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Letter from the Director
The 2010 issue of the Journal
of Texas Music History marks
the tenth anniversary of the
Center for Texas Music History. During the past decade,
the Center has established a
number of acclaimed educational programs focused on
preserving and celebrating the
unique musical heritage of the
American Southwest. The Center has been recognized for its innovative work by such prestigious organizations as The Smithsonian Institution, PBS, National Public Radio, The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum, The National Endowment
for the Humanities, Billboard magazine, The Los Angeles Times,
and others.
Through Texas State University’s History Department, the
Center offers a variety of graduate and undergraduate courses on
Texas music history. In collaboration with Texas A&M University
Press, the Center also produces the award-winning book series,
the John and Robin Dickson Series in Texas Music. In addition, the
Center is currently working with the Bullock Texas State History
Museum to organize a major exhibit on Texas music scheduled to
run from February to September 2012.
The Center’s popular NPR series, This Week in Texas Music
History, is now broadcast on NPR affiliate stations across
the state. The Center continues to work with the Texas State
Historical Association, the Texas Music Office (in the Office
of the Governor), and others to produce a revised and updated
edition of the popular Handbook of Texas Music, which is
scheduled for publication in 2012. Texas State University
students have researched and written hundreds of articles to be
included in the Handbook.
We are very grateful to everyone who made our February
2, 2010 Music from the Heart: An 80th Birthday Tribute to
Rod Kennedy concert at Austin’s Paramount Theatre such a
successful fundraiser, especially Patti Harrison, Teresa Ward,
John & Robin Dickson, Kathleen O’Keefe, Vincent Messina,
Kelsey McManus, Tamara Saviano, Paul Paynter, Phil &
Cecilia Collins, Rod Kennedy, Carolyn Pillow, Dalis Allen, the
Kerrville Folk Festival, Kim & Robert Richey, Alan & Susan
Lazarus, Old Settlers Music Festival, Tom Schnorr & Vicki Bell,
Rick Deyoe, Elmer & Susan Rosenberger, Joe & Alice Specht,
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Tom Frost III, Randy & Leslie Collier, Tom & Ann Francese,
Stewart Ramser, Natalie Gilmer, Bryan Beck, and Mattson
Rainer, as well as all the wonderful musicians who performed−
Robert Earl Keen, Marcia Ball, Ray Benson, Ruthie Foster, Cyd
Cassone, Terri Hendrix, Joe Ely, Butch Hancock, Jimmie Dale
Gilmore, Randy Rogers, Eliza Gilkyson, Jimmy LaFave, Lloyd
Maines, Paul Glasse, Brady Black, Bill Whitbeck, John Inmon,
and Bobby Bridger.
We also would like to thank all of the following people for
their support of the Center over the years: Gregg Andrews &
Vikki Bynum, Dee Lannon, Twister Marquiss, Jennifer Cobb,
Kevin Mooney, the Center’s Advisory Board, Frank de la Teja,
Mary Alice De Leon, Madelyn Patlan, the Texas State University
History Department, Denise Trauth & John Huffman, Perry &
Marianne Moore, Gene & Lynn Bourgeois, Ann Marie Ellis,
Diana Harrell, César Limón, Vicki Clarke, Gail Randle, Steven
Reese, Kent Finlay, Richard Cheatham, Liz McDonald, Lanita
Hanson, Francine Hartman, Jim & Cathey Moore, Mary
Brennan & Alan Apel, Rick & Laurie Baish, Nell Hesson,
Lucky & Becky Tomblin, Denise Boudreaux, Carol Dochen,
Jo & Paul Snider, Darrell & Barbara Piersol, Jason Mittman &
Shauna Metcalf, Ralph & Patti Dowling, Dennis & Margaret
Dunn, Ron & Judy Brown, Grant Mazak, Mariko Gomez,
Cathy Supple, Sharon Sandomirsky & Chris Ellison, Byron &
Rebecca Augustin, John Kunz, Bill Musser, Lee & Judy Keller,
Ronda Reagan, Glenn & Donna Joy, Luan Brunson Haynes &
Elizabeth Brunson Vickers, Mildred Roddy, Billy Seidel, and all
of our other friends and supporters.
To learn more about the Center and its unique and exciting
programs, please contact us or visit our web site.
Thanks for your interest and support!

Dr. Gary Hartman, Director
Center for Texas Music History
History Department
Texas State University
San Marcos, TX 78666 U.S.A.
512.245.3749
gh08@txstate.edu
www.txstate.edu/ctmh
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Donors
The Center for Texas Music History is a nonprofit
educational program designed to help students, scholars,
and the general public better understand how Texas music
reflects the richly diverse ethnic and cultural heritage of the
American Southwest. Within its first few years, the Center has
developed a number of very successful projects focusing on the
preservation and study of Southwestern music history.
In order to continue this success, we need your help.
Your contribution will help fund continued publication of

Luan Brunson Haynes &
Elizabeth Brunson Vickers
Nell Hesson in memory
of Gary Briggs
Glenn & Donna Joy
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Foundation
Rod Kennedy,
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John Kunz, Waterloo Records
Grant Mazak
James E. & Cathey Moore
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The Journal of Texas Music History, along with all the other
important educational projects we have underway.
We are very grateful to the donors listed on this page. They
have made a personal commitment to preserving the musical
heritage of the Southwest. Their efforts will help us continue
to increase awareness of how Texas music represents the unique
historical development of the region.
Won’t you join us in promoting the preservation and study of
Texas music history?
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Greezy Wheels performing at the Armadillo World Headquarters. Photo courtesy of the South Austin Popular Culture Center.
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“I wanna go home with the Armadillo
Good country music from Amarillo and Abilene
The friendliest people and the prettiest women
You’ve ever seen.”

