the music
business that has grown up in Nashville—the record compa-
nies, the music publishers, the tour booking companies—got
started because the Grand Ole Opry was already in town. For
seventy vears now the Opry’s been going strong. With all the
love country fans and artists have for the Opry, I imagine it will
be around for a long time to come.

FOREWORD X% X1



This book tells how the Opry came to be and how it grew
to be the great institution it is today—America’s longest-run-
ning radio show. Along the way, this book also explains the
Opry’s role in the wider world of country music, because coun-
try music is America’s music, after all, and it doesn’t all come
from the Grand Ole Opry and Nashville. You'll find a lot of
great behind-the-scenes stories in these pages—what Hank
Williams was like, how Minnie Pearl got her name,
why Garth Brooks gave up on Nashville the
first time he came to town, why Faron
Young kissed Willie Nelson on the lips
at Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge (no, they
weren’t dating!). I've been in coun-
try music a few years now, and |
even learned a few things from
reading this book. Now that’s
saying something.

The publishers of this
book asked me to say a few
words about what country
music is. Now that’s a
tough one. It’s been so
many things through the
years—fiddle tunes and
cowboy songs and Hank
Williams  moanin’ the

blues and Bill Monroe
singing his high lonesome

x1v

% THE GRAND OLE OPRY HISTORY OF COUNTRY Music

bluegrass music and Billy Ray Cyrus getting us all to do the
Achy Breaky Dance and on and on and on. There’s a whole
world in country music once you look into it, just as there is in
any art form that people give their heart and soul to. The more
you listen, the more you want to know.

But if I had to try to sum up country music in one succinct
definition, I would turn to my friend Tom T. Hall. Tom T. is
as literate a country artist as [ know. He’s written
several books, and many hit songs, and he
knows how to put things just right with a
He said (and 1

quote): “Country music is a basic

few choice words.

American music played by rural
people on stringed instruments
for their own enjoyment.
Country music is lead-free,
has no cholesterol, is salt-
free, needs no refrigeration,
will not stain your clothes,
is not harmful to pets or
wildlife, will not shrink,
fits in your shirt pocket,
and can be enjoyed while
operating heavy machin-
ery. Have some.”
Amen to that. Now
you can read this book for

the rest of the story!
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The house lights dim, the eurtdin goes up, and
another GrandOle Opry is under way forthe 4,400
Sans i the Opry House and thousands more listen-

tng on radio across the country.
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ny Friday or Saturday night you can hear live country

music from half past six to midnight. It’s the oldest

radio show in America, and it's known as the Grand

Ole Opry. Its history extends back almost as far as the
first country music recordings. It began one magical Saturday night
with a solitary fiddler reeling out his old hoedown tunes and jigs in a
cozy little radio studio in downtown Nashville, Tennessee. Before the
fiddler put down his bow, the station was deluged with telephone calls
and telegrams clamoring for more down-home entertainment. Within
weeks, the program grew into quite a bustling show, brimming with
local country music talent. Within a few years it became truly a national
showcase. It still is. And you're invited.

A visit to the Grand Ole Opry is different from a concert or a TV
taping. There’s a lot of milling around onstage with people coming and
going, sometimes right in the middle of a song. In the wings, folks are
catching up on gossip while old cronies play practical jokes on each
other as various musicians are tuning up. Just a few feet away, another
act is onstage and on the air. That’s the way it’s always been. It’s under-
stood that people not involved in the song at that moment can roam
around the stage and do whatever they need to do. Because it’s a radio
show. Just like the old days. That sense of informality, of spontaneity, is
central to the Opry.

Despite its appearance of sheer chaos, the Opry is a smooth-running
machine. Performers amble up to hit their marks right on the dot of the
appointed hour. Stagehands change microphones quickly and unobtru-
sively. Musicians in the ten-member Opry staff band swap places as

necessary and will even run down the hallway to write out and photo-
copy a last-minute song arrangement. The audience is never the wiser.
Stage manager Tim Thompson keeps his eye on the clock and pages
performers backstage who should fail to be in the wings five minutes
before their moment.

Occasionally mistakes happen. “One night Lester Flatt was onstage
and I was waiting for my spot,” said Jean Shepard, an Opry cast mem-
ber since 1955. “I was sitting in the greenroom, talking with Del Wood
and they called me onstage. Well, I didn’t hear it, and Lester just went
on and did another song. Then they called me out again, and I s/l
didn’t hear it and they did another song.

When I finally got out there, I had
missed my spot!

They say
you're not really a member of
the Grand Ole Opry until
you miss a spot, so I guess
I officially made it.”

Jean Shepard, the Opry’s
senior female singer, has
been with the show since
1955. Even so, she says,
she didn’t really feel that
she had become properly
initiated until the first time
she missed her cue to appear for
her appointed spot on the show.

A NIGHT AT THE OPRY % 3
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Sailure kept the big red
curtain from rising one
night in 1982, the show
still went on—with a
little extra help from cast
and crew.

Al

Then there is the now legendary story of

the curtain that wouldn’t go up back in 1982.
The late Roy Acuff had taken the stage with
his band, the Smoky Mountain Boys. They got
their cue to start playing, and the heavy red
curtain, which separates the performers from
the audience between half-hour segments,
didn’t rise. It wouldn’t budge. But the Opry is
a radio show. So Acuff and the Smoky Moun-
tain Boys played on for the listeners at home,
as technicians scrambled to lift the curtain.
Cast members and dancers even got into the
act, grunting and pushing and lifting, so the
studio audience could at least see something.
“Everyone handled it with good grace,” Shep-
ard said. “The radio audience was never
aware of any problem. We all had a good
laugh about it later.”

Backstage the Grand Ole Opry is even
more informal. There are seventy-one Opry

cast members. On a typical night backstage, it
seems as if they’re all wandering around in the
labyrinthine hallways, popping in and out of
dressing raoms, or hanging out in the large
greenroom where they can watch television
(sports shows are very popular) and drink cof-

The greenroom
buckstage: an oasis
of calm at the
bustling Opry and
a place to chat,
grab refreshments,
and sneak peaks at
TV sports events

4 %* THE GRAND OLE OPRY HISTORY OF COUNTRY MusIC

fee or punch until their stage call. Usually,

twenty to twenty-five acts appear on the Opry
each night. Some of them bring their own
bands, and they all invite close friends, family,
or business associates. That’s why it can get

a bit crowded backstage—a little like high




school between classes, especially since the hallways are lined with lock-
ers from which performers pull clothes and instruments. There’s Pete
Kirby, pulling a pair of old blue overalls from one locker. Better known
as “Bashful Brother Oswald,” he played dobro with Roy Acuff at the
Opry from 1939 until Acuff’s death in 1992. “Oz,” who joined the Opry
cast in January 1993, still dresses in his hillbilly duds, ready to light up
the crowd with his smooth playing or with his braying laugh.

His old boss, though, is dearly missed. The Opry cast’s senior mem-
ber, Roy Acuff joined the show back in 1938 well before there was a
music industry in Nashville, when the Opry offered mostly old-time
fiddling and hoedown bands. Acuff was a fiddler and he led a string
band. But he was also a showman, balancing his fiddle and bow on his
chin or whirling a yo-yo this way and that. Even more than his flair for
spectacle, whatdistinguished Roy Acuff from the rest of the castand ul-
timately made him the Opry’s grandest star was his ability to deliver
sincerity in song. “I'm a seller and not a singer,” the gruff-voiced Acuff
told Newsweek for a 1952 cover story. “I'm strictly a seller. There’s
something about me. I’'m able to reach the people.”

Until his death in November 1992, Acuff routinely held court back-
stage. The other thirteen dressing rooms in the backstage hallways had

T, e _ '_ﬂ 0

Since the passing of Roy Acuff in 1992, former Smoky Mountain Boys Pete
Kirby (better known as “Bashful Brother Oswald”) and Charlie Collins
(right) have continued as a regular Opry attraction.

a small sign saying: PERFORMERs ONLY PLEASE. (The dressing rooms are
assigned for the evening’s show, and their doors are often shut as per-
formers get ready.) Dressing Room 1, the closest to the stage, was dif-
ferent. Its sign read: roy acurr and its door was always open. There
Acuff would visit with musicians and fans, taking time out for all who

stopped by. When it was his turn to take the Opry stage. Acuff would
/ stride purposefully down the hallway, through the wings, and onto the

stage to gales of applause. He’d usually offer his old classics, the train

Roy Acuff in the spotlight: a singer brimming with sincerity and a show- epic “The Wabash Cannonball” and the religious allegory “The Great
man in the grand ole style. Speckled Bird.” Sometimes in his later years he sang slightly off key, but

A NIGHT AT THE OPRY X §
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star Gene Autry and his wife, Ina Mae.

he still whirled his fiddle bow around his head and gave a pretty good
imitation of a train whistle for “Cannonball.” Then he'd toddle off
backstage and entertain some more.

Today Dressing Room 1 is much as Acuff left it. It’s still sparsely
furnished with a small table and a few chairs. Like the other Opry
dressing rooms, it has a dressing table and mirror running the length of
the wall opposite the door. What catches the eve, though, are the pho-
tographs and mementos papering the walls: a movie poster from the
1940 film Grand Ole Opry in which he starred; a faded publicity photo-
graph of Acuff and his Smoky Mountain Bays, ca. 1938; autographed
pictures of him with Presidents Reagan and Nixon, with Roy Rogers,
Dolly Parton. and Johnny Cash; his favorite sign reading NOTHING’S
GONNA HAPPEN TODAY THAT ME AND THE LORD CAN'T HANDLE. Dressing
Room 1 today is usually reserved for the younger guest acts on the Opry.
“That's the way we think he would have wanted it,” said Grand Ole
Opry president Hal Durham. “It gives them something to think about,
to see his dressing room as he leftit.”

6 * THE GRAND OLE OPRY HISTORY OF COUNTRY MusiIcC
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Acuff’s dressing room door was always open to fans and, of course, friends like Minnie Pearl, and cowboy

o XoXoXoX In the golden days of radio when Roy

i '

Acuff rose to prominence, the Grand Ole

Opry was a kingmaker. It made stars of
nearly every performer who graced its stage.
Roy Acuff. Ernest Tubb. Hank Williams.
Minnie Pearl. Eddy Arnold. Patsy Cline.
The list of Opry stars over the past seventy
years includes well over 200 famous names
and voices. Today the Opry’s role is different.
Now it serves as a keeper of tradition, a vital
link to our common bedrock past in this cy-
berspace age of video screens, sound bites,
and virtual reality.

Yet the show remains surprisingly alive
and vital for such a venerable institution. “I
probably get forty requests a week,” said
Opry manager Bob Whittaker, “from new
artists wanting to guest appear on the Grand
Ole Opry. I could pull out a drawer, and
you're just gonna see tons of tapes that un-
fortunately I can’teven find time to listen to.”

What still makes the Grand Ole Opry

such a magnet for talent? Its hallowed repu-
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tation has something to do with it, but the
Opry isn’t resting on its laurels. “I labor over
the format of the show,” said Whittaker,
who begins lining up acts for the show
weeks, sometimes months, in advance. He asks each cast member to
commit to twelve appearances a year. That's an easier commitment for
the older acts who are no longer touring as widely as the young chart
toppers, so Whittaker leaves three or four slots open right up until
the Thursday before a show just in case a busy young star like
Garth Brooks or Reba McEntire should
have an opening in his or her
schedule.

As a result. on any given
weekend, the Opry can Jf
offer an unusually repre- [ff
sentative cross-section of
country music talent.
“Fhere are generally four
members of the Country
Music Hall of Fame who
arc here most Friday and




Saturday nights—Bill Monroe, Jimmy Dickens, Hank Snow, and
Grandpa Jones,” said Whittaker, “and I can’t think of another venue
anywhere in the country that can boast of four Hall of Famers appear-
ing in ... anything. Then on top of that, you can usually count on eight
or ten true legends of the industry. . .. Then you’ve got up-and-coming
new acts breaking into the business. . . . Finally, on many nights you'll
have a Vince Gill, a Garth Brooks, an Alison Krauss. So vou have four
categories that make up a typical showbill on the Grand Ole Opry. It’s
the greatest entertainment bargain in the country.”

k * K
On a Saturday night in the fall of 1994, just the sort of show Bob Whit-

taker described takes place. People are milling around as the big red
curtain rises and tall, dark, imperially slim Jim Ed Brown steps onstage

T,

7,
/@({/3

precisely at 6:30. He treats the crowd to a faithful
rendition of “The Three Bells” (the 1959 million
seller he recorded with his two sisters) before

slipping backstage to chat with guests.

@y \ Sure enough, Grandpa Jones is on hand, looking

just as he did on “Hee Haw” with his trademark getup
of plaid workshirt, suspenders, gray striped old-timey

first joined the cast

Grandpa Jones, who

in 1946, has
been one of A
the Opry’s
great links

to old-
time /

music.

....

pants, and brown slouch hat. As he takes the stage, the
house lights seem to be blinking. But it’s just camera
flashes going off as fans stream toward the stage to get a
good photo while “Everybody’s Favorite Grandpa” per-
forms the classic “Dark as a Dungeon,” written by his
oid friend Merle Travis. Just a couple of weeks shy of his
eighty-first birthday, Jones seems full of life and still
quick with a joke. Later that evening, he loses track of
time and yells to the wings, “How long we got till?”

“Ten-fifteen,” comes the reply.