These lyrics from Gary P. Nunn’s “London Homesick Blues” adorn the wall above the exit
from the Austin Bergstrom International Airport baggage claim. For years, they also played as
the theme to the award-winning PBS series Austin City Limits. In short, they have served in
more than one instance as an advertisement for the city’s sense of self, the face that Austin, Texas,
presents to visitors and national audiences. The quoted words refer, if obliquely, to a moment in
the 1970s when the city first began fashioning itself as a key American site of musical production,
one invested with a combination of talent and tradition and tolerance that would make of it the
self-proclaimed “Live Music Capital of the World.”1
In many ways, the venue of the Armadillo World Headquarters served as ground zero for
these developments, and it is often remembered as a primary site for the decade’s supposed
melding of Anglo-Texan traditions and countercultural lifestyles.2 This strand of public memory
reveres the Armadillo as a place in which “hippies” and “rednecks” closed the political, social, and
generational gaps of the 1960s by coming together to revel in the joys of “good country music
from Amarillo and Abilene.”3 In doing so, these individuals created a new musical sub-genre
known as “progressive country” (an amalgamation of honky-tonk, Western swing, folk, blues,
rock and roll, and other influences), which would help redefine mainstream country music and
provide a foundation for the “Americana” singer-songwriter tradition that continues to flourish
in Texas today.
This story of the Armadillo World Headquarters as a place in which disparate social groups
set aside their differences and joined together in common celebration of live music has been told
often enough to become part of Austin’s cultural mythology. Archived sources, oral histories,
and personal memories go a long way in supporting this notion, but there are also discrepancies
between the folklore and fact connected to the Armadillo.4
In national histories of American music, the mentions of “Austin, Texas,” “the 1970s,” and the
“Armadillo World Headquarters” may immediately bring to mind such names as Willie Nelson
and Waylon Jennings. Even in Austin itself, public memory tends to conflate the national success
of Willie Nelson, the aesthetics of the decade’s “hippie-redneck” confluence, and the audiences that
gathered at the Armadillo. Barry Shank, one of the scene’s prominent historians and critics, has
argued that for “a brief moment—the much acclaimed era of the cosmic cowboy and the Armadillo
World Headquarters—Austin music appeared to define the cultural meaning of being Texan.”5
Yet, Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings only played the Armadillo World Headquarters a
combined total of approximately one dozen times, the former making at least seven appearances
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/3
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and the latter only five. The majority of those performances
occurred between late 1972 and early 1974, less than two years
of the Armadillo’s decade-long tenure, which ran from 1970
to 1980. Rock guitarist Ted Nugent played the Armadillo
World Headquarters more often than Jennings did, as did
The Ramones. Stanley Hall’s Austin Ballet Theatre graced the
Armadillo stage with far greater frequency than Willie Nelson.
Despite the tendency to identify the venue primarily with the
development of the progressive country subgenre, the Armadillo
hosted an astoundingly diverse array of musical styles, including
gospel, honky-tonk, Western swing, conjunto, Tejano, zydeco,
Cajun, blues, R&B, rock and roll, and others. Former audience
members fondly recall performances by such prominent artists

10

need to be answered. Just who performed at the Armadillo?
When did they do so and why? What were the larger cultural
implications of these performances and, for that matter, the
larger implications of the entire ‘social scene’ that existed at the
Armadillo? Finally, how do we reconcile popular perceptions
about the Armadillo and its role in promoting certain types of
music with the reality of what actually took place there? These
questions are important to address, because they can help us
better understand a number of intriguing points regarding
public memory and popular music in relation to this important
transitional period in Texas music history.7
It is critical to examine the history of music venues themselves,
since researchers and reporters often focus mainly on musical

Despite the tendency to identify the venue primarily with the
development of the progressive country subgenre, the Armadillo
hosted an astoundingly diverse array of musical styles, including
gospel, honky-tonk, Western swing, conjunto, Tejano, zydeco,
Cajun, blues, R&B, rock and roll, and others.

as the Clash, Bruce Springsteen, Frank Zappa, Ravi Shankar,
and the Pointer Sisters. In addition to those concerts, there
were numerous non-musical events, such as appearances by
the National Lawyers Guild, the Underground Press Syndicate,
Timothy Leary, John Henry Faulk, Cheech and Chong, and the
San Francisco Mime Troupe.6
To truly understand the history and larger significance of
the Armadillo World Headquarters, some important questions

Bruce Springsteen at the Armadillo, 1974.
Photo by Nancy Goldfarb Le Noir.
Courtesy South Austin Popular Culture Center.
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performances or songs as the primary expression of deeply
meaningful social experiences. Such experiences certainly
reflect the significance of the relationship between artists and
audiences, but there are also many other factors involved in the
larger live music experience, including the role of club owners,
booking agents, stage managers, poster artists, bartenders,
audiences, and, of course, the venue itself. All of these
components work together to help create a specific event—and
a unique “experience”—at a particular place and time.
This article draws on extensive research into the performance
calendar of the Armadillo World Headquarters, along with
interviews and other sources, in an attempt to document which
artists performed at the Armadillo World Headquarters from
August 1970 to December 1980. It also looks at the role that
a number of different individuals, from musicians to staff,
played in the day-to-day operations of the club. Finally, this
article explores the larger social and cultural implications of
the Armadillo’s musical lineup in an attempt to sort fact from
fiction regarding the history of this now legendary venue.
The story of the Armadillo World Headquarters is rooted
in Austin’s long and vibrant live music traditions. Historically,
Austin’s neighborhoods south of the Colorado River housed
working-class Anglos and Mexican Americans, along with the
businesses they owned and frequented. In 1970, Eddie Wilson,
3
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Micael Priest Calendar for Armadillo, 1972. Photo courtesy South Austin Popular Culture Center.

manager for local group Shiva’s Headband, located an abandoned
armory-shaped structure amidst an auto repo lot, a cafeteria,
and a roller rink near the intersection of Barton Springs Road
and South First Street just south of the river. Wilson, who had
been looking for a new performance space for Shiva’s Headband
and other groups, decided to lease the building. He and a group
of collaborators soon christened their new venue the Armadillo
World Headquarters. It would become the epicenter of Austin’s
bourgeoning music scene for most of the 1970s.8
The physical structure of the Armadillo did not exactly
prove ideal for the near-utopian imaginings it often housed.
A large, open central space with inadequate roofing made, at
least initially, for poor acoustics and precluded effective climate
control. Though renovations would eventually correct many
of these issues, public memory often continues to enshrine
the place as it was in its threadbare beginnings. In addition to
the large central performance space, a network of surrounding
rooms constantly shifted in function to meet the needs of
the Armadillo’s ever-changing mission—offices, makeshift
apartments, art galleries, recording studios, bakeries, and
arcades came and went.
The venue’s staff made the most of these accommodations, and
a talented group of visual artists—Kerry Awn, Ken Featherston,
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/3