“Oh? I better get a-goin’, then,” he says with a
chuckle. “Your mind slips, you knew.” He pauses as the
crowd titters. “That ain’t all, I'll tell you that!” A roar of

Acuff and Ricky Skaggs light into a tune backstage.
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laughter wells up from the audience. A be-
mused Jones takes it all in, adding offhand-
edly, “I b’lieve I'll just stand here a minute.”
When Jones closes the first half hour of the
evening and the curtain comes down, Little
Jimmy Dickens, all four foot ten inches of
him, steps up to greet

That'’s the song he favors the crowd with this
night.

Down the hall backstage an open dressing
room has a small crowd of people gathered
around with cameras and souvenir programs.
Inside, Ricky Skaggs and Vince Gill are in-
tently rehearsing, both

him. Old friends, they
shake hands warmly
and clap each other on
the back. Dickens
looks splendid in his
fire engine-red suit

studded with

stones and accented

rhine-

with a gaudy, spread-
winged bird on the
back (in honor of his
1965 No. 1 hit, “May
the Bird of Paradise
Fly up Your Nose”), N
all set off grandly with

white boots, white
shirt, and white ten-
gallon hat. As the cur-

tain again rises, he

:

With a last-minute adjustment of his ten-gallon
hat, Little Jimmy Dickens readies himself for a
big Opry crowd.

launches into  his
trademark hit, “I'm
Little but I'm Loud.”
When Dickens walks
over to chat with an-
nouncer Kyle Cantrell
between numbers, only his hat appears above
Cantrell’s podium.

As Dickens winds up his number, a tall
thin figure in a powder blue western suit ner-
vously tunes his big arch-top guitar and qui-
etly picks out little bits of music. It’s the “Jolly
Green Giant,” Jack Greene, formerly one of
Ernest Tubb’s Texas Troubadours. In 1965 he
stepped out from behind his drum kit to start
his own career. A year later he had a No. 1 hit
and the Country Music Association Song of
the Year with “There Goes My Everything.”

voices raised in 1m-
high  har-

mony, both working

possibly

their guitars hard and
fast, on a traditional
bluegrass gospel song
by the
Carter Family in the

popularized

1930s, “Working on a
Building.”

When Ricky
Skaggs pops out, peo-
ple ask about the con-
dition of his teenage
son, Andrew, recov-
ering in Vanderbilt
Hospital from a re-
cent automobile acci-
dent. “He’s doing a lot
better, thank you,”
says Skaggs as he
heads for his dressing
room. At 7:23 P.M.
Skaggs is back out in
black suit and but-
toned-up white shirt, with his Martin guitar
strapped on. Awed onlookers part before him
as he ducks into the rehearsal room, where the
imposing figure of Bill Monroe, the acknowl-
edged Father of Bluegrass, dressed impecca-
bly in black suit and white Stetson, holds
court. Vince Gill drops in behind him. Folks
press in close with programs and souvenir

Bill Monroe picks a little bluegrass with one of
his greatest admirers, Ricky Skaggs.
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booklets, hoping for an autograph. Gill, the
reigning CMA Entertainer and Male Vocalist
of the Year, graciously obliges the two or three
fans brave enough to step forward for a photo
or a signature. Inside, Ricky Skaggs and Bill
Monroe begin harmonizing on Monroe’s classic
bluegrass tune “I'm Going Back to Old
Kentucky.” Vince Gill slips back
In to join them on a reprise 4
rehearsal of “Working on
a Building.” The best
entertainment  bar-
gain in the country?

Those privileged to
be standing in the
crowded

hall-

way surely feel

Opry’s
backstage

that it’s more than
that.

At precisely
7:29 p.M. the wings \
stage right are jam-
packed with musi- 3
cians and onlookers. As
the curtain rises, Bill
Monroe, who seemed
frail and unsteady when
he took the arm of a
young musician to reach
the wings, looks notice-
ably stronger as he gathers himself and strides
out into the spotlights to join Ricky Skaggs.
One of the pillars of the Opry, a member of the
cast since 1939, Monroe likes to remind people
that he’s been late to the Opry only three
tumes—once because of a flat tire as he was
leaving his nearby farm, another time when
his stretch limousine caught fire a hundred
miles outside of Nashville, and when his bus
nearly got washed off the road in eastern Ken-
tucky. Tonight he's right on time as usual.

After a little folksy banter, Skaggs, Mon-
roe, and Monroe’s four-piece Blue Grass Boys

Opry member Vince Gill brings a touch of
bluegrass 1o his smooth country sound.

band plunge into the double-time tempos of
“I'm Goin" Back to Old Kentucky,” first
recorded in 1946 when Lester Flatt and Earl
Scruggs were still in Monroe's band. Tonight
Skaggs takes Flatt’s part as lead singer while
Monroe contributes falsetto harmony on the
choruses and then rips out a blazing
mandolin solo that would put
many younger pickers to
shame. As if that weren’t
enough, when the fid-
dler takes a solo,
‘\ Monroe skips into
the old buck-
and-wing  dance
he used to do on
Chicago’s National
Barn Dance radio
show 1n the 1930s.
Following the
bluegrass tour de
force, it's Vince
” Gill's turn. He obli-
ges the crowd with an
acoustic version of his
funky hit, “What the
Back-
stage, a couple of grand-

Cowgirls Do.”

motherly women are
tapping their toes and
remarking on how
handsome and good-natured Vince Gill is.
They are completely oblivious to the presence
of Gill’s wife, singer Janis Gill of Sweethearts
of the Rodeo, who is sitting on a small bench
right in front of them. When Gill finishes
his second number. with harmony courtesy
of rising bluegrass star Alison Krauss, Ricky
Skaggs leads the applause saying, “Mr. Mon-
roe says that's powerful good singing right
there. And Mr. Monroe knows good singing.”
As he walks smiling over to the wings, turning
over the stage to Krauss, the seemingly peren-
nial CMA Male Vocalist of the Year calls back

A NIGHT AT THE OPRY X* g



In 1993 rising star Alison Krauss became the
Opry’s youngest cast member (then twenty-
one)—and the first bluegrass act added to the
show’s roster since 1964.

to Krauss, laughing, “Alison, you were great!
How was [?”

Onstage, Bill Monroe introduces Alison
Krauss (“a wonderful singer and a fine fiddle
player”) for a quiet, thoughtful number that
allows her fluttery soprano free rein. Immedi-
ately afterward, the stage fills as Gill, Monroe,
and Skaggs join her for a rousing rendition of
that old Carter Family chestnut “Working on
a Building,” with the Father of Bluegrass tak-
ing the lead vocal in his piercing high tenor.
“It’s a holy ghost building, it's a holy ghost

Opry veteran Porter Wagoner (center) gives the
boys from Boy Howdy a few pointers in his
dressing room on the night of thetr first appear-
ance on the show.

1 %4

building, I'm a workin’ on a building,” sing
Monroe and company, “for my Lord, for my
Lord.” With the Blue Grass Boys digging in
behind Monroe’s mandolin and the high-fly-
ing voices, the old hymn sounds earthy and

\ rarefied at the same time.

After this all-star bluegrass spectacular
ends, the TV lights go out and the throng
backstage thins considerably. Still, at
eight o’clock the night has just begun, and

there are plenty of high moments left.
The Melvin Sloan Dancers are striking in
their red-and-white gingham shirts and
dresses, their impossibly stiff torsos bal-
anced against their crazily swinging legs.
The crowd loves the throwback to the
square dancers the Opry has always featured.
Then there’s Porter Wagoner, resplendent in
his turquoise western suit accented with
wagon wheels. He offers the crowd a song he

2 ® 2
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calls “a big hit for me in 1965—I hope you re-
member it.” It's “The Green Green Grass of
Home,” and you can tell by the warmth of the
applause they do.

Meanwhile Hank Snow is waiting stage
left, looking composed yet intensely focused.
Even at age eighty, after nearly forty-five years
on the Grand Ole Opry, he still carefully re-
hearses his Rainbow Ranch Boys band back-
stage before the show. Known for his sartorial
elegance, even in a field famous for glittering
stage wear, Hank Snow has outdone himself
tonight. He’s wearing a white western suit
with layer upon layer of appliqués of sequins,
rhinestones, black-and-scarlet embroidered
flowers, and tassels.

As Hank Snow readies his band for their
segment, a group of young, long-haired musi-
cians drifts into the wings. It’s the new L.A.
country band Boy Howdy, making their first

N OO0V OOOC



appearance at the Opry. “He’s totally cool,”
one of them says, elbowing a band member
and leaning his head toward Hank Snow, host
of the segment.

Onstage, Boy Howdy seamlessly re-create
the smooth harmonies and rock-sharp guitar
licks of their big hits “She’d Give Anything”
and “They Don’t Make ’Em Like That Any-
more.” Standing at the announcer’s podium,
Snow responds unconsciously to the beat of
the music, drumming his fingers and tapping
his boot, his face impassive. Afterward, Hank
graciously waves up the applause, although
there’s really no need. Boy Howdy was note-
perfect and the crowd loves them.

Snow’s numbers display his own brand of
attention to detail as he offers a couple of old
classics, “From a Jack to a King” and “Beggar
to a King,” chosen with an obvious theme in
mind but a reason known only to Snow him-
self. The little nasal quaver is still there in his
distinctive voice, and he still can flat-pick a
mean guitar with the best of them. The cur-
tain rings down on the stage at nine, signaling
the end of the Opry’s first show. Outside in the
evening chill, another crowd has lined up,
anxious to take seats in the Opry House for the
second show.

On the way out after the first show, you
pass Little Jimmy Dickens returning from the
parking lot. He probably went out to get a late
dinner, as many of the acts do, maybe across
the street at the Nashville Palace, where
Randy Travis used to fry up hamburgers and
catfish, and take an occasional break from the
kitchen to sing a song. Little Jimmy Dickens is
heading back for the second show and his spot
before a whole new crowd at 10:15 p.M. He's
still wearing that red suit and that white hat,
and he looks like the tallest four-foot-ten
you’ve ever seen.

“Thanks for the great show, Mr. Dickens,”
you say at the door.
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Hank Snow, resplendent as cver in his usual rhinestones, is still “movin’ on,” in the words of his first

big hit from 1950.

“Well, thank you,” he responds with a
wink and a smile. “And you come back real
soon.”

The remarkable thing here is that you and

Little Jimmy Dickens have never met before.
He simply recognizes a fan when he sees one,
and in recognizing a fan, a friend. Now that’s
country.
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The Crook Brothers Band: Herman Crook and Lewis Crook (on top), Blythe Poreet, Kirk McGee, and Bill Etter (below), ca. 1933.
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ROOTS AND BRANCHES

ountry. The term fits the music like a well-worn boot

fits a cowboy. It’s a handy, thoroughly apt description

for this quintessentially American music. Country. In

one word it suggests who makes the music and who lis-
tens to it. It evokes a picture of life far from the hurly-burly of the big
city. It summons up our common rural past. It’s a term rich with mean-
ing, and so far it’s stuck to the music for forty-odd years. Yet before
Billboard magazine named its record charts “Country & Western” in
June 1949, hardly anyone called the music “country.” Performers and
fans alike referred to it as “folk music” or “hillbilly.” Before that it had
a number of quainter names, such as “old-time tunes,” “old familiar
tunes,” and “hill-country tunes,” because even in its infancy the music
sounded old-fashioned and traditional.

The naming of country music is part of the story this book aims to
tell: how an earthy strain of American music met American business
and how we are all richer for it. Country music and the Grand Ole
Opry, its greatest showcase, have enjoyed a lively, tightly intertwined
history replete with happy accidents and shrewd commercial judg-
ments. Much of country’s charm derives from its abiding respect for
tradition and its reverence for the old-fashioned way of doing things.
Across its many styles—bluegrass, honky-tonk, western swing, rocka-
billy, old-time—country music survives more as a traditional approach
to song (through lyrical themes, vocal styles, and familiar instrumenta-
tion) than as a static sound. Eck Robertson’s fiddling on “Sallie

Gooden” in 1922 doesn’t sound
much like Garth Brooks doing
“Friends in Low Places” at all, but
there’s a line of tradition that connects them.
That indelible connection is what this history of the
Grand Ole Opry and country music is all about: how
country’s past gives meaning to its present, and how
country’s current stars revere and keep faith with the past.

* kK
The dazzling variety found in the cast of the Grand Ole Opry—or on
your local country radio station—is hardly a recent development in the
music. From the very beginning, the music we now call country came
from a number of sources.

We can trace country’s deepest roots to the ancient airs and tunes of
the British Isles, whose immigrants dominated the colonization of
North America. Country music standards like “Knoxville Girl,” “Bar-
bara Allen,” and “Who’s Going to Shoe Your Pretty Little Feet” have
survived into the twentieth century still bearing great similarities to
their original English versions. English folk songs and fiddle tunes,
though, are just part of the fabric of modern country music. The notion
that country music is the direct product of pure rural folk music, car-
ried across the Atlantic by British settlers and carefully handed down
intact and unsullied through generations in the Appalachians, is a
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pretty but outright fiction. On the contrary,
country music is more like a patchwork quilt,
its pieces borrowed from beautiful scraps of
American music.

Almost as soon as British colonists set foot
in the New World, they began altering the old
English songs to fit their new surroundings.
(Thus, the British “Wexford Girl” eventually
became our “Knoxville Girl,” though the
song’s tale of murder remains much the same.)

" The settlers also began making up their own

songs to describe their New World experi-
ences. Frequently they accompanied them-
selves on the violin or fiddle (what you call it
depends on how you're playing it). The fiddle
quickly became the favorite instrument of
America’s pioneers because it was portable,
easy to tune, and musically versatile, capable
of handily accompanying a jig or a lullaby. Be-
fore long, America’s British colonists came
into contact with immigrants and music from
other nations—Spain, France, Germany—
absorbed

brought to the Americas as slaves, carried

and those influences. Africans,
their exuberant, rhythmic music with them,
along with new instruments like the banjo. All
of it went into the melting pot.

Until the 1800s, the music heard in Amer-
ica was, for the most part, folk music, per-
formed for free and strictly for personal
amusement, reflecting the values of the com-
munity. It was almost never written down in
the standard European musical notation that
preserved Bach and Beethoven. (Until the
twentieth century, no one considered the tunes
themselves any more valuable than, say, nurs-
ery rhymes.) Folk songs simply reflected the
spirit of a community, helping to pass the time
while working in the fields or to mark an im-
portant event, such as a wedding.

Country music, as we know it, began to
coalesce in the nineteenth century. Music was
then a cherished pastime for many rural

Americans, but it could be shared in only two

World Radio Histol

ways: through sheet music and face to face.
While sheet music circulated classical music
and music-hall songs of the big city, it was in
face-to-face contacts that country music took
shape. These musical meetings took many
forms. In parlors and on front porches, gray-
haired elders taught bright-eyed youngsters
the folk songs of yesteryear. In small-town
squares and theaters, troupes of blackface min-
strel entertainers sang brand-new songs by
Stephen Foster and others, which often
sounded remarkably like old folk songs from
the hills and the cotton fields. In square dances
and fiddle contests, folks cut loose with the
most exuberant music they knew; the purpose
was celebration, but learning something new
—a song, a lick—was always a by-product for
the musicians. In churches, entire communities
shared old English hymns and spread the
gospel farther afield with new songbooks.
Instead of remaining distinct, these differ-
ent kinds of music mixed with one another as
folks moved through their daily rituals of
work, worship, and relaxation. From travel-
ing entertainers to townsfolk, friends to
neighbors, parents to children, scraps of an-
cient British airs, hymns, plantation spirituals
and blues, vaudeville songs, and later, jazz and
ragtime tunes passed back and forth and min-
gled. Most musicians in rural areas played by
ear. As a result, the music became casually ar-
ranged and rearranged like so much small-
town gossip. Thus, a published popular song
from 1860 that started out “I'll twine mid the
ringlets of my raven black hair” could be
transformed into “I'll twine with my mingles
and waving black hair”"—the charmingly gar-
bled first lines of the Carter Family’s famous
“Wildwood Flower.” Was it a folk song? Most
assuredly not, since someone had written it
back in 1860 for pay. But when the Carter
Family recorded it in 1928, it seemed to speak
so evocatively of life in the Blue Ridge Moun-
tains that it might as well have been a folk



song. This was the music that would become
known as country: a mongrel of mixed Euro-
pean and African ancestry, brought up on a
varied diet of professional and amateur influ-
ences, and completely ignored by moneyed in-
terests right up into the 1920s.

Two technological developments, though,
brewing since the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, utterly transformed the nature of enter-
tainment. They were the phonograph and the
radio, and in the 1920s they provided the cata-
lyst to transform rural music into commercial
country music in all its various forms and styles.

‘ OLD FAMILIAR TUNES MADE NEW

The 1920s brought sweeping change to Amer-
ican life. The United States had just emerged
from the “war to end all wars.” Buoyed pri-
marily by war production, the nation’s wealth
had increased tremendously. At the dawn of
this reckless decade, some 8.9 million automo-
biles were plying the nation’s roads at what
seemed breakneck speeds of around twenty
miles an hour. By 1920, more than half the na,”
tion’s population of 117 million lived in towns
of 2,500 or more. Women entered the work-
force in earnest, and 1920 saw the passage of
the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion, finally' givirg ‘women the hard-earned
right to vote. Young “ﬂappu‘s" cut their hair
y1 boyish bobs to demonstrate their newfound
independence, while young men shaved for a
clean, sophisticated look. In war-ravaged Ger-
many, moviegoers thrilled to the dark impres-
sionism of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, while
American audiences laughed till they cried
over the tragicomic antics of Charlie Chaplin
and little Jackie Coogan in The Kid. In 1920
twenty-five-year-old George Herman Ruth
was sold to the New York Yankees by the
Boston Red Sox for $125,000; that summer the
“Babe” would turn the hit-and-run gawe up-
side down with a record fifty-four home runs.

In the autumn of that year, the Westinghouse
Corporation, in an effort to sell radio re-
ceivers, opened station WDKA in Pitsburgh.
In its first major broadcast on November 2, it
transmitted the news that Warren G. Harding
had won the presidential election over James
M. Cox. Modernity was beckoning.

Not everyone was comfortable with the
new wonders of the twentieth century. Faced
with such wrenching changes, many Ameri-
cans recoiled. Even captains of industry felt a
keen nostalgia for days gone by. Certain that
the new jazz sounds were damaging to Amer-
ica’s morals, technocrat Henty Ford spon-
sored fiddle
dealerships, hoping the

contests through his car

part, though, the records were made in the big
city and catered to big-city tastes. New York
record moguls simply had no idea that folks
down on the farm would pay good money to
hear their own kind of music.

The first country music recording sessions
had to wait until the summer of 1922, and even
then they came about not through a shrewd
move by a record company but by the sheer au-
dacity of a couple of hoedown fiddlers. After
performing at a Confederate veterans conven-
tion in Richmond, Virginia, thirty-four-year-

old Eck Robertson and seventyish Henry
Gilliland traveled by train to New York City
in hopes of recording for the Victor Talking

familiar strains of the
pioneer  instroment
would slow the whecls
of progress—progfess
which he himself had
set into high.gear. Like
Henry Ford,

Americans longed for

many

the good old days.
Paradoxically, the

new phonograph tech-

nology offered a way to

revisit the past, espe-
cially through senti-
mental, familiar old
songs. Phonographs (at
an average cost of $25)
had made their way
into some 7 million
American parlors by
For

1920. the most

Standard bearer: Eck
Robertson, country
music’s first recording
artist, ca. 1922.
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Stacks of Oax

Prior to World War II, country music recording often took
place far away from the major music centers of New York,
Chicago, and Los Angeles. The business of making hillbilly records
was still so new that it was often more productive to beat the bushes
for rural talent rather than expect it to walk through the door in
Manhattan. Thus, A & R (artist and repertoire) pioncers like Ralph
Peer (Okeh, Victor), Art Satherley (Columbia), and Frank Walker
(Victor) made many of their greatest country recordings through
what were known as field recording sessions. During most of these
sessions, a variety of acts would be recorded over several days—
hillbilly bands, blues singers, gospel quartets. When the now-fa-
mous bluesman Robert Johnson recorded in Dallas in 1937, for
example, he was preceded and followed by a number of hillbilly
acts, including Al Dexter, Roy Newman, and the Light Crust
Doughboys.

In a typical session of the era, the field recording team would
come to town and rent the entire floor of a warchouse or hotel.
They needed that much space because the equipment, though
portable, was stll quite bulky. The gear typically consisted of mi-
crophones connected to a simple tone-control panel that in turn
was connected to the disc-cutting turntable. Usually the turntable
was driven by a system of weights and pulleys suspended from a
six-foot tower. It worked much like a grandfather clock and en-
sured a constant rate of speed in the event of a power failure. Out
in the studio area, which might be a hotel bedroom or the corner of
a warchouse, performers got their cue to record by a sort of traffic

light. In this case, the green light meant stor and red meant recorp.

Since magnetic tape wasn't available until after World War 11
(it was a German wartime invention), these recordings were made
on thick wax master discs. Refrigerated until needed, a blank disc
was first scraped with a razor to make the recording surface
smooth. Then it was placed in a warming cabinet to bring the wax

to the desired consistency (a lightbulb usually did the trick). Dur-

ing the recording session, the disc rotated on a turntable as a dia-

mond or sapphire stylus cut recording grooves into the surface. Bad

cuts could be reshaved and used again, much as modern magnetic

tape can be erased. But this could be done only so many times.
“When you made a few mistakes on that wax you couldn’t use it

anymore; it was too thin,” recalled Alton Delmore of the Delmore
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Henry Whitter scrimped and saved to make his first train trip from Vir-
ginita to New York for a recording session in early 1923. Two years later,
the former mill woiker was able to buy a Ford Model T with his royalties.

Machine Company. Though they showed up unannounced, the fiddlers
amazingly got an opportunity to recard ten fiddle tunes over the next
two days, June 30 and July 1, 1922. From those groundbreaking
(though completely unheralded) sessions, the Victor Company eventu-
ally selected one fiddle duet (“Arkansaw Traveler”) and one solo tune
(“Sallie Gooden™) to release to the public. But because no one at Victor
had any idea whether the old-timey instrumentals would sell, the com-
pany didn’t even release that first country record until March of the fol-
lowing year.

Back in his native Texas, Eck Robertson was nevertheless primed
and ready when his 78-rpm platter finally appeared at his local record
dealer. Now that he had a record, he wanted to advertise it. He knew
that Fort Worth’s radio station, WBAP. was open to airing such music.
When Eck Robertson got his turn at the WBAP mike on March 2g,
1923, he didn’t play just any old fiddle tunes; he played the two num-
bers on his brand-new record, becaming the first country musician to
plug his recording on the air.



In retrospect, it’s easy to see Eck Robertson’s first recording as a
milestone. No one else had bothered to record genuire old-time South-
ern music and offer it for sale. No one had thought of'it. Yet at the time
no one, least of all the Victor Company, took much notice of Robertson’s
record as being something new and distinct. Victor didn’t even give
Robertson a chance to record again until seven years later, in October
1929, when once again the intrepid fiddler pushed for a new session.

What got the country music record industry started in earnest was
withering competition from radio. In 1922 rccord sales hit the 100 mil-
lion mark, a new high. By 1925, however, sales fell almost by half that
total. In contrast, sales of radio sets, which had amounted to a little over
half a million units for 1923, had topped 2 million by 1925. True, the
large parlor scts were still pricey. But the relatively inexpensive Crosley
“Pup” single-tube radios could he had for as little as $10, and battery-
powerced crystal radio scts (in which a “cat tail” crystal rubbed up
against a cylinder of copper wire) were going for $1. In comparison, the
latest records generally cost 75¢ apiece, sometimes as much as $1.25. At
such prices, radio was bound to win the tug-of-war for the public’s dol-
lar in the short term.

Faced with a dwindling mainstream market, the record companies
went looking for new niche-markects like jazz and blues. It was while
trying to tap these markets that the Okeh Records tabel stumbled onto
country music almost by accident. At the time, the company was more
interested in the sales potential of records for black audiences. In 1920
Okeh had sold a million copies of Mamie Smith’s “Crazy Blues.” On a
tip from their leading record distributor in the South, Atlanta furniture
dealer Polk Brockman (phonographs were still considered furniture),
Okeh’s talent scout Ralph Peer took a newfangled portable recording
unit to Atlanta in June 1923 to see what untapped black talent could be
recorded. Peer and Brockman cut about thirty sides, recording mostly
blues singers and jazz bands. But it was the lone country fiddler, feisty
old Fiddlin’ John Carson, who would change the course of history.

John Carson was the genuine article: a mountain-bred entertainer
with a down-home stvle. Fifty-five vears old, moon-faced, jug-eared,
outspoken (though he stuttered), and tough as leather, John Carson had
been entertaining people for nearly his entire life, first in northwest
Georgia’s mountainous Fannin County and later in and around At-
lanta. He held jobs, by turns, as a jockey, a cotton-mill worker, and a
building painter; but he considered hddling and singing his life’s work.
The tunes he did were a mixture of old folk songs, reworkings of pop-
ular songs, and his own songs. His rough, unadorned styte included a
fondness for alcohol and for singing with a jawbreaker candy rolling
around his tongue. Playing a 200-year-old fiddle his grandfather had
brought from Ireland in a Hour sack, Carson performed anywhere he

Brothers. “If they used it nowadays, some of the artists never would
geton record because it would take too much wax. And the record-
ing director watched that wax like it was gold. If you missed one,
two, or three times, he would come in with a blank look on his face
and tell you to rehearse some more before another take.”

In that sense, all these recordings were “live”; there was no op-
portunity for “punch ins,” or overdubs, to fix a musical mistake
later. The performance had to be right on the moncy each time.
A & R men were also careful always to get more than one good take,
just in case something happened to a wax master subsequent to the
session. After a session, the discs were packed in felt insulation for
protection and sent to New York or Chicago for plating and press-
ing into 78-rpm records.

A & R men simply made the best of their surroundings. When
recording in warehouses, Ralph Peer’s standard operating proce-
dure was to hang sheets of burlap, both as a sound damper and as a
way to cordon off a recording area. To prevent potential distrac-
tion, he also hid the recording equipment behind the burlap, so that
the performers could see only the microphone. For a session in
Memphis at the Gayoso Hotel, Art Satherley once took the extra-
ordinary measure of cutting a hole in the wall between the bath-
room and the suite (he made arrangements with the hotel
management first). Then he had the engineer use the toilet as a
chair with the recording equipment set up in the bathtub.