Jim Franklin, Danny Garrett, Henry Gonzalez, Jack Jackson,
Guy Juke, Bill Narum, Micael Priest, John Shelton, Sam Yeates,
and others—created a vision of the Armadillo that transcended
its humble physical existence. The kitchen was a constant in the
Armadillo equation and, under the stewardship of Jan Beeman,
it became well-known among national touring acts for its hearty
meals and down-home hospitality.9
Perhaps the most popular of the Armadillo’s modifications
was an outdoor beer garden that expanded the venue’s capacity
and gave it an outside stage. In all, the “Dillo,” as it was often
called, was an unwieldy, awkward, but charming beast that lived
up to its namesake. It seemed an unlikely space from which to
transform the cultural identity of the State Capital, but, through
the labor and imagination of a spirited legion of participants
from 1970 to 1980, that is precisely what happened.
The Armadillo World Headquarters’ founders had reason to
believe that an audience existed for such a musical experiment
in Austin. Countercultural performance venues had briefly
flourished in the last half of the 1960s, but they had met with
daunting community opposition. The Vulcan Gas Company—
founded by Don Hyde, Houston White, Gary Scanlon, and
Sandy Lockett—was the most well-known of these places, and
its location downtown on Congress Avenue stood in defiance of
4
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the conservative propriety guarded over by the capitol building
at the end of the street. The Chequered Flag, the Eleventh Door,
the IL Club, the Jade Room, the New Orleans Club, and others
provided similar spaces for folk, blues, and occasional psychedelic
rock performances. However, all of these operations were small,
most were failing, and none possessed the sheer ambition of the
mammoth venue about to rise south of the river.10
The “hippie” side of the Armadillo’s musical equation,
then, had substantive local provenance, but the rampant talk
of a “hippie-redneck” convergence in the early 1970s would
have been inconceivable to many of the recent denizens of the
Vulcan Gas Company or the psychedelic rock pioneers who had
decamped from Austin to San Francisco during the mid-to-late
1960s. When asked about how hippies and rednecks interacted
in the Austin of this era, Powell St. John, former band mate of
Janis Joplin when she first moved from Port Arthur to Austin
in 1962, replied curtly, “[T]hey didn’t.” Reflecting for a minute,
he then recounted several instances of harassment and violence
that constituted hippie-redneck relations in his memory of
1960s Austin.11

championed the idea of making the Armadillo not just a concert
venue, but a community arts incubator of sorts. Recently
returned from London, Tolleson hoped to model the Armadillo
after John Lennon’s Arts Laboratory, which endeavored to
combine film, dance, theater, and music under one roof.12
These were the ideas that defined the Armadillo World
Headquarters in the beginning and set the stage for Austin’s
much-heralded hippie-redneck confluence during the height
of the progressive country scene. However, it is important to
consider just how these ideals manifested in the club’s everyday
practices, as well as the recurring tensions between these ideals and
the realities of a working music venue. What was the music scene
truly like at the Armadillo, and what impact did the club have on
the long-term musical history of the city and the state? The first
step in answering these questions is to determine which artists
played the venue, and to what extent their music drew on both
countercultural (“hippie”) and traditional (“redneck”) sources.
While researching newspapers of the period for a larger
project concerning the cultural politics of Texas in the 1970s,
I began keeping a log of advertisements and concert reviews of

12

Tolleson hoped to model the Armadillo after John Lennon’s Arts
Laboratory, which endeavored to combine film, dance, theater,
and music under one roof.
However, by the early 1970s, a number of those who had left
Texas for San Francisco during the 1960s began to stream back
to Austin, and the Armadillo World Headquarters provided
this native counterculture a welcoming home. In time, the
Armadillo became perhaps the most recognizable representation
of the 1970s Austin scene. Other live music venues arose over
the decade with their own sub-cultural allegiances—blues and
R&B at Antone’s, a more locally-oriented progressive country
scene at the Soap Creek Saloon, punk at Raul’s—but the
Armadillo put Austin on the musical map and went far to create
the network of performers, audiences, and media that continue
to nurture Austin’s current musical community.
This sensation was not yet in full effect, however, in August
1970, when Eddie Wilson and others opened the Armadillo. In
addition to Wilson, pivotal figures in the early days included
Vulcan Gas Company veterans Jim Franklin and Bobby
Hedderman, Shiva’s Headband frontman Spencer Perskin, and
lawyer Mike Tolleson. Franklin became the club’s artistic guru
and emcee, living in an apartment he had built just offstage
at the venue. Mike Tolleson joined Franklin and Wilson and
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

performances at the Armadillo. As this research progressed, the
value of that ongoing log in reconstructing the venue’s event
calendar became clear. It seemed evident to me that, in order
for historians to fully understand the Austin music scene of
the 1970s, and to be able to separate fact from fiction, it was
essential to build a set of substantive, accurate data on which to
base further research. So, from those initial advertisements and
reviews in the Daily Texan (the University of Texas at Austin
student newspaper), Austin American-Statesman, Texas Observer,
Rag, and Austin Sun, I expanded and confirmed the calendar
of performances through artist contracts, booking calendars,
posters, ticket stubs, photographs, and correspondence and
conversation with former Armadillo staff.13
This effort has not yielded a completely accurate re-creation
of the day-to-day activities at the Armadillo, but it is sufficiently
comprehensive to identify patterns in the place’s history and to
check those patterns against some of the most enduring stories
related to the venue. The significance of this endeavor lies not
only in the minutiae it yields in reconstructing a significant 1970s
venue in the larger field of American music but also in its ability
5
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to plumb the very strong presence of the Armadillo in Texas’s
public memory as the “cradle” of progressive country music.
On a technical note, the data are arranged in two formats.
First, there is a chronological calendar that shows the order
of performances from 1970 to 1980. This calendar confirms
the basic rise-and-fall narrative of the venue, in which an early,
experimental period as a “community arts laboratory” (19701972, with over 200 performances) helped spawn the explosive
progressive country moment that gave the Armadillo a national
profile (1973-1976, with over 1000 performances). This was
followed by a change of leadership and a settling into a less
utopian-minded, but more musically diverse and financially
stable, middle age (1977-1980, with nearly 900 performances).
By my count, approximately 900 acts played the Armadillo over
the course of a few more than 2,000 evenings.14
The second format consists of a list of acts found in the
calendar, followed by the artists’ genre identifications and dates
of performance. Correlating these helps track the predominance
of any genre at any given time in the Armadillo’s history and
determines which artists played the space most frequently. With
some margin of error, those artists who performed there most
often include the following:15
Act