With a practiced performer, a session could go exceptionally
well. When Art Satherley recorded Roy Acuff during the “bath-

room session,” everything fell into place despite the awkward set-
ting: “He recorded for me eight numbers in one hour and
three-quarters. Bang, bang, bang, bang. One master at a time but
three of everything to make sure we’d get it back to New York be-
cause of the heat.” On other occasions, no matter how professional
the performance, technical difficulties could stymie everyone. Dur-
ing a recording session at a warehouse in New Orleans in 1935, the
Delmore Brothers had a devil of a time because of a busy nearby
alley. “I don’t know how many records we had to make over,” re-
called Alton Delmore. “We would have one just about completed,

and then there would come a truck and ruin it.”
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Fiddlin’ John Carson

made his first record a

year after Eck Robert-

son did, but it was Car-
son’s that got the

Lo =/ .

— % country business started.

could get an audience: at political rallies, on

trolley cars, at fiddling contests (he won
seven), and inevitably, on the radio.

Carson had established himself as a local
fixture in Atlanta when he made his first ap-
pearance at the city’s new radio station, WSB
(“Welcome South, Brother”), located on the
fifth floor of the Biltmore Hotel. The Atlanta
Journal had opened the 100-watt station—the
first in the South—on March 16, 1922. Six
months later, on September g, Carson made
his first appearance, playing and singing “The
Little Old Log Cabin in the Lane.” Written by

Will S. Hays in 1871, it was a nostalgic min-
strel song about the passing of the old country
ways, calculated to tug at the heartstrings:

The footpath now is covered o'er that led us
"round the hill

And the fences all are going to decay

And the creek is all dried up where we used to go
to mill.

The time has turned its course another way.

But I ain’t got long to stay here, and what little
time [ got

I'll try and be contented to remain
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Till death shall call my dog and me to find a
berter home
Than that little old log cabin in the lane.

Everyone knew the sentimental old song.
But when Fiddlin’ John Carson played and
sang it, it became—make no mistake—a
country song. And it connected. Only halfway
through his program, telephones at the station
began ringing. The home folks wanted more.

Word of Carson’s success didn't reach be-
yond the range of WSB, and certainly not as
far as the streets of New York and the offices
of Okeh Records. It took Polk Brockman’s
hunch to get Fiddlin’ John on record.

On Thursday, June 14, 1923, bending close
to an acoustical horn in the middle of an
empty warchouse on Atlanta’s Nassau Street,
Carson sang and fiddled his way through
“The Little Old Log Cabin in the Lane” and a
fiddle instrumental called “The Old Hen
Cackled and the Rooster’s Going to Crow.”
Ralph Peer didn’t hear much in the perfor-
mances, later remembering them as “horrible”
and “pluperfect awful.” Carson’s untutored
leathery voice creaked, and his fiddle wheezed
as it doubled the simple, sing-song melodies.
But Polk Brockman knew the local audience
and ordered 500 copies of the record. In less
than a month, Brockman’s hunch was proved
right. On Friday, July 13, 500 of Carson’s
records arrived by railway express in Atlanta.
Brockman got them to the Elks Club conven-
tion, where he had arranged a fiddlers’ con-
test. Carson, of course, was on hand to play
and hawk his new record across the footlights.
The entire shipment of records sold out that
night. “I'll have to quit making moonshine
and start making records,” quipped Carson to
a very pleased Polk Brockman, who immedi-
ately phoned Okeh, saying: “Thisis a riot! I've
got to have 10,000 records here right now.”

Back in New York, Ralph Peer was
amazed. He had had so little faith in the Car-



son record that he had ordered
Brockman’s initial shipment
pressed without an Okeh catalog
number. But Peer was too canny
a businessman to let pride get in
the way of making a buck, and
he quickly reissued Carson’s
“horrible” record with a number
(Okch 4890) and sent hundreds
of Carson discs down to Brock-
man in Atlanta within the week.
By November, Peer had invited
Carson up to New York to
record a dozen morce tunes. The
grizzled fddler gladly com-
plicd, though he immediately
noted a hig difference between
the streets of Gotham and home:
“I been here a whole week,” he
declared, “and T haven't seen a
dad-blamed person I know!”
As Ralph Peer and Polk
Brockman moved to capitalize
on the untapped market for “old
time tunes” (as the Okeh com-
pany labeled them in catalogs),
other record companies made similar seren-
dipitous discoveries. Columbia Records found
the fiddle-guitar team of Gid Tanner and
Riley Puckett in Georgia. Vocahon Records
had singer-guitarist Blind George Reneau
from the Tennessce hills. In time, nearly every
large record label would give one of these old-
time singers or fiddlers a try. Still, no ane had
a very solid sense of the size of the audience.
It was a Southern singer living in the city
who turned the trickle of country music
recording into a torrent. Born in Texas, Mar-
ion Try Slaughter went to New York 1n 1912
to sing opera. Changing his name to Vernon
Dalhart (taken from the names of two Texas
towns), he made a middling carcer as a tenor
in musical theater productions and as a singer

of minstrel songs on records. By 1924 he was

Fiddlin’ John Carson (left) and Gid Tannes, longtime rivals at Georgia fiddle
contests, went head to head in record stores when the Columbia label signed
Tanner in March 1924.

forty-onc years old, no longer a hoyvish leading
man, and seemingly near the end of his
singing career.

Dalhart caught wind of the rustic rendi-
tions of “old familiar tuncs” coming from
down South. One song in particular struck
him as having possibilities for re-energizing
his flagging career: “The Wreck on the South-
ern Old 97” |sic] a recounting of a 1903 train
wreck near Danville, Virginia. After finding
Henry Whitter’'s Okeh recording of the old
song {which hit the market in January 1924),
Dalhart copied down the song word for word
and committed it to memory. In May of 1924
he finally persuaded the Edison company
to record his version of it. When the record
didn’t sell to his satisfaction, Dalhart simply
took his business to another company, Victor.

On August 13, 1924, he recorded
the song again, this ime backed
with “The Prisoner’s Song,” an
amalgamation of traditional sen-
umental lyrics pulled together by
his cousin and set to music by a
Victor musical director.

Released on Vietor in Octo-
ber 1924, the record sold like hot-
cakes. Dalhart’s plain readings of

the songs—at once formal and

-,

rustic—propelled the bouncy
railroad disaster song and the
prisoner’s poignant lament to un-
paralleled sales for rural music.
By early 1925, the record had
sold a million copics.

What could account for such
massive popularity? The songs
themselves must have spoken to
listeners. Certainly, they told
tales that were familiar and prin-
cipled. In “The Prisoner’s Song”
a contrite prisoner wishes to be
rcunited with his innocent love;
“The Wreck of the Old g7” (as
Dalhart retitled 1t) offers a driving, thrilling
account of a famous disaster, with a Victorian

moral tacked on the end:

Nouw, ladies, you must take warning

From this time now and on.

Never speak hard words 1o your hue,
loving husband.

He rnay leave you and never return.

The delivery on both songs was exactly
what the audicnce wanted. The instrumental
backing was kept simple: just Dalhart’s jaunty
harmonica and a toe-tapping guitar on “The
Wreck of the Old ¢7”; a lightly struinmed
guitar and a single plaintive violin on “The
Prisoner’s Song.” Dalhart, meanwhile, com-

municated plainly and directly, as if he were
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Light-opera singer Vernon Dalhart broke the
hillbilly music business wide-open with his mil-
lion-selling hit “The Wreck of the Old 977 /
“The Prisoner’s Song” in 1924.

telling news to a neighbor over the fence. He
took pains to enunciate clearly (how could he
abandon years of opera training?), but he also
stamped each song with a noticeable Texas
twang. Though Dalhart didn’t sound half as
rustic or colorful as Fiddlin’ John Carson, his
style was far more relaxed than, say, the brassy
declamations of Al Jolson, then popular
music’s biggest star.

Victor Records quickly set about promot-
ing Dalhart’s new career. His next hit was
made to order and squarely in the railroad-
disaster mold. For two weeks in February
1925, a young spelunker named Floyd Collins
lay trapped underground near Mammoth
Cave, Kentucky. Thanks to the Louisville
Courier Journal, word of Collins’s plight
spread across the nation. Hundreds of people

flocked to the cave site—so many that the
Kentucky state militia arrived to keep the
peace. In the end it was all for naught. Afteran
eighteen-day vigil, Floyd Collins died in the
cave, on February 17, 1925.

The story didn’t end there. The death of
Floyd Collins sparked an idea for Polk Brock-
man, the enterprising Atlanta record dealer.
For $25, he commissioned an original country
song on the topic, and within two months he
had Fiddlin’ John Carson recording it (April
14, 1925). Somehow, the Okeh Company was
not able to exploit this Carson record, but
the canny Brockman did. He sold the song to
A & R man Frank Walker, who passed it along
to Dalhart. On September g, 1925, with unob-
trusive backing from guitar and violin, Dal-
hart recorded the story of “a lad we all know
well,” who “now lies sleeping in a lonely sand-
stone cave.” Victor paired it with yet another
fresh disaster item essayed by Dalhart—*“The
Wreck of the Shenandoah,” concerning the
recent crash of a U.S. Navy dirigible. Within a
few months the record became Dalhart’s sec-
ond million seller.

Boosted by these hits, Dalhart would re-
main the best-selling artist in the new “old-
time” genre right up through 1928. He was so
much in demand that he recorded for all the
major companies, under more than a hundred
pseudonyms, often recording as many as three
times a day. With his earnings, he
lavish

bought a two-story

Tudor home in Mamaro-
neck, New York, complete

with maid and under-
ground garage. Eventually
interest in his disaster songs
and sentimental readings played
out, and he lost a great deal of
money in the 1929 stock market
crash. At his death of a heart attack in
1948, Dalhart had been working as a night

watchman and a vocal coach in Bridgeport,
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Connecticut. None of his students realized his
earlier hillbilly stardom; in his homemade ads
for his vocal coaching, Dalhart himself made
no mention of it, preferring to extol the virtues
of his work in opera, light opera, and orato-
rios. His last recording session was in 1936.

With the floodgates opened by Dalhart,
the record companies began seeking out more
rural-style musicians. Columbia Records es-
tablished a “Familiar Tunes” series. Okeh had
its “Old Time” series. Vocalion had begun to
highlight “Special Records for Southern
States” in its catalogs. Victor Records had its
“Olde Time Fiddlin’ Tunes.” Together, the
record labels began releasing about fifty such
discs a month. As it turned out, 1925 was a wa-
tershed year for this new commercial form of
music. A name that captured the many styles
of this new musical market was found on Jan-
uary 15 of that year, when a string band quar-
tet of young men drove up from around
Galax, Virginia, to record for Okeh’s Ralph
Peer in New York. When Peer asked the
group’s leader, Al Hopkins, what the group
called themselves, Hopkins replied offhand-
edly, “We’re nothing but a bunch of hillbillies
from North Carolina and Virginia. Call us
anything.” Chuckling, Peer dubbed them
“The Hill Billies” and thereby coined a name
for the music that would stick for the next
thirty years.

By the year’s end (December 15), Victor’s
newsletter The Talking Machine World felt
the need to assess “What the Popularity of
Hill-Billy Songs Means in Retail
Profit Possibilities.” The conclusion:
“Probably we have had an over-
production of songs of the
fox-trot order and in
self-defense the pub-
revolted

and turned to that
which was a most

lic has

radical change,




the sob songs of several generations

man. “The Barn Dance brings happy

ago, brought up to date and made into
a pathetic song on some current topi-
cal event or catastrophe.” The anony- |
mous writer of the newsletter summed

up smugly by adding: “Psychologically, |
this can be answered, it being well
known that when groups revolt they go
to extremes.” The revolt, it appeared,

was on.

#* TURN YOUR RADIO ON!

Though interest in these old-time
records was gathering steam, it was
radio that was really taking off. As
radio stations sprang up across the
country (600 by June 1924), perform-

ers of this old-time music helped fill
the programming gaps on many new
stations, especially in the undesirable
early morning and noon hours. Un-
like a pop or classical orchestra, a hill-

billy act didn’t cost much to book. In
fact, with amateur musicians so eager
to show off their talent on the air for
friends and neighbors, hillbilly talent

often came free. In the case of

Chicago’s WLS, owned and operated

J (Qua[ity
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The Record

—

Old Time Tunes

memories of our youth,” said another
letter.

v The WLS Barn Dance, like other
]l radio barn dances that would spring
|| up on stations across the South and
Midwest over the next two decades,
was simply a variety show, with an
| emphasis on old-time music and

comedy. No one had a better intuitive

grasp of the powerful allure of such
programs than George D. Hay. From
lessons he learned at WLS, he would
go on to build the grandest barn
dance of them all, the Grand Ole
Opry. A Midwesterner born in At-
tica, Indiana, George Dewey Hay
had joined Memphis's Commercial
Appeal as a court reporter following
military service in World War 1. At
the paper he soon gained a following
for his popular column, “Howdy,
Judge.” The column raised his profile
high enough that, when the Commer-
cial Appeal established its own radio

station, WMC, on January 21, 1923,
Hay was soon prevailed upon toserve
as late-night station announcer and

radio editor for the paper. Taking ad-

by the “World’s Largest Store,” Sears,

vantage of Memphis's Mississippi

Roebuck, the station looked to old-

time music from the very beginning,

In 1925 the Okeh label advertised the Southern rural music of Fid-
dlin’ John, Roba Stanley, and Ernest Stoneman as “Old Time Tunes.”
Today we cull it country.

River locale, Hay regularly intro-
duced programs with toots fram a

in large part because Sears catered to a
very large audience of farmers. The
store’s rural customers were a natural audi-
ence for down-home music.

On April 19, 1924, exactly one week after
going on the air, WLS inaugurated a program
devoted to old-time, rural musical fare. “This
program is to be sincere, friendly, and formal,”
announced station director Edgar Bill from
the ballroom of Chicago’s Sherman Hotel,
“planned to remind you folks of the good tun
and fellowship of the barn warmings, the

husking bees, and the square dances in our
farm communities of vesteryear and even
today.” Kicking off that first down-home
evening for the newly christened WLS Barn
Dance was a local fiddle band and square-
dance caller. By the end of the ¢vening more

than 250 telegrams had arrived—a clear indi-

cation of the show’s standing with the audi-
ence. “Mother and I pulled up the carpet and
danced for the first time in years,” wrote one

steamboat whistle he dubbed “Hush-

puckena,” after a small town in
northern Mississippi. And he gave himself a
snappy moniker, the “Solemn Old Judge,”
which was not a reflection of his age or his
temperament but was lifted from his Commer-
cial Appeal byline: “G.D.H., Solemn Old
Judge.”

Within a year he had made a name for
himself beyond Memphis and was invited as a
guest announcer for WLS the week the station
went on the air. That week, station director
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Edgar Bill offered the twenty-eight-year-old
Hay a job as a WLS announcer. Hay, not in
any rush to leave Memphis and the South, de-
cided to hold out for §75 a week, thinking he'd
break the deal right there. WLS accepted and
Hay was soon back in Chicago, where he had
lived before the war.

Hay adapted quickly to his new surround-
ings. He traded in his steamboat whistle for a
train whistle. He honed his on-air patter, pep-
pering it with fanciful descriptions of the sta-
tion as a train (“the WLS Unlimited”) riding
the rails (“the trackless paths of the air”). As
that train’s engineer, he punctuated broadcasts
with blasts from his train whistle. That sum-
mer of 1924 he won a Gold Cup from Radio
Digest (the TV Guide of its day) for being voted
the nation’s favorite announcer by 150,000
readers from across the country. A few years
later Hay summed up his easy transition from
newspapers to radio: “The announcer must
have a nose for news. Radio is the world’s
newspaper and the announcers are its re-
porters.” Now the hottest young announcer in
radio, George D. Hay would soon play a
major role in making country music and
Nashville synonymous.

W A HOT TIME IN THE
OLD TOWN OF NASHVILLE

In the summer of 1925, American audiences
howled with laughter at Hal Roach’s first Our
Gang shorts and shuddered at Lon Chaney’s
Phantom of the Opera. Young people flocked to
the hottest new dance, the Charleston. In New
York, publisher Harold Ross founded a smart
new magazine, The New Yorker, intended to
reflect the glittering world of the city’s young
sophisticates. In Spokane, Washington, a
young Harry Crosby, soon to be known as
Bing, was just beginning his musical career.
In Nashville, the executives of the thriving
National Life & Accident Insurance Company

were preparing to plunge into radio. In Feb-
ruary 1924 the company had moved into a
brand-new five-story building on the corner
of Seventh and Union streets, just down the
hill from the capitol. The impetus behind the
company’s move into radio had come from
National Life vice president Edwin Craig, the
thirty-two-year-old son of company board
chairman C. A. Craig. Edwin Craig was fasci-
nated by radio, but the firm’s board of direc-
tors were initially skeptical about its
usefulness. Eventually, though, he convinced
them that radio could help sell insurance poli-
cies. What no one could have foreseen was
that this farfetched notion for advertising in-
surance policies would lead directly to the
Grand Ole Opry.

Once National Life committed to the sta-
tion, however, it did so in style. Edwin Craig
canvassed the country researching radio sta-
tions and hired noted experts to consult on his
plans for the station. National Life lavished

$50,000 on the project, as the company in-

stalled a state-of-the-art studio on the down-
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town building’s top floor and twin radio tow-
ers two miles away at 15th Avenue South, near
the Ward-Belmont girls’ school.

With its ornate crystal chandelier, a grand
piano, comfortable high-backed Victorian
chairs, torchére lamps, Oriental rugs, and four
large picture windows set off with luxurious
crimson draperies made of fine velvet, that
first studio (later dubbed Studio A) looked
rather like an elegant but sparsely furnished
Victorian parlor. Only the tall WSM micro-
phones scattered about the twenty-one-by-
twenty-four-foot room and the large,
horizontal observation window near the hall-
way suggested the room’s real purpose.

National Life’s new station hit the air-
waves for the first time on Monday, October s,
1925. At 1,000 watts, it had the strongest signal
in the South, next to the venerable WSB in At-
lanta, and was more powerful than 85 percent
of the stations in the country. That evening
marked the station’s gala opening ceremonies.
Outside the station, hundreds of eager listen-
ers gathered on Union Street, where two

Between 1925 and
1934, the Grand Ole
Opry was broadcast
[from the fifth floor of
the National Life
Building in downtown
Nashville.



In this late twenties shot, a pop band led by Vito Pellettieri (standing) holds court at the Hermitage Hotel. In 1934, Vito would become the Opry’s stage
manager, a job he would hold for forry years.

Western Electric bullhorn speakers had been
rigged up, making the station’s inaugural pro-
gram audible a block away.

Just after seven o'clock, Edwin Craig
stepped to the microphone to announce: “This
is station WSM—“We Shield Millions"—
owned and operated by the National Life &
Accident Insurance Company, Nashville,
Tennessee.” (It was the custom in those days
for radio station call letters to be assigned at
random, but Edwin Craig insisted on having

the iniuials of the company’s motto. National
Life negouated with the Department of Com-
merce to transfer the letters WSM from a
Navy ship to the fledgling station, an order
that Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover
signed personally.)

A bustling metropolis of 130,000, Nash-
ville considered itself “The Athens of the
South.” The to-do at WSM certainly reflected
civic pride; the parade that followed Craig to
the microphone that nightincluded an invoca-

tion by Dr. George Stuart of the West End
Methodist Church, the national anthem cour-
tesy of the Al Menah Shrine band, a welcome
from Chairman C. A. Craig, as well as con-
gratulatory comments from Tennessee gover-
nor Austin Peay and Nashville mayor Hilary
Howse. Afterward there was music galore.
Joseph T. McPherson held forth with his oper-
atic baritone; solo violinists and pianists played
classical pieces; choruses from the city’s two
black colleges, Roger Williams and'Fisk, har-
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Pickin’ and grinnin’: Uncle Dave and son Dorris show off for felloew Opry performers (from left)
Amos Binkley, Tom Andrews, Walter Liggett, Paul Warmack, Bert Hutcherson, unidentified, Char-
lie Arrington, and Dr. Humphrey Bate.

monized on spirituals, including “Swing Low,
Sweet Chariot.” Two dance bands provided
music via remote feeds: From the Hermitage
Hotel Ballroom, Beasley Smith’s jazz orches-
tra “kept the ether all pepped up for more than
half an hour,” according to the Nashville Ban-
ner; and from the Andrew Jackson Hotel,
Francis Craig’s Columbia Recording Orches-
tra played sophisticated dance music from
midnight until nearly 1 a.m. Finally, between
1 and 2 A.m., almost as an afterthought, Miss
Bonnie Barnhardt, who had worked for At-

lanta’s WSB as the station’s program director
for the past three years and who was serving as
WSM’s acting program director, offered what
were described in the program as “Southern
melodies.” Ironically, given the station’s fu-
ture, that was as close to down-home, old-time
music as the opening festivities got.

As had become customary for such an in-
augural broadcast, celebrity announcers from
other stations were on hand. Each took his

turn on the air as well: Leo Fitzpatrick,
known as “The Merry Old Chief” at his home
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station of WDAF in Kansas City; Lambdin
Kaye, the five-foot-four-inch “Little Colonel”
from WSB, Atlanta; and from WLS George
D. Hay, the “Solemn Old Judge” himself, who
blew his old steamboat whistle. All the men
were in their thirties and all were national
celebrities, thanks to the power of radio. It was
Hay, the Radio Digest Gold Cup winner, who
got a job offer before he left Nashville.

Hay had done well in Chicago, but he
missed the South, and the WSM job was defi-
nitely a promotion—f{rom radio announcer at
WLS to “radio director in charge of WSM,” as
one newspaper account put it. He accepted the
job on Monday, November 2, exactly one
month after the WSM inaugural broadcast,
and arrived back in Nashville on November g.

When Hay reported to WSM, the station
had been offering a mix of live music, mostly
light classical and pop acts, but the station was
trying old-time music as well. Three weeks
after WSM went on the air, a string band led
by Dr. Humphrey Bate from nearby Castalian
Springs made an appearance on Saturday
night, October 24, 1925, playing from 10to 11
p.M. For the next few weeks, Dr. Bate’s string
band appeared on WSM nearly every Satur-
day night.

WSM also tested the popularity of old-
time music when the station broadcast the
city’s annual policemen’s benefit show from
the Ryman Auditorium on Thursday, No-
vember 5. In addition to Beasley Smith’s jazz
orchestra and a few other pop performers, the
bill featured Dr. Bate’s band as well as the
banjo-playing songster Uncle Dave Macon
and partner Fiddlin’ Sid Harkreader. Report-
edly, the show filled the house, and listeners at
home could hear hundreds of feet stomping in
time to tasty numbers like Dr. Bate’s “How
Many Biscuits Can You Eat” and Uncle Dave’s
“Bile Them Cabbage Down.”

Hay sized up the situation at WSM
quickly. Though he would continue to pro-



gram Irish tenors, jazz bands, and classical
string quartets, he was determined to broad-
cast the sort of music he’d experienced at the
WLS Barn Dance. (Certainly Edwin Craig
was not averse to it, having played mandolin
as a schoolboy.) In the Tennessee hills, Hay
thought, he would find down-to-earth, au-
thentic old-time music makers, stll playing
the folk-songs of days gone by.
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Dr. Humphrey Bate’s Saturday night visits
seemed a start in the right direction. One Sat-

The men who started the Opry&',m ‘
announcer George D. Hay (with trade-
mark steamboat whistle in-ayrm) and
seventy-eight-year-old Uncle Jifnmy
Thompson, ca. 1925.

urday night when Dr. Bate was otherwise en

gaged, Hay recruited a seventy-eight-year-old
white-bearded fiddler for a broadcast. Hailing
from a nearby hamlet, Uncle Jimmy Thomp-
son had been eager to get on radio. As he col-
orfully put it, “I want to throw my music all
over the American.” And he did. At eight o’-
clock on that evening of November 28, 1925,
Hay sat the spry old country gentleman down
in one of the studio’s easy chairs and showed
his niece Eva Thompson Jones (whom the old
fellow called “Sweetmeats”) to the piano. She
provided what little accompaniment her ener-
getic uncle needed to reel out versions of “Ten-

nessee Wagoner,” “Grey Eagle,” and “Give
the Fiddler a Dram” on his favorite fiddle,
“Old Betsy.” Shortly after nine, concerned
about the old man’s stamina, Hay asked if
Uncle Jimmy was getting tired after an hour’s
playing. “An hour?” he replied. “Fiddlesticks!
A man can’t get warmed up in an hour. This
program’s got to be longer.” That evening,
telephone calls and telegrams began pouring
in, praising the delightful, toe-tapping fid-
dling of Uncle Jimmy Thompson. Legend has
it that toward the end of the program building
superintendent Percy Craig burst into Studio
A, exclaiming that the station had reccived a
call or telegram from every state in the union.
In any case, it was manifestly clear to those in
charge that Hay’s hypothesis had tested posi-
tively. He could start his own barn dance at
WSM. And that date marks the beginning of
what would become the Grand Ole Opry.

A month later WSM made it official. Re-
ports in Nashville’s morning newspaper the
Tennessean trumpeted in a story headlined
“WSM to Feature Old Time Tunes”: “Because
of this recent revival in the popularity of the
old familiar tunes, WSM has arranged to have
an hour or two every Saturday night, starting
Saturday, December 26. ‘Uncle’ Dave Macon,
the oldest banjo picker in Dixie, and who
comes from Readyville, Tenn., and "Uncle’
Jimmy Thompson of Martha, Tenn., will an-

»

swer any requests for old time melodies. . ..

Already the WSM Barn Dance—as it ca-
sually came to be known in 1926—was much
more than a local show. Thanks to its strong
broadcast signal, WSM could be heard miles
away. The Barn Dance elevated Uncle Jimmy
Thompson to stardom almost overnight. On
January 2, 1926, a story appeared in a Boston
paper in which Mellie Dunham, the 1925 na-
tional fiddling champion (crowned by Henry
Ford, no less), challenged Uncle Jimmy to a
fiddling duel. “Let him come to Tennessee,”
growled Uncle Jimmy, “and I’ll lie with him

THE HILLS ARE ALIVE ¥ 25



George Wilkerson & His Fruit Jar Drinkers, ca. 1933 {from left) Wilkerson, Claude Lampley,
Thomas Leffew, and Howard Ragsdale ready to take a nip from the fruit jar.

like a bulldog.” The contest never took place,
but it’s fascinating to note the rapidity of
radio’s power to make stars.