Number of
Performances

1. Greezy Wheels

123

2. Balcones Fault

84

3. Too Smooth

76

4. Bugs Henderson

66

5. Doak Snead

46

6. Dogs at Play (Beer Garden stage)

44

6. Steam Heat/Extreme Heat

44

7. D. K. Little

40

8. Cool Breeze

38

9. Electromagnets/Eric Johnson

37

10. Freddie King

34

11. Wommack Brothers

31

11. Marcia Ball/Freda and the Firedogs/
Bronco Brothers

31

12. Shiva’s Headband

30

13. Man Mountain and the Green Slime Boys

28

13. Paul Ray and the Cobras

28

13. Cedar Frost

28

14. Plum Nelly

25
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14. Alvin Crow

25

15. Commander Cody and His Lost Planet Airmen

23

15. The Fools

23

15. Starcrost

23

16. Michael (Martin) Murphey

22

16. Kenneth Threadgill

22

17. Jazzmanian Devils

21

17. Hank Alrich/Tiger Balm/Diamond Rio

21

18. Butch Hancock

20

18. Doug Sahm

20

18. Jon Emery and the Missouri Valley Boys

20

18. Forty-Seven Times Its Own Weight

20

18. The Point

20

19. Buckdancer’s Choice

19

Asleep at the Wheel, Freddie King, Alvin Crow, and Marcia
Ball may be the names on this list that are most often recognized
as being associated with the Austin music scene of the 1970s. The
prevalence of Greezy Wheels, Balcones Fault, Too Smooth, and
Bugs Henderson may initially surprise some readers. However,
with one exception, these are all local and regional artists who
could be readily booked to support a touring act or headline a
performance in their own right with a built-in local following.
Their regular performances went far in determining an aesthetic
and identity for the space. To the extent that the Armadillo
anchored a scene based on a perceived unity between artists and
audiences, these local groups proved extremely significant.
Although local artists structured the day-to-day experiences
of the Armadillo World Headquarters, they did not necessarily
put on the shows that dominate public memory. Touring acts
of national stature generated a great deal of enthusiasm among
audiences and created the scene’s sense of self-importance by
anointing Austin as a significant musical destination. Of those
national acts, the following appeared most frequently:
Act

13

Number of
Performances

1. Commander Cody and His Lost Planet Airmen 23
2. Roy Buchanan

18

3. Charlie Daniels

14

4. Jimmie Spheeris

11

5. Flying Burrito Brothers

10

5. New Riders of the Purple Sage

10
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6. Leo Kottke

9

7. Doug Kershaw

8

7. Papa John Creach

8

7. Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee

8

7. Spirit

8

7. Taj Mahal

8

7. Wet Willie

8

8. Doc and Merle Watson

7

8. Frank Zappa

7

8. Little Feat

7

8. Loudon Wainwright III

7

8. Marshall Tucker Band

7

8. Peter Rowan/Rowan Brothers

7

8. Ruby Starr

7

Commander Cody and His Lost Planet Airmen played
frequently enough that they often came to be considered local,
despite the fact that they hailed from Michigan via the San
Francisco Bay Area. Commander Cody, too, had a significant
influence on the aesthetics of the local scene. He recorded his
1974 album Deep in the Heart of Texas (with its evocative Jim
Franklin cover) live at the Armadillo. Cody also encouraged

other West Coast musicians to relocate to Austin, including
Asleep at the Wheel and Cornell Hurd.
In addition to Commander Cody, the remaining artists on
the list suggest that the progressive country scene in Texas did
not necessarily sustain itself with frequent visits by nationally
touring country artists. To the extent that it gestured toward
a larger trend, Austin’s progressive country aligned itself with
California country-rock (the Flying Burrito Brothers, New
Riders of the Purple Sage, and artists indebted more to the
albums Sweetheart of the Rodeo and Nashville Skyline than to
the more traditional country represented by Nashville’s Grand
Ole Opry) and Southern Rock (Charlie Daniels, Wet Willie,
Little Feat, the Marshall Tucker Band, Ruby Starr of Black
Oak Arkansas, and most of the roster of Georgia’s Capricorn
Records).16 Even those artists with established country roots
(Doug Kershaw, Doc Watson) performed for Armadillo
audiences in somewhat of a folk vein.
While these are the acts that played most frequently, they still
do not suggest the tremendous depth and breadth of the list
of artists who played the Armadillo. The Kinks and Blondie
shared a bill, as did Joe Ely and the Clash, the Ramones and the
Runaways, and Ray Charles and David Allen Coe, to say nothing
of George Clinton, Jimmy Cliff, Tom Waits, Tom T. Hall, Iggy
Pop, Bette Midler, or Devo. Not all of these performances
resonated equally with audiences, which is perhaps why stories
of some artists circulate more intensely than others.

Commander Cody and His Lost Planet Airmen at the Armadillo. Photo courtesy South Austin Popular Culture Center.
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Frank Zappa looms large in such lore as an artist whose offbeat
sensibilities fit well with the venue’s self-image, and he returned
the favor to Austin audiences by recording his live album
Bongo Fury at the Armadillo with Captain Beefheart in 1975.
Bruce Springsteen also comes up frequently in conversations
with those remembering noteworthy concerts in the hall. He
turned in a blistering set of performances in the spring of
1974, a pivotal moment in both his own career and that of
the Austin music scene. Booked for Friday and Saturday nights,
Springsteen quickly endeared himself to the Armadillo audience
by appearing a day early when he enthusiastically joined local
honky-tonk singer Alvin Crow onstage Thursday night. The
experience so excited and exhausted Armadillo audiences that
few today claim to remember that the British super-group
Genesis played their first and only Armadillo show the Sunday
night following Springsteen’s Saturday encore.17
Though gaps persist in the record thus compiled, at this stage
it does help verify certain patterns over time at the Armadillo
World Headquarters. These patterns demonstrate much of the
life and identity of the place as it fits into the larger narratives of
Texas and American music of the 1970s. These patterns suggest
a series of propositions, four of which the remainder of this
article will briefly elucidate.
First, progressive country did indeed dominate performances
at the Armadillo for a period of time in the early 1970s. Based
on the calendar, the following graph charts the percentage of
several genres’ rates of performance on the Armadillo stage
over the 1970s.
frequency
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For example, if an audience member were to walk into the
Armadillo World Headquarters on any given night in 1973,
there was a 55% chance that he or she would find a country or
country-identified act on stage. The preponderance of such acts
from 1972 to 1974 would seem to be the most significant fact
yielded from the graph, along with the corresponding decline of
blues and rock during that period. This moment, then, marks
the beginnings of the progressive country scene with which the
Armadillo has been most closely identified.18
A number of scene narratives date the origins of progressive
country to a single performance—that of Willie Nelson at the
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/3