For his new WSM Barn Dance, Hay drew
heavily on amateus acts from the surrounding
area. His favorites were the string bands, the
“hoedown bands.” as he called them, who pro-
vided the “punctuation marks in our program
which get us back down to earth the minute
they plunk the first note.” Determined to have
the Barn Dance reflect rural life, Hay gave the
bands colorful monikers, such as the Dixie
Clodhoppers, the Fruit Jar Drinkers, and the
Gully Jumpers. He encouraged them to play
older songs that they may have leasned from
fathers and grandfathers, and discouraged
them from playing the latest pop songs. He
also had them dress up for publicity photos in
overalls and beat-up old hats instead of their
best Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes. To dress
the part of the Solemn Old Judge, Hay himself
wore a long-tailed frock coat, a black hom-
burg, and a billowing black cravat.
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Of all the show’s local acts, though, Uncle
Dave Macon shined the brightest. In fact,
Macon was the only member of the early Barn
Dance cast who had established a following
through records and touring. Fifty-five years
old when he became a Barn Dance regular, he
had been playing the banjo since the age of
fourteen. But it had been strictly an amateur’s
pastime for him while he established himself
as a farmer and family man. For almost
twenty years, from 1gol1 to 1920, he ran the
Macon Midway Mule and Wagon Transporta-
tion Company, hauling freight, vegetables,
and liquor between Murfreesboro and Wood-
bury, a distance of nineteen miles. During his
run, he’d often leave the mules on “automatic
pilot,” dropping the reins so he could enter-
tain himself and passersby with tunes like “Go
"Long, Mule.” Unfortunately, by 1920 the au-
tomobile effectively put him out of business,
for the route that took him two days by wagon

Paul Warmack & His Gully Jumpers, ca.
Arrington, and Warmack,

1933: (from left) Bert Hutcherson, Roy Hardison, Charlie



could be easily covered in a
day by truck. Uncle Dave
never did learn to drive a
car. Come 1927, in a record
called “Jordan Is a Hard
Road to Travel,” he'd sing:
“I may be wrong but I think
I'm right/ The auto’s ru-
ined this country. / Let’s go
back to the horse and bug-
gv, / And try to save some

money!”) Luckily he had his
music to fall back on. Around
1923, discovered by a man-
ager for the Loew’s Theater
circuit, Uncle Dave hegan
touring vaudeville, making
$100a week.

His recording carcer
began in July 1924, when,
like Vernon Dalhart, he
heard a recording of “The
Wreck of the Old ¢7.” He
felt he could outdo the
singer (Blind George Re-

ncau) and soon convinced a |8

local record distributor
who hooked him up with

the  Aeolian Vocalion

mike.

Record Company in New

York. When WSM hit the airwaves a year
later, Vocalion had already relcased more than
twenty of his records. In truth, Uncle Dave
didn’t need the WSM Barn Dance—especially
since WSM didn’t pay its performers for the
first few years. He was used to vaudeville rates
and picked his spots on the Barn Dance care-
fully, preferring to spend his time in lucrative
personal appearances. But he and George Hay
became fast friends, and Uncle Dave contin-
ued to make sporadic appearances on the
radio show until around 1930, when the De-
pression had cut into his recording and tour
Ing opportunities.

Uncle Duve Mucon with son Dorris at the Opry. He was such an exuberant, boisterous
performer that George Hay claimed he had difficulty keeping Uncle Duve consistently on

Any time he appeared on the show, Uncle
Dave was the undisputed star, living up to the
sign on his banjo case that read: worLp’s
GREATEST BANJO PLAYER. Of course, that was
just advertising. A couple of his WSM col-
leagues could probably play a banjo faster or
sweeter. Many could hit truer, smoother notes
when they sang, far Uncle Dave’s nasal, mush-
mouthed twang was as homely as his face.
What Uncle Dave oftercd that couldn’t be
equaled was all-around, down-home enter-
tunment: jokes, stories, songs old and new,
trick banjo-playing, all in one rambunctious.
winking, smiling package. “lt ain’t what you

got, it’s what you put out,”
Uncle Dave liked to say.
“And boys, I can deliver.”
With his gold-toothed
smile, his white billv-goat
beard, and his hat with a
band around it saying oLp
BUT REGULAR, Uncle Dave
was the very picturc of the
mischievous old family
uncle. He was such an exu-
per-
former that George Hay

berant, boisterous

claimed he had ditficulty
keeping Uncle Dave con-
sistently on mike. No mat-
if the folks at

home couldn’t see Uncle

ter. Even

Dave—whirling the banjo
before him like the hand of
a clock, passing the banjo
under his legs, stamping
his feet, and plunking a
tune all the while—the
music and the feeling
R came across. (It didn’t hurt
when the equally color-
ful George Hay described
Uncle Dave’s banjo she-
nanigans by saying, “Now
we'll show you how Uncle Dave handles a
banjo like a monkey handles a peanut!”) Au-
diences everywhere ate it up.

The lines between black and white music
in the 1g920s had not been firmly drawn by
record companies and radio stations. Of
course, raclio doesn’t transmit any color at all.
In a 1928 Brunswick Records brochure, Uncle
Dave Macon fondly recalled a letter he re-
ceived from one admiring fan that under-

3 .
scores radio’s color blindness:

Uncle Dave Makins:

We certainly did enjoy you over our
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Radiator last night, and from the way you
talk, laugh, and sing, you must be one of
the most wonderful old Negroes in the
South.

Uncle Dave summed up the situation
accurately: “Now the good old sister just
could not see me over the air.” Which brings
us to DeFord Bailey, the Barn Dance’s (and
country music’s) first black star. Few people
listening to the radio on Saturday nights in
the 19205 and 1930s realized that the “Har-
monica Wizard” on WSM was black. Even
if they did, it wouldn’t have mattered. As
the letter to Uncle Dave suggests, old-time
music had not yet been thoroughly segre-
gated on record and radio (that wouldn’t
happen until well into the 1930s). In the be-
ginning, rural folks of both races tuned in to
shows like the WSM Barn Dance and ap-
preciated a sprightly old tune, no matter
who played it.

A four-foot-ten dynamo (he stood on a
Coca-Cola crate to reach the mike), DeFord
Bailey was without doubt one of the show’s
most popular performers almost from the be-
ginning. It’s part of Opry legend that DeFord
so delighted George Hay during his audition
that the Solemn Old Judge threw his steam-
boat whistle into the air at the end of DeFord’s
first number. Thus, at age twenty-six, DeFord
Bailey became a bona fide radio star. In 1928,
two years after he joined the show, he made

DeFord Bailey, the “Harmonica Wizard,” was
one of the early Opry’s most popular performers.

twice as many appearances as any other act—
forty-nine Saturdays out of fifty-two. Into the
late 1930s, he was a big draw out on the road,
even among largely white audiences.

Bailey could play banjo and guitar and
sang sometimes as well, but harmonica pieces

were the meat and potatoes of his act. A
blend of country and blues styles, his unique
specialty was the way he mimicked the
sounds of everyday life with his instrument.
For instance, in “Fox Chase” he imitated
fox howls, barking dogs, and the hunts-
man’s call to the hounds. In “Pan American
Blues” he not only depicted the clacking
sound of the train on the tracks and the
train whistle, he even uncannily reproduced
the Doppler effect of the train’s approach
and departure. Both pieces remained audi-
ence favorites for years.

It was Bailey who inspired Judge Hay to
give the show the name Grand Ole Opry.
On a Wednesday night in early December
1927, Hay and a few of his Barn Dance reg-
ulars were standing by in the WSM studio
just before ten o’clock, waiting for the end
of a classical program originating from

Chicago over the NBC network. Hay had
assembled the musicians merely to fill in for
half an hour, after which WSM would
switch to a remote feed from a hotel where
a pop dance band would take over. Always a
good improviser, Hay somehow found his
imagination tickled by the challenge of mak-
ing a transition from the network’s classical
show to his down-home segment. So, after
Bailey signed WSM on locally with “Pan
American Blues,” Hay followed by saying,
“For the past hour we have been listening to
the music taken largely from Grand Opera,
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Dr. Humphrey Bate & His Possum Hunters in 1933, dressed according to Judge Hay's instructions:
(from left) Walter Liggett, Oscar Stone, Dr. Bate, Oscar Albright, Buster Bate (age nineteen), and

Staley Walton.

but from now on we will present the Grand
Ole Opry!” The name stuck. The following
Sunday, the morning paper was already refer-
ring to the show as the “Grand OId Op'ry.”
Sparked by the performances of Bailey,
Dr. Bate’s Possum Hunters, Uncle Dave
Macon, and about a dozen other regular acts,
the Grand Ole Opry grew by leaps and
bounds. Hay assembled a cast of talented local

amateur acts, about fifteen in all. The inital
one- to two-hour broadcast increased to four
hours—eight to midnight—and on January 7,
1927, WSM increased its transmitting power
to 5,000 watts, allowing the station to reach
homes in half the country. That fall, fan mail
poured in from thirty-two states to the tune of
200 letters a week. In the space of a few short
years, radio had transformed a folksy variety

program, populated with amateur musicians,
into a national showcase for old-time, down-
home music.

Between 1920 and 1927, as America strug-
gled to hold fast to its traditions while riding
the careering engine of progress, a remarkable
thing had happened: Country music was born.
Thanks to the powerful technologies of radio
and recording, a group of related musical
styles had been given a new identity and new-
found commercial value. The old familiar
tunes, played simply on rude fiddles and gui-
tars, had a power no one seems to have sus-
pected prior to the recordings of Fiddlin’ John
Carson and Vernon Dalhart. In Nashville,
George D. Hay quickly realized that gather-
ing together a number of such performers for
a “barn dance” like the Grand Ole Opry had a
way of charming city dweller and farmer
alike.

Country music had found two surefire
ways to reach its audience, but as we'll see,
radio and recording didn’t simply preserve
country music like a dragonfly in amber. In-
stead, these two powerful mediums allowed
for musical experimentation as never before.
Pointing the way toward innovation in the old
familiar tunes would be two acts as different
as night and day—the Carter Family and Jim-
mie Rodgers. Each act, in its own way, would
define the limits of the new musical genre and
suggest myriad inspiring possibilities.

JUNE 14, 1923 — FID- JULY 13, 1923 — FID-

DLIN® JOHN CARSON DLIN' JOHN CARSON'S
MAKES HIS FIR RECORD IS RELEASED AT
RECORD FOR ATLANTA FIDDLERS'
commﬁh @m\ CONVENTION
-~y ,ﬂ' ]
v A,E \ e JANUARY 1924 — OKEH
Y N RELEASES HENRY WHIT-
G o TER'S “THE WRECK ON
THE SOUTHERN OLD 97"

APRIL 12, 1924 — WLS
IN CHICAGO sogg ON
THE AIR o

AUGUST 13, 1924 —
VERNON DALHART

'OF THE OLD 97”/“THE
VICTOR, COUNTRY

SELLING RECORD

RECORDS *“THE WRECK
'PRISONER’S SONG" FOR

MUSIC’S FIRST MILLION-

1925 — ACOUSTIC SEPTEMBER 9, 1925 —
RECORDING HORNS ARE | VERNON DALHART
REPLACED BY MORE RECORDS “THE DEATH
SENSITIVE ELECTRICAL | OF FLOYD COLLINS,”
MICROP! ‘COUNTRY’S SECOND
MILLION SELLER
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The Carter Family at home in Poor Valley, Virginia, 1920s: Maybelle on guitar, Sara on autoharp, and Sara’s husband, A. P.
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THE BRISTOL SESSIONS

n the summer of 1927 most Americans were abuzz with what

seemed the news of the century: Charles Lindbergh had flown his

Spirit of St. Louis nonstop from New York to Paris. Another his-

toric event would be etched into the American consciousness as
Babe Ruth smacked his record-breaking sixtieth home run in October
of that year. Between those grand headlines, another less heralded,
though no less momentous, development would take place far from the
big cities, in the bustling Appalachian mountain town of Bristol: the
first recordings of both the Carter Family and Jimmie Rodgers. The
discovery of these two innovative acts and their unforgettable songs
would decisively nudge the hillbilly business away from age-old folk
songs and toward brand-new material done in the folk style.

Record scout Ralph Peer, who had left Okeh and subsequently
joined the Victor Company, planned a trip south to hunt for more hill-
country talent. Though Victor was still leading the industry with Ver-
non Dalhart’s records, there weren’t many other hillbilly singers
hanging around the streets of New York. Peer’s job, then, was to seek
out new hillbilly and “race” artists (as black performers were then
called, thanks to another coinage by Peer himself). Though he often
recorded blacks and whites one after another in the same town during
the same sessions, Peer believed, as everyone else in the record business
did, that black and white record buyers represented two different mar-
kets; exceptions like DeFord Bailey just didn’t figure into the equation.

Amazing as it sounds today, Nashville was not Peer's destination.

True, Nashville did have an upstart old-time
music show on the radio, but in mid-1927 the
Opry had only just begun broadcasting with enough power
to reach any appreciable distance outside Tennessee. The
show and the city had not yet acquired a reputation for
down-home music. The words “Music City, U.S.A.” wouldn’t
be coined for another couple of decades.

That summer, on the first leg of a trip south that would later see ses-
sions in Charlotte and Savannah, Peer headed for Bristol, located on the
border of Tennessee and Virginia. This was no rinky-dink experiment:
The Victor Company had allocated $60,000 for the three-city recording
tour, for several major hillbilly acts had already emerged from the Ap-
palachian region, most prominently Henry Whitter, Blind George Re-
neau, the Hill Billies, and Ernest Stoneman. Of these, Peer himself had
recorded all but Reneau while at Okeh. Bristol represented the north-
cast corner of Tennessee’s Tri Cities area (Bristol-Kingsport—Johnson
City). which with 32,000 people could collectively boast of being the
largest population center in the Appalachians. As such, Bristol seemed
an ideal spot for fishing for more of this sort of talent.

Before coming down from New York with his carload of recording
equipment, Peer was careful to make appointments with a number of
acts in the area. Some appointments would renew old acquaintances of
his, such as Henry Whitter, whom Peer had first recorded at Okeh back
in 1923. Peer had Whitter come over from Fries, about one hundred
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miles to the east, to rerecord his popular “Fox
Chase” for Victor. Because Peer had brought
along brand-new electrical microphones re-
cently developed by Western Electric, he had
hopes of being able to sell the old harmonica
favorite all over again.

Rerecording instrumentals was all well and
good, but Peer had already determined that
what he and Victor really needed were singers.
With the new electronic microphones replacing
the old acoustical horns, singers no longer had
to shout. The technological breakthrough that
in a couple of years would make Bing Crosby'’s
crooning career possible would also profoundly
affect the old-time music business.

Pcer and his engineers converted a vacant
hat warehouse on Bristol's State Street into a
temporary recording studio. Over the next
two weeks, from Monday, July 25, through
Friday, August 5, Peer would record seventy-
six performances by nincteen different acts.
Two of those acts made impressive use of the
new Western Electric microphones. A week
after he commenced the sessions, on Monday
evening, August 1, 1927, Peer set about
recording “Mr. and Mrs. Carter trom Maces
Springs,” as he had first identified them in his
notes. An itinerant fruit tree salesman, A. P.
Carter was a tall, raw-boned thirty-five; Sara
Carter was the twenty-nine-year-old mother
of three children. Though Peer probably
didn’t realize it, the Carters had spent most of
the previous day making the twenty-five mile
trip from Maces Springs to Bristol in a Model
A Ford borrowed from A. P’s brother Eck.
Also “borrowed” from Eck Carter for the trip
was his eighteen-year-old wife, Maybelle, then
eight months pregnant. Eck wasn’t very
happy with his brother’s fool idea of gallivant-
ing across the country, dragging his wife off to
make a phonograph record or two. But she
provided the guitar and an important voice in

_the little family band, and they needed her.

Plus, she was Sara’s cousin.
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The family trio didn’t come uninvited;
Peer had made arrangements with them a
couple of months before on the recommenda-
tion of a Bristol record dealer. But he hadn’t
auditioned them until that August afternoon.
What the sophisticated young record scout
heard quickly beguiled him.

Peer could not help but note the distinc-
tively bouncy rhythm in Maybelle’s plucky
guitar playing, but it was the homespun
yearning in Sara’s singing that truly won him
over. Almost as deep and tough as a man’s
tenor, yet infinitesimally more tender, Sara
Carter’s voice spoke volumes about the life of
the rural working woman. “As soon as | heard
Sara’s voice, that was it,” Peer later recalled. “1
knew that it was going to be wonderful.”
They recorded four numbers that first night,
two takes on each. Sara sang lead and played
autoharp, Maybelle propelled the group with
the old Stella guitar that she ncarly left at
home, and she and A. P. both chimed in with
harmony vocals here and there. Peer invited
the Carters back the next morning for a nine
o'clock session, but for some reason A. P.
didn’t even show up, leaving the women to
carry on alone. It was fine with Peer, who had
the Carter women record two more numbers.
Afterward, the Carters were overjoyed to re-
ceive the $300 that Peer paid them ($50 per
song). Not only was it more money than they
ever expected to earn from music, it also al-
lowed them to replace the tires they’d blown
out on the trip up so they could make their
way home that night. Little did they suspect
what was next in store for them in the record
business; they were more concerned about get-
ting their corn crop planted.

Two days later, Thursday, August 4, Peer
made his second great discovery in Bristol. He
had actually auditioned the Jimmie Rodgers
Entertainers the morning before, when they
arrived from Asheville, North Carolina, a
hundred miles to the south. That Wednesday



worked with along the way. In 1924 he contracted tuberculosis. In that

day and age it was a death sentence—3.5 million people died of the dis-
ease between 1920 and 1925. There was no cure. A less cocksure man
would have wadded up his dreams and thrown them away. The inde-
fatigable Rodgers simply used the disease as an excuse to give up rail-
road work and focus on music.

He headed up to the Appalachian resort town of Asheville, North
Carolina, in January 1927, ostensibly to get some railroad work. When
he was turned down by the local railroad office, Rodgers merrily con-
tinued on his way, grabbing music gigs where he could. Upon finding a
string-band trio from Bristol called the Tenneva Ramblers, Rodgers
quickly took over leadership of the group and dubbed them the Jimmie
Rodgers Entertainers. After playing for a couple of months at resorts
and over the brand-new radio station in Asheville, WWNC (until their
show was dropped), the fearless leader persuaded the band to head back

to Bristol to audition for Ralph Peer. It was at this point that the jury-
rigged band fell apart; when the Entertainers didn’t want to be known
as Jimmie’s band on record, Rodgers figured he could throw out a few
versions of pop hits that he’d done on radio and put them over on record
by sheer force of personality. Peer, however, wanted old-time music—
or at least sentimental or rustic songs that could pass for old familiar
tunes. Most of all, Peer wanted uncopyrighted material that he could

copyright himself, for that was where he saw the
money in this hillbilly business.

Jimmie Rodgers (wearing the specs) with his short-lived band, just a cou-
ple of months before he made his first recordings in August 1927.

night, however, the group quarreled over how they’d be credited on
record, and the nominal leader left the group. So on Thursday they
recorded separately. The three remaining Entertainers carried on

as a trio, called the Tenneva Ramblers, and they did fine string-
band music for Peer that morning. But it was jaunty Jimmie
Rodgers, a month shy of his thirtieth birthday, who showed
Hashes of something a little different. Born in Mississippi, the son

of a railroad man, he had worked the rails himself for a dozen
years in his teens and early twenties. A dreamer and a showboat, he
was never cut out for a regular job and he’d tried several, including
truck driving, stoking furnaces, running a filling station, and working
as a mechanic. Always gravitating to music, he joined medicine shows

' ' : ' Jimmie Rodgers at his home in Kerrville, Texas, in 1930, with (from left)
and minstrel shows at the drop of his straw boater hat, teaming up with Mrs. Peer, Jimmie's daughter Anita, producer Ralph Peer, and Jimmie's
this act and that, picking up a feel for the blues from black musicians he wife Carrie.
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Louisville, Kentucky, June 1931: (from left) Jimmie Rodgers, Maybelle Carter, A. P. Carter, and

Sara Carter.

So Peer pushed Rodgers—as Peer did all
his acts—for something old-sounding that
was also new. Rodgers came up with two
pieces Peer consented to record: “The Soldier’s
Sweetheart,” a sentimental World War I—era
ballad about the death of a soldier from the
woman'’s point of view, and “Sleep, Baby,
Sleep,” an old vaudeville lullaby from the
1860s that had already been recorded a few
times by others. Peer allowed Rodgers seven
complete takes—more tries than he allowed
any other act at Bristol—just to get the two
songs right for record, in a session running

from two to four-twenty in the afternoon.
Peer may have been intrigued by the way
Rodgers personalized “Sleep, Baby, Sleep”
with a series of yodels that fit the song per-
fectly yet stood out as something special. Years
later Peer would say, “I thought he had his
own personal and peculiar style, and I thought
his yodel alone might spell success.” That af-
ternoon Rodgers left the makeshift studio
with $100 for his labors and an open-ended
contract with Victor that gave the company
the option on his next recording.

Ralph Peer finished up the sessions on Fri-
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day, August 5, and packed up the wax record
masters for shipping up to New York, then set
out for his next stop in Charlotte. Had the
Carter Family and Jimmie Rodgers been like
most old-time acts in those days, that would
have been the end of it. Maybe there would be
record releases, maybe there wouldn’t. As
much as Peer may have liked these two acts,
he didn't rush to release their records. It
wasn't until October 1927 that Victor got
around to trying out Rodgers’s two songs, and
November when the Carter Family got a
hearing with “The Poor Orphan Child"/“The
Wandering Boy.”

By late November Jimmie Rodgers got
itchy to show Peer what else he could do. In
what was becoming the grand hillbilly tradi-
tion, Rodgers went uninvited to New York to
see Peer and get another opportunity to
record. Peer agreed, took him to Victor's of-
fices in Camden, New Jersey, and got four
more sides from Jimmie Rodgers on Novem-
ber 30. “Sleep, Baby, Sleep” from the Bristol
sessions netted Rodgers a disappointingly
skimpy $27 in royalties, but Peer knew what
Rodgers didn’t—that the record had already
sold about 6,000 copies, not bad for an un-
known artist. The Camden sessions produced
even better results. One of the selections, “Blue
Yodel (T for Texas),” captured the public’s
fancy with its blues verses of adultery and re-
venge, topped off with Jimmie’s inimitable
blue yodels.

The record quickly sold over half a million
copies. In less than a year, Rodgers would scale
heights even he scarcely dreamed—headlin-
ing a vaudeville tour of the South on the
Loew’s circuit, broadcasting a weekly show
from Washington, D.C., and making $2,000 a
month from record royalties alone. Effort-
lessly, Jimmie Rodgers mixed hillbilly music
with the blues, and the public loved him for it.

Ralph Peer didn’t forget the Carter Fam-
ily. He released two more of their records



from the Bristol sessions at the end of 1927and
the early part of 1928. The Carters were sell-
ing, maybe not as spectacularly as the Blue Yo-
deler, but steadily. That spring, Peer invited
the Carters up to Camden to make a dozen
more records and sent tickets to pay the Fam-
ily’s way. As with Rodgers, the Camden ses-
sion proved the charm. The songs they
recorded there became revered classics: “Keep
on the Sunny Side,” “Little Darling Pal of
Mine,” “Will You Miss Me When I'm Gone,”
and the immortal “Wildwood Flower.” That
last song, sung beautifully by Sara, showcased
Maybelle’s dazzling blend of melody and
rhythm on the guitar. Recorded May 10,
1928—Maybelle’s  nineteenth  birthday—
“Wildwood Flower” would soon sell over
100,000 copies, an impressive amount in the
days when radio had cornered the music mar-
ket. More important, “Wildwood Flower”
would influence country guitar pickers for
years to come as they labored to reproduce
Maybelle’s bouncy “Carter scratch,” in which
she plucked out the melody on the bass strings
while chording a rhythm on the treble strings.

The Carters continued to record for

Peer—in Camden, Louisville, Atlanta, Mem-

phis. Charlotte—at a steady pace of one or
two sessions a year through 1934. Later
they recorded for the American Record
Corporation, Decca, Okeh, and RCA’s
Bluebird subsidiary—all in all, 250 released
sides. They never had a million seller, but
during one two-year stretch in the late twen-
ties they sold 700,000 copies of fourteen
discs. They never got rich, either,
though Maybelle did buy a new gui-
tar and A. P. bought a Chevrolet.
(In fact, the Depression hit Sara
and A. P. so hard in late 1929
that A. P. briefly moved up to
Detroit and factory work to

try to earn some extra money

for the family.) Amazingly,

the Carter Family wasn't
even quite a family after 1933
when Sara left A. P. Carter, di-
vorcing him six years later.
Nevertheless, they continued
recording until 1941.

In contrast to Jimmie Rodgers,
the Carters never became big stage successes.
Rodgers toured vaudeville, playing big houses
on the RKO circuit in Atlanta and Dallas. The

In 1943, after the Carter
Family disbanded, A. P.
Carter opened this gen-
eral store back home at
the foot of Clinch
Mountain. The store
kept irregular hours
because its absent-
minded owner only
went to work there

when he felt like it.
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Ever jaunty, ever optimistic, Jimmie Rodgers
gave the world the thumbs-up even as he slowly
succumbed to tuberculosis.

Carters performed locally, at schoolhouses and
courthouses, and never toured nationally.
While Rodgers was making a movie in 1929
(albeit a fifteen-minute short ilmed in Cam-
den, not Hollywood), the Carters were nailing
up their own posters. For two winters between
1938 and 1940, the Carters lived in Del Rio,
Texas, working just across the border in Mex-
ico for powerful “border blaster” stations like
XERA and XEG. These stations broadcast at
100,000 watts or more, which was beyond
what was allowed in the United States. At
such power, the Carters’ music (and that of
other country music acts) was beamed across
much of the United States and all the way up
into Canada.
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Even so, the Carters’ impact came primar-
ily through their remarkable recordings, and
the old-time folk verses and melodies that
A. P. collected and “worked up,” as he de-
scribed it. Though he went door to door—
actually taking short trips around the Blue
Ridge Mountains—looking for people who
might have old folk songs to teach him, he
didn’t collect songs for the sake of preserva-
tion. Rather, he wrote the words down and
memorized the melodies just so he could have
material for the next Carter Family recording
session. In many cases he added new words,
new verses, and new melodies to existing folk
songs. “Wildwood Flower,” “Keep on the
Sunny Side,” “I'm Thinking Tonight of My
Blue Eyes,” “Jimmie Brown the Newsboy,”
“My Clinch Mountain Home,” “My Dixie
Darling,” “You Are My Flower,” “Worried
Man Blues,” “Wabash Cannonball,” “Can the
Circle Be Unbroken”—the titles constitute a
veritable country music songbook.