Armadillo on August 12, 1972.19 After that night, supposedly,
everything fell into place for a distinctive regional country
scene to develop. The data substantiate this claim to an extent,
as the number of country-identified artists at the Armadillo
explodes in the fall of 1972. It should be noted, however, that
Nelson’s country performance, while an essential catalyst to the
developing scene, was not unprecedented on the Armadillo
stage. Guy Clark, Jerry Jeff Walker, John Prine, Freda and the
Firedogs, Bill Neely, Kenneth Threadgill, and Earl Scruggs had
all taken the Armadillo stage prior to Nelson’s first appearance,
although their repertoires tended to reflect more of a folk or
singer-songwriter approach, rather than the “hard” country
influences that Willie Nelson brought to the scene.20
Armadillo audiences would likely have seen Guy Clark or
Marcia Ball as youth culture peers, elevated by their artistry,
no doubt, but peers nonetheless—and an Earl Scruggs or Bill
Monroe represented a safe, distant, folk past in Appalachia. The
modern honky-tonk sensibility that Nelson carried with him, on
the other hand, evoked for many the decade’s “silent majority,”
the contemporary white working class, a contingent of Austin
portrayed as antagonistic to the university-based youth culture.
At the same time, the slippage between folk and country labels
for such individuals as Kenneth Threadgill or Jerry Jeff Walker
is a reminder that the hybrid nature of progressive country drew
on numerous generic conventions. It repackaged and redirected,
but did not eclipse, the youth counterculture’s enthusiasm for
folk, rock, and the blues.
Though Willie Nelson’s presence proved catalytic, he by no
means anchored the progressive country aesthetic that persisted
at the Armadillo. Nelson’s relationship with the venue proved to
be a relatively short and intense one during the years of 1972
and 1973. Nelson and the Armadillo then endured a falling-out
in the wake of Nelson’s first picnic over a series of financial,
personnel, and firearm-related misunderstandings.21 In fact,
Willie Nelson supported and patronized the nearby Texas Opry
House (later renamed the Austin Opry House) as an alternative
venue to the Armadillo World Headquarters.22
Nelson’s split with the Armadillo and the rise of the Opry
House draws our attention to the fact that the progressive
country phenomenon enabled the success of an array of venues
in Austin and across the state. The proportionate decline
in country bookings at the Armadillo after 1975 did not
necessarily reflect a decline in Austin’s interest in country music.
Instead, the proliferation of other local venues for progressive
country often took away country acts that might have otherwise
performed at the Armadillo.
George Majewski and Carlyne Majer’s Soap Creek Saloon,
for instance, was one of the most popular alternate progressive
country venues. Because of artist Kerry Awn’s extensive calendars

15
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advertising performances there, we have a near-complete record
of the acts that played the Soap Creek stage.23 This gives us an
extensive data set, which can be compared to that compiled for
the Armadillo World Headquarters.24 The acts that played Soap
Creek Saloon most frequently are as follows.25

16

Act

Number of
Performances

1. Paul Ray and the Cobras

282

2. Alvin Crow

190

3. Greezy Wheels

175

4. Marcia Ball

135

5. Uranium Savages

112

6. Doug Sahm

90

7. Augie Meyers

77

8. Delbert McClinton

74

9. Lewis and the Legends

69

10. Plum Nelly

47

11. Mark Luke Daniels

46

12. Steam Heat/Extreme Heat

42

13. Joe Ely

37

14. Buckdancer’s Choice

33

15. Ponty Bone

31

16. The Lotions

30

15. Stevie Ray Vaughan

30

18. The Fabulous Thunderbirds

29

19. Omar and the Howlers

23

20. Jon Emery and the Missouri Valley Boys

22

21. Junior Franklin

21

22. Roky Erickson

20

At first glance, Soap Creek Saloon might seem to have been
even more locally and regionally-oriented in its bookings than
the Armadillo. Though the 20 acts that played most frequently
at both venues were all local or regional, it is also notable that
the top five acts at Soap Creek performed a total of nearly 900
evenings, while the top five Armadillo artists only racked up
around 400. In total, the Armadillo booked more acts over
its decade tenure, but this also meant that a smaller number
of local acts logged more stage time at Soap Creek Saloon. A
number of factors accounted for this difference between the
two venues, including size, national reputation, and cost, all of
which go a long way in establishing the two venues’ particular
roles in the scene.26
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

This is not to suggest that national touring acts could not
be found at Soap Creek. Albert Collins, Clifton Chenier, and
the Meters all put in significant time there. Carl Perkins and
Muddy Waters also played the club. However, on the whole,
the Armadillo stage tended to act as a kind of connective tissue
between Austin’s artists and audiences and the larger American
music industry, while Soap Creek self-consciously nurtured
the local dimensions of progressive country.27 Finally, while
such new venues as Soap Creek spread the progressive country
trend broadly across the city’s nightlife, the Armadillo World
Headquarters continued to diversify its genre offerings.
So, while progressive country declined as the privileged genre
at the Armadillo, what arose to act as country’s complement?
The second main point to be derived from the list of acts to play
the Armadillo is a somewhat obvious one that bears repeating
nonetheless—progressive country was not alone. Blues preceded
country as the dominant genre at the Armadillo, and some
variant of psychedelic rock, or at least florid, counter-culturallyinflected rock and roll, provided the venue’s lingua franca
throughout. These two forms regained much of their stature as
the initial wave of progressive country subsided around 1975.
In fact, the Armadillo World Headquarters’ status as a
countercultural space (the hippie side of the hippie-redneck
confluence) dates to the venue’s very origins in Texas psychedelia.
The core of the venue’s early personnel and audience overlapped
significantly with the Vulcan Gas Company, and the list of acts
to play the Armadillo in 1970 does not look so different from
that of the acts playing the Vulcan before it closed earlier that
same year. Shiva’s Headband, the artists who had been in some
ways the Vulcan’s house band, served in practically the same
role at the Armadillo in 1970 and 1971, playing more than any
other act during that period.28
The number of artists explicitly identified with late 1960s
psychedelia declined over time, but that period’s aesthetics,
concerns, and musical language remained the primary
backdrop for each of the hybrid genres (country-rock, bluesrock, folk-rock, and jazz-rock) that took the Armadillo stage.
This observation matters, as the traditional music styles that are
often read as the “redneck” side of the hippie-redneck equation
frequently encompassed elements of folk-rock or bluegrass
that had a broad audience in the American counterculture,
rather than the hard country that actually had quite limited
representation in the Armadillo scene.
In the same vein, blues also preceded country as a dominant
genre at the Armadillo World Headquarters. Here, too, the
Armadillo built on countercultural foundations laid by the
Vulcan Gas Company. At that venue, African-American blues
acts included James Cotton, Sleepy John Estes, John Lee
Hooker, Lightnin’ Hopkins, Freddie King, Mance Lipscomb,
9
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Jimmy Cliff at the Armadillo World Headquarters.
Photo courtesy of Coke Dilworth Collection in The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin.
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Lee Clayton, Willie Nelson, and Billy Joe Shaver at the Armadillo, circa 1973. Photo courtesy South Austin Popular Culture Center.