For his part, Jimmie Rodgers also con-

The Opry cast at
WSM’s Studio B, ca.
1928. Front and center
are (from left)
announcer Harry
Stone, station founder
Edwin Craig, and
announcer George D.
Hay. Uncle Dave is in
the next row (left) and
DeFord Bailey is on the
Sfar right.
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tributed great songs to the country canon—
“In the Jailhouse Now,” “Daddy and Home,”
“Waiting for a Train,” “My Rough and
Rowdy Ways,” “Muleskinner Blues (Blue
Yodel No. 8),” “Miss the Mississippi”—in a va-
riety of styles. But more than anything he dis-
played personality on record. A skyrocket of
talent during his brief, brilliant career, Jimmie
Rodgers lit up the old-time music business like
no one before him—touring with Will
Rogers, recording alongside string bands, jug
bands, Hawaiian musicians, pop orchestras,
even jazzman Louis Armstrong. Though his
recording career lasted only six years, he man-
aged to record 110 titles—the equivalent
today of two albums a year! Like the Carters,
he created a body of country standards, but
perhaps even more importantly he brought a
genuine sense of style to old-time music. One
testament to his influence: Gene Autry, Jim-
mie Davis, Hank Snow, and Ernest Tubb all
broke into music as Jimmie Rodgers imitators.
Long after his passing on May 26, 1933, when
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he finally succumbed to tuberculosis at age
thirty-five, Jimmie Rodgers continued to exert
a profound influence on country music.

™ TONIC FOR A DEPRESSION

Ironically, though they were the two most in-
fluential acts of the time, the Carter Family
and Jimmie Rodgers rarely were heard
on radio (with the exception of the Carters’ X-
station stint), and neither act ever performed
on the two biggest radio showcases of old-time
music, the Grand Ole Opry and the WLS
Barn Dance. As a matter of fact, success on
records in the 1920s and 1930s often didn’t
translate into radio appearances. In those days,
most people considered radio and records
completely distinct and separate musical out-
lets, with radio being the more desirable (and
lucrative) showcase for a musician.

The sad truth was that records didn’t pay
a hillbilly musician very well: a $25 to $50 one-
time recording fee, and maybe—maybe—a
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royalty of half a cent on each record sold. On a
record that sold 10,000 copies (a good seller in
those days), that would mean just another $50.
In contrast, a job on the radio, even at §5 or $10
a week, quickly added up to much more, plus
it offered the opportunity to advertise for
show dates, which promised more money.

During the twenties, just listening to the
radio or going to the movies, one might have
assumed that everything in America was a
laugh and a song. Movies talked, with Al Jol-
son breaking the silence dramatically in The
Jazz Singer of 1927. Mickey Mouse danced to
the old-time sounds of “Turkey in the Straw”
in Steamboat Willie. The Marx Brothers ran
wild in The Cocoanuts. A new comedy de-
buted on NBC radio August 19, 1929. Run-
ning Monday through Saturday, fifteen
minutes every evening, “Amos 'n’ Andy”
quickly became the most popular show on
radio.

But that was entertainment, voices coming
through the air and images flickering on a
screen. In reality, America was ripe for a fall.
Though corporate dividends and stocks stood
at an all-time high, working people hadn’t
been receiving their share of the pie through
the Roaring Twenties. Deep in debt, their
credit overextended, they couldn’t afford to
keep buying what the factories were turning
out. When the go-go stock market fell off the
precipice on Black Thursday, October 24,
1929—13 million stock shares sold in a single
panic-stricken day—it sent shock waves
throughout America. Fortunes accumulated
over a lifetime vanished overnight. In 1930
and 1931 three thousand banks failed. One out
of every four working Americans was jobless
by 1933. Out on the Great Plains, long-term
drought and freakish winds combined to
carry precious topsoil away, turning America’s
breadbasket into a Dust Bowl. Farmers’ liveli-
hoods were literally gone with the wind.

The record industry, which had been reel-

WSM program director Harry Stone (center) rubs shoulders with Governor Gordon Browning
(Stone’s left) of Tennessee.

ing from the competition of radio’s live per-
formances, crashed. In 1927, the year the
Carter Family and Jimmie Rodgers first
recorded, the public bought 104 million
records. In 1932 sales had plummeted to a pal-
try 6 million. Yet, though times were very
hard, two outof every five hames had radios in
1932; that number would climb to four out of
five by 1938. That year, a survey of American
farm families would find that 70 percent had
radios—g.4 million homes—and that on aver-
age people listened to radio five and a half
hours a day. For the rest of the decade and into
the forties, radio remained king, because if
you could just get near a set, listening was free.

As the Depression took hold, National
Life Insurance executives began to realize that
the good-natured, freewheeling radio show
Judge Hay had developed was a genuine ap-
preciating asset. Thus, even as the nation

tightened its belt during the Depression, the
Grand Ole Opry and WSM grew. A new stu-
dio was built to accommodate the overflow
crowds that were spilling out into the hallways
and stairways of the National Life Building
every Saturday night. The new Studio B
seated an audience of about 200, separated
from the performers by a glass wall. After
years of giving free shows, performers finally
got paid. It wasn’t much at first—$s5—but at
the time it meant a great deal.

New announcers were hired to help Judge
Hay. Thirty-year-old Harry Stone signed on
as an assistant announcer-engineer February
1, 1928, with years of experience in radio al-
ready behind him. He had helped get
Nashville’s first station—100-watt WCBQ—
on the air in May 1924, broadcasting from the
basement of the local First Baptist Church and
funded by the Baptist Sunday School Board.
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Opry’s irrepressible Uncle
Dave
charmed passersby that he
all

buggies, and even street-

Macon, who so

brought motorcars,
car traffic to a standstill. It
didn’t take very long be-
fore the police tired of the
daily traffic snarls and de-
manded that Stone cancel

Uncle Dave’s streetside
serenading.
Thus, when  Stone

joined WSM, he had some
idea of the power of hill-
billy music. Over the next
couple of years, Harry
Stone gradually wrested
control of the Opry away
from Judge Hay. In 1930
Stone replaced Hay as pro-
gram director, making the
switch in their roles ofh-
cial. Hay’s motto for the
Opry had been “Keep her
close to the ground, boys.”
The Solemn Old Judge
liked the

sound of string bands, and

down-to-earth

College-educated and skilled in musical arranging, the Vagabonds
brought a new sophistication to the Opry stage in 1931.

But it wasn’t preaching that stirred Stone: it
was the limitless power of radio. He scheduled
programs, he rounded up talent, he an-
nounced, eventually becoming manager of the
station, which had been bought by a local drug
company and renamed WBAW. It was while
working for WBAW that Stone got his first
inkling of the popularity of down-home
music. Lebeck’s, a downtown department
store, had sponsored a series of live shows
broadcast from their own shop windows. The

guest star each day was none other than the

banned jazzy horns and
the
stage. Stone didn’t exactly

drums from Opry
disagree with these limitations, but he never-
theless worked to broaden the Opry’s appeal.
The first act he signed on—the Vaga-
bonds—did just that. Organized in Chicago
by Dean Upson, the smooth harmony trio in-
cluded Curt Poulton and Herald Goodman by
the time they joined the Opry in 1931, having
previously honed their skills at the WLS Barn
Dance and KMOX in St. Louis. College-edu-
cated and skilled in musical arranging, the
Vagabonds trio brought a newfound urbanity
to the Opry stage. They were careful to frame
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their barbershop harmonies simply with the
strumming of a single guitar and to offer up
rewrites of sentimental folk songs rather than
the jazzy singing that they were quite capable
of. Stone was vindicated when the Vagabonds
quickly became one of the show’s more popu-
lar acts with tunes like “When It’s Lamplight-
ing Time in the Valley” and the prison lament
“Ninety-Nine Years.”

Seeing the value of sentimentality, Stone
ushered in a cute father-and-son act, Asher &
Little Jimmie Sizemore, in 1932. That was the
year four-year-old Shirley Temple made her
film debut. Little Jimmie, also four years old
when he and his father began on the Opry,
tugged on the heartstrings just as expertly.
Even at that tender age, the little tyke knew
more than 200 songs, or so his father claimed.
Mr. Sizemore would strum the guitar and sing

in a soft tenor while Little Jimmie sang cute

In their ten years at the Opry (1932-42) Asher
Sizemore and son Lattle [immie appealed to
fans’ sentimental side with sweet songs and gen-
tle humor.



During the thirties, the Opry’s mixed bag included the “Talking Blues” of Robert Lunn (left) and the
minstrel antics of vaudevillian ’Lasses White (right) as well as hoedowns from musicians like fiddler

George Wilkerson and mandolinist Glen Stagner.

novelties like “Chawin’ Chewin’ Gum,” senti-
mental songs like “Silver-Haired Mother,” or
heartrending ballads like “The Death of Jim-
mie Rodgers.” In those innocent times, the act
was hard to resist; during their heyday, Asher
and Littde Jimmy performed on WSM radio
three days during the week as well as Satur-
days at the Opry. In 1933 Asher Sizemore pub-
lished a book of the songs they sang; that first
twenty-seven-page 25¢ book sold in the hun-
dreds of thousands.

During the late twenties and into the thir-
ties, a number of hillbilly brother duet acts
emerged on radia and records. The new elec-
trical microphones, which continued to be im-
proved, allowed harmony singing to flourish.
As anyone who's heard good family singing
can attest, blood harmonies are the closest.
The Allen Brothers, the Lone Star Cowboys
(Bob and Joe Attlesey), the Blue Sky Boys (Bill
and Earl Bolick), the Shelton Brothers, the

Dixon Brothers, the Callahan Brothers, and
the Monroe Brothers all came to prominence
on radio and records in the thirties. Fortu-
nately the Grand Ole Opry signed one of the

best and most broadly influential of these
brother acts, the Delmore Brothers, from
Athens, Alabama, who joined the cast in the
spring of 1933. Blending soft vocal harmonies
learned from Southern gospel and intricate
dual guitar parts derived from the blues, the
Delmore Brothers developed a rhythmic yet
hushed old-time sound unlike any other of
the time. Thanks to gifted elder brother
Alton—who dreamed of becoming a writer of
books—the Delmores had truly original songs
that joked (“Brown’s Ferry Blues”), evoked
sadness (“Gonna Lay Down My Old Guitar”),
and celebrated romance (“Beautiful Brown
Eyes”). “Brown’s Ferry Blues,” probably their
best-known record of the period, sold more
than 100,000 copies. Within months of join-
ing, the Delmores ascended to the top rank of
performers at the Opry, frequently mentioned
in Opry press releases as drawing mail second
only to Uncle Dave Macon. Though they
would leave the Opry in 1938 to work at other
stations, the Delmores would continue as one
of country music’s best-loved acts through the
late forties.

Perhaps the most significant development
at the Opry in the early thirties wasn’t musical

With a rhythmic yet
hushed old-time sound,
the Delmore Broth-
ers— Rabon (left) and
Alton— became one of
the Opry’s most popular
acts during the thirties.
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The Opry’s first touring troupe, 1931: Sam McGee and Uncle Dave Macon (seated); Kirk McGee,
Dr. Humphrey Bate, Dorris Macon, Buster Bate, Alcyone Bate, and Lou Hesson (standing).

but technological. In October of 1932 WSM
built the world’s largest radio tower—878 feet
tall—to broadcast at the new rating of 50,000
watts. Assigned a clear channel by the govern-
ment, WSM now reached into every U.S.
town and hamlet east of the Rockies and north
from Florida into southern Canada.

Led by veterans Uncle Dave Macon and
Dr. Humphrey Bate, Opry cast members un-
dertook their first tour of RKO vaudeville the-
aters in hopes of cashing in on their Opry
stardom. Joining the two veterans on a rail-
road tour across the Midwest for two months
in 1931 were Macon’s son and accompanist
Dorris, Bate’'s sister, son Buster and daughter
Alcyone, and brother act Sam & Kirk McGee.
By all accounts, they played to packed houses
at every whistle-stop. Their success opened
some eyes back at the Opry. Touring—not
radio fees of §5 a week, not recording at a roy-

alty of half a cent a side—was the best way a
hillbilly musician could earn a decent living.
Radio and records merely offered a fancy
soapbox for plugging upcoming show dates.
Around 1933 the seemingly insatiable de-
mand for Opry music plus the musicians’ own
financial needs prompted WSM to organize
its own office to book artists on tours. The
Artists Service Bureau opened under the aegis
of Judge Hay with WSM taking a 15 percent
commission for bookings. Through personal
appearances in schoolhouses, movie theaters,
and mining camps during the depths of the
Depression, the Opry’s bond with its audience
strengthened immeasurably—although at an
untold personal cost to the performers who
drove hundreds of miles each week on unlit,
poorly paved, two-lane highways. Every Sat-
urday night without fail every act had to re-
turn to the Opry. Advertisers were by now
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counting on acts to appear and were paying
the station handsomely for the privilege of
being associated with the Opry. And the show
always went on. In 1937 a WSM press release
boasted that the show had been interrupted
only twice, each time for a half hour for one of
President Franklin Roosevelt’s “Fireside
Chats.”

Progress for the Opry didn’t come without
growing pains. By the end of 1933 the over-
flow crowds at the National Life Building
every Saturday necessitated yet another ex-
pansion, in February 1934, to Studio C in a
new wing of the National Life Building; this
studio seated 500. Even then there weren’t
enough seats to fill the demand, so for the first
time WSM began issuing tickets, in three dif-
ferent colors. Each color allowed the bearer to
be admitted to one hour of the Opry. Tickets
could be obtained only through WSM and
National Life’s 3,000 insurance agents.

But the crowds continued to swell. When
chairman of the board C. A. Craig and his sec-
who

ond-in-command Runcie Clements,

George D. Hay, the Opry’s first master of cere-
monies, was also its most gifted myth-maker.



The Opry cast onstage at the Hillsboro Theater, the show’s kome from 193410 1936.

were on the way to their offices one Saturday
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