Fred McDowell, Jimmy Reed, Big Mama Thornton, Muddy
Waters, and Big Joe Williams. In fact, after regional psychedelic
and blues-rock acts, these blues performers easily rate among
the artists most frequently appearing there. What first
18
distinguished the experimental bent of the Armadillo was its
addition of country-inflected music to this mix of blues and
psychedelia. Indeed, perceptions of a shift from a blues-oriented
to a country-oriented mode of performance over 1973 and
1974 in the eyes of local, white blues artists contributed directly
to Clifford Antone’s founding of a downtown club explicitly for
blues acts in 1975.29
Prior to the progressive country explosion, though, the
Armadillo had served as a regional node of the blues revival,
picking up where the Vulcan left off and developing ongoing
relationships with such Texas artists as Lightnin’ Hopkins,
Robert Shaw, Mance Lipscomb, and Freddie King. Al “TNT”
Braggs, Lowell Fulson, Etta James, Sonny Terry and Brownie
McGhee, and Big Joe Turner, too, put in appearances in the
early years. These musicians served as mentors for aspiring white
blues artists in the local audience, including Paul Ray and the
Cobras, Storm, the Fabulous Thunderbirds, the Nightcrawlers,
and various other acts that comprised the early careers of such
notable white blues players as Doyle Bramhall, Denny Freeman,
and Jimmie and Stevie Ray Vaughan. Even as the blues scene
sprouted rival centers of gravity in venues such as Antone’s and
the One Knite, blues performance remained at a fairly stable
level on par with the level of country-influenced performance
through most of the Armadillo’s history.
A third conclusion to be derived from the calendar of
performances at the Armadillo is that, by decade’s end, the
Armadillo World Headquarters became the Central Texas hub
of jazz performance. The discrepancy between the common
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

perception of who performed at the Armadillo and the list of
acts that actually did is perhaps most evident when it comes to
jazz, a genre not typically associated with the club or with the
larger Austin scene at the time. Yet jazz played a major role in
the Armadillo’s middle and later years. Typically, participants
explain this with the change in the venue’s leadership. The club’s
ongoing financial troubles convinced Eddie Wilson to leave in
1976, and he turned over management to Hank Alrich.
Alrich, a musician himself, had a deep and abiding interest in
both classic and avant-garde jazz forms and immediately began
booking major jazz acts. However, the rise in jazz performance
did not occur out of thin air, nor was it due solely to Alrich’s
personal taste. In fact, jazz performance spiked a year earlier, in
1975. Over the course of that year, a number of young artists
began to embellish their rock performances with jazz aesthetics,
leaning more heavily on improvisational passages and horn
sections in ways that straddled the line between jazz and funk.
Local bands that played together on bills and hewed to this
developing jazz-rock or fusion aesthetic included Cool Breeze,
Eric Johnson’s Electromagnets, the Jazzmanian Devils, the Point,
Starcrost, Steam Heat (later Extreme Heat), and 47 Times Its
Own Weight, many of whom joined the roster of Michael
Mordecai’s Fable Records. The presence of this scene lent weight
to Alrich’s later decision to book more jazz acts and suggests a
consistent, though admittedly small, audience for jazz.
After 1976, the calendar positively sparkles with jazz
performance, including such legends as Count Basie, French
violinist Stephane Grapelli, Sonny Rollins, and Charles Mingus,
along with the pop jazz of Chuck Mangione and the kind of
jazz rock associated with such progressive rock bands as Blood,
Sweat, and Tears and Nova. Bookings even extended to the
more difficult reaches of free jazz and jazz fusion with John
11
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McLaughlin, Pat Metheny, Old and New Dreams, and Weather
Report.30 Alrich recalls that the Armadillo became one of the
few venues between the coasts to book many of these artists:
“When Carla Bley toured, Armadillo World Headquarters was
the only Carla Bley Big Band gig between New York City and the
West Coast scene…. I brought artists that nobody else in Texas
brought. When I booked Pat Metheny, almost nobody outside the
Northeast knew who he was.”31 The presence of a jazz contingent
among the Armadillo performers is surprising, in part, because
it departs from the pastoralist romance that drew the Texan and
American counterculture to both country and the blues.
On closer examination, though, the counterculture’s
attraction to jazz makes sense and brings us to the final point to
be derived from the calendar of acts to perform at the Armadillo
World Headquarters. Common aesthetics join the performance
of each of these generic forms by the Austin counterculture,
whether at the Vulcan, Soap Creek Saloon, the Armadillo, or
any of the myriad musical venues that sprouted across Texas

during the 1970s. This article has gone to great lengths to
distinguish among the genres popular in the Austin music scene
over the decade of the 1970s. However, the countercultural
interpretation of each of these (country, blues, rock, folk, jazz)
rested in a parallel coupling of written expression to improvisation
and sincere performance to technical brilliance. In this regard,
the Austin scene exhibited qualities then characteristic of the
broader field of popular music in the 1970s.
To place Willie Nelson’s performance of “Bloody Mary
Morning” on the Austin City Limits pilot episode alongside Frank
Zappa and Captain Beefheart’s “Muffin Man” from Bongo Fury
and next to the live tracks from Freddie King’s Larger than Life
recorded at the Armadillo, is to begin to understand something
of the structural and performative similarities that belied the
stylized poses of genre performance in the 1970s. Each was true,
in a sense, to its genre, whether country or rock or blues, but
their shared audience at the Armadillo should be no mystery. As
native Texan (and former member of the highly successful band,

19

Interior of the Armadillo. Photo by Jim Richardson. Courtesy South Austin Popular Culture Center.
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The Monkees) Michael Nesmith predicted in Jan Reid’s seminal
study of progressive country, The Improbable Rise of Redneck Rock,
“‘There’s another coming trend…. The development of music
music, instead of country music, rhythm-and-blues music and
so forth. The lines are becoming very cloudy, very obscure.’”32
The Austin scene’s larger contribution to the national
narratives of the 1970s lay in these artists’ attempts to bridge and
combine genres in ways that would sketch a future “Americana”
field, with one eye toward collective tradition and another
toward individual experiment and expression. The celebrated
union of “hippies” and “rednecks” at the Armadillo can too
easily be overplayed, but this is the larger kernel of truth from
which it developed. The counterculture’s quest for authentic,
experimental expression made its peace with the traditional
forms of Texas music and saw in them something valuable,
aesthetically pleasing, instructive, and, well, fun.
In conclusion, the true story of the Armadillo World
Headquarters is a good deal more complex than the prevailing

mythology of its being primarily the birthplace of progressive
country. By taking a more comprehensive look at the diverse
artists and musical styles that appeared at the Armadillo
throughout its ten-year history, we can see just how important a
role the venue played in the larger music scene beyond just the
development of progressive country. It is also clear that, while
progressive country percolated up out of Austin’s larger live
music scene (including Soap Creek Saloon and other venues),
the Armadillo provided the most high-profile arena, in which
the diverse elements of progressive country came together to
reach the largest audiences in Austin and beyond. To recognize
the aesthetic commonalities of country, blues, rock, folk, and
jazz performance at the Armadillo (which were grounded in
improvisation, hybridity, and technical virtuosity tempered
with an appreciation of raw and vital spontaneity) provides a
starting point for further examination of the mythology and
popular perceptions so often attached to the study of regional
music subcultures.33 H
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celebrity with the venue as the individual who “could embody and project
the meaning of the Armadillo.”
Burton Wilson with Jack Ortman, The Austin Music Scene Through the
Lens of Burton Wilson, 1965-1994 (Austin: Eakin Press, 2001) and Larry
Willoughby, Texas Rhythm, Texas Rhyme: A Pictorial History of Texas
Music (Austin: Texas Monthly Press, 1984) both provide especially good
photographic documentation of the 1970s music scene in Austin and at
the Armadillo.
The place of memory in Texas historiography and identity has been
addressed cogently in the introductory essay to Lone Star Pasts: Memory
and History in Texas, Gregg Cantrell and Elizabeth Hayes Turner, eds.,
(College Station: Texas A&M Press, 2007), 1-14. For more on the
fluid dynamics of public memory and musical culture, see Benjamin
Filene, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory & American Roots Music
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Aaron A.
Fox, Real Country: Music and Language in Working-Class Culture, (Duke
University Press, 2004); and Richard A. Peterson, Creating Country Music:
Fabricating Authenticity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).
Early on, Wilson split the ownership of the Armadillo World Headquarters
among eight individuals: himself, Genie Wilson, Mike Tolleson, Jim
Franklin, Bobby Hedderman, Hank Alrich, Carlotta Pankratz, and Mike
Harr. Tolleson recalls that the day-to-day decisions in this early period were
made primarily by Wilson, Hedderman, and himself, with contributions
by Jim Franklin and Spencer Perskin. Eddie Wilson, “Armadillo World
Headquarters: A Good Time in Austin, Texas” (unpublished manuscript,
2003), 33, 41.
Jennifer Lynn Richmond, “Iconographic Analysis of the Armadillo
and Cosmic Imagery within Art Associated with the Armadillo World
Headquarters,” M.A. Thesis, University of North Texas, 2006.
For more on the cultural politics of 1960s Austin, see Doug Rossinow, The
Politics of Authenticity: Liberalism, Christianity, and the New Left in America
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998) and Daryl Janes, ed., No
Apologies: Texas Radicals Celebrate the ’60s (Austin: Eakin Press, 1992).
Powell St. John, interview by author, September 11, 2008. St. John also
participated in the Threadgill’s folk music scene of the early to mid1960s, in which folk, country, and blues musicians gathered at Kenneth
Threadgill’s bar in North Austin to socialize and play together. As part
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of St. John’s band, The Waller Creek Boys, Janis Joplin made some of
her first public appearances at Threadgill’s. For more on this, see Alice
Echols, Scars of Sweet Paradise: The Life and Times of Janis Joplin (New
York: Henry Holt and Co., 1999) and Gary Hartman, The History of Texas
Music (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2008), 209-212.
Since the Threadgill’s scene pre-dated both the Vulcan Gas Company and
the Armadillo by several years, it could be argued that the rhetoric of a
“hippie-redneck cultural confluence” actually began well before these two
venues were established. For example, Roger Leinert’s article “Celebration
for Western Musician Becomes Fun-Filled Minifestival,” Daily Texan, July
16, 1970, p. 12a, mentions that the audience at a birthday celebration for
Kenneth Threadgill just weeks before the Armadillo opened was a “blend
of longhairs and rednecks, cowboys and businessmen.”
Wilson, “Armadillo World Headquarters,” 32. Reid, The Improbable Rise
of Redneck Rock, 59-62.
Leea Mechling of the South Austin Popular Culture Center (and formerly
of the Armadillo World Headquarters) has been invaluable in tracking
down much of this documentation, as has the Dolph Briscoe Center for
American History at the University of Texas at Austin. See especially the
“Armadillo World Headquarters Archive, 1971-1980,” housed at the
Dolph Briscoe Center for American History.
The days of the week in which the Armadillo World Headquarters staged
performances changed over the years. At first, the venue held concerts
mainly on Fridays and Saturdays, but this expanded to an occasional sixday-a-week schedule by the mid-1970s.
The margin of error owes to the vagaries of the venue’s advertising budget,
cancellation of planned concerts, gaps in the archival record, and clerical
errors in the dating of photographs, the execution of artist contracts, etc.
Taken together, these may prevent these numbers from being exact, but it
is not likely that they will change the overall patterns observed.
Michael Allen discusses the “cosmic cowboy” confluence in the San
Francisco Bay scene in “‘I Just Wanna Be a Cosmic Cowboy’: Hippies,
Cowboy Code, and the Culture of the Counterculture,” The Western
Historical Quarterly Autumn 2005, http://www.historycooperative.org/
cgi-bin/justtop.cgi?act=justtop&url=http://www.historycooperative.org/
journals/whq/36.3/allen.html (accessed April 4, 2008). Southern rock
needs further scholarly examination, but Mike Butler’s “‘Luther Was a
Good Ole Boy’: The Southern Rock Movement and White Male Identity
in the Post-Civil Rights South,” Popular Music and Society 23 (1999): 4161, and Barbara Ching’s “Where Has the Free Bird Flown? Lynyrd Skynyrd
and White Southern Manhood,” in Trent Watts, ed., White Masculinity in
the Recent South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana University Press, 2008) provide
a solid beginning. British journalist Peter Doggett has also explored these
musical connections in his Are You Ready for the Country? Elvis, Dylan,
Parsons, and the Roots of Country Rock (New York: Penguin Books, 2001).
Wilson, “Armadillo World Headquarters,” 173-174.
Of the various labels critics applied to the music contemporaneously,
KOKE-FM’s formatting of “progressive country” seems most prevalent
throughout the scholarship. The terms “redneck rock” and “cosmic
cowboy” remain associated most with their authors (Jan Reid and Michael
Martin Murphey, respectively), though both men have disavowed the
applicability of the terms to a wider field of music. The proponents of
“outlaw” elaborate on the label in Michael Bane, The Outlaws: Revolution in
Country Music (New York: Doubleday, 1978) and Chet Flippo, “Outlaws
Willie and Waylon” in Everybody Was Kung-Fu Dancing: Chronicles of
the Lionizzed and Notorious (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991). For a
discussion of the significant differences between the progressive country
and outlaw country labels, see Hartman, History of Texas Music, 174.
For reflections on Nelson’s central place in the scene’s imagined coherence,
see Larry L. King, “The Great Willie Nelson Commando Hoo-Ha and
Texas Brain Fry,” Playboy (November 1976): 100-102, 108, 206-210, and
William Martin, “Growing Old at Willie Nelson’s Picnic,” Texas Monthly
(October 1974). For a look at Waylon Jennings as a central performative
figure, see Nicholas Spitzer, “‘Bob Wills Is Still the King’: Romantic
Regionalism and Convergent Culture in Central Texas,” John Edwards
Memorial Quarterly 11:40 (1975): 191-196.
I use the term “hard” country to describe this honky-tonk style and its
Southern, working-class themes along the lines developed by Peterson in
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Creating Country Music: 138, 144-150, as well as Barbara Ching in Wrong’s
What I Do Best: Hard Country Music and Contemporary Culture (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 1-21, and Fox in Real Country:.
In Ching’s estimation, the 1970s was a key decade in the articulation of
the hard country aesthetic, and, indeed, the outlaw country movement’s
Austin connections suggest a higher proportion of such performances on
the Armadillo stage. By 1976, however, the Armadillo had diversified
its offerings far beyond the country field, and the artists who packaged
themselves as outlaws tended to take the stage at the nearby Opry House,
rather than at the Armadillo.
Patoski, Willie Nelson, 269.
Ibid, 283, 310-311. Willie Nelson and Tim O’Connor later became even
more invested in the Texas Opry House, taking control and renaming it
the Austin Opry House in 1975.
From 1974 to early 1979, Soap Creek Saloon was located just west of
Zilker Park off of Bee Cave Road. From 1979 to 1981, it relocated to far
North Lamar Boulevard, and from 1982 to 1985 was located on South
Congress Avenue.
See the “Soap Creek Saloon Archives, 1966-1985” at the Dolph Briscoe
Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin. The Soap
Creek Saloon poster collection is missing items from a period of about
one year (summer 1983 to summer 1984). Furthermore, the Soap Creek
material has not yet been cross-referenced with business records, concert
reviews, and photographs to the extent that the Armadillo records have.
As with the Armadillo, I have consolidated artists who fronted several
bands. For example, Marcia Ball’s tally incorporates her performances with
Freda and the Firedogs and the Bronco Brothers. Likewise, both Doug
Sahm and Augie Meyers are credited with most of the Sir Douglas Quintet
bookings. On the other hand, Stevie Ray Vaughan is credited here for his
later work as front man or co-front man (Triple Threat, Double Trouble),
but not necessarily for all of the earlier bands with which he appeared.
Eddie Wilson says size was the determining factor, since the Armadillo
needed to consistently fill a much larger space in order to sustain itself,
and national touring acts proved the most viable means of doing so.
Again, these represent tendencies, not an absolute set of distinctions. It is
worth noting that two movies that packaged the Austin scene for national
audiences, Outlaw Blues and Roadie, included scenes that were filmed at
Soap Creek.
My initial attempts to build a similar record of performances at the Vulcan
Gas Company during its tenure from 1967 to 1970 suggest that Shiva’s
Headband played a prominent role there similar to the stature of Greezy
Wheels at the Armadillo or the Cobras at Soap Creek, with their 88
performances equaling more than twice that of the act that followed them,
Conqueroo, with only around 40 appearances. Through an examination
of posters and handbills from the Vulcan, it appears that the only other
acts to play over 20 times were New Atlantis, Bubble Puppy, and Johnny
Winter. Aside from the blues artists, only a handful of non-Texan national
touring acts of stature played the Vulcan, including the Fugs, Moby
Grape, Canned Heat, Poco, and the Velvet Underground.
Joe Nick Patoski and Bill Crawford, Stevie Ray Vaughan: Caught in the
Crossfire (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 1993), 91-99.
For a focused profile of an artist that also serves as an introduction to
the vibrant and multiform jazz scenes of the 1970s, see Steven Pond,
Head Hunters: The Making of Jazz’s First Platinum Album (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2005).
Hank Alrich, e-mail correspondence with author, May 13, 2010.
Reid, Improbable Rise of Redneck Rock, 118. This reflected a common line
of thinking in the period. See also A. R. Gunter, “Musical ‘Boundaries’
Disappearing,” Daily Texan, December 7, 1972, p. 14, and A. R. Gunter,
“Country-Rock Stirs Social Mix,” Daily Texan, December 8, 1972, p. 15.
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Townes Van Zandt performing in Nijmegen, The Netherlands, Photo courtesy Paul Needham
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Townes Van Zandt never was a good fit for this
earthly world.1 After all, the Fort Worth native, a
cult figure at best outside the Austin and Nashville
music communities during his lifetime, knew his
time here would be short. “I don’t envision a very
long life for myself,” a youthful Van Zandt says
early in Margaret Brown’s 2005 documentary Be
Here To Love Me. “Like, I think my life will run out
before my work does, you know? I’ve designed
it that way.” He lived fast and wrote faster, even
as his blueprint devolved into alcoholism and
drug addiction.2 Like his childhood hero, Hank
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Williams, Van Zandt died on New Year’s Day. He
rests in Fort Worth’s Dido Cemetery.

Van Zandt baited his demons for 52 years, a journey further darkened by severe manic
depression and electroshock therapy, before dying at his Tennessee home in 1997.3 Along the
way, he became one of the modern era’s most elegant lyricists. Consider the opening lines of
“Quicksilver Daydreams of Maria”: “Well, the diamond fades quickly when matched to the face
of Maria/All the harps they sound empty when she lifts her lips to the sky.” Every word frames
the woman’s beauty.
Van Zandt believed his craft demanded high sacrifice. “You have to blow off your family,” he
said. “You have to blow off comfort. You have to blow off money. You have to blow off your ego.
You have to blow off everything except your guitar.”4 Many music critics agree that at least two
dozen of his songs––including “If I Needed You,” “Marie,” “Snowin’ on Raton,” “Rex’s Blues,”
“For the Sake of the Song,” and “A Song For”–– justified his claim. Others cite high-water marks,
such as “Pancho and Lefty,” “Flyin’ Shoes,” “To Live’s To Fly,” “Tecumseh Valley,” and “Lungs,” as
unparalleled lyrical masterworks. Remarkably, he composed his most timeless lyrics before age 30.5
Van Zandt’s disciples have labeled him a poet and prophet for four decades, but the songwriter’s
own reckless and reclusive behavior stifled widespread notoriety.6 Living in shacks without
indoor plumbing and performing fall-down (or fall-asleep-onstage) drunk concerts at Austin’s
Cactus Café and elsewhere fueled his myth as a brilliant but tragic figure. His was art ripe for
posthumous renaissance.
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4
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Recent history has obliged. Van Zandt has gained broader
appreciation in the 13 years since his death, and biographers
John Kruth (To Live’s To Fly: The Ballad of the Late, Great Townes
Van Zandt, Da Capo Press, 2007) and Robert Earl Hardy (A
Deeper Blue: The Life and Music of Townes Van Zandt, University
of North Texas Press, 2008) have chronicled his life in detail.
Songwriting pupil Steve Earle, who refutes theories that his tutor
was ahead of (or simply beyond) his time, cracked Billboard’s
Top 20 in May 2009 with his Grammy-winning tribute album,
Townes. Earle says, “I don’t think [Townes] was a misunderstood
genius. He shot himself in the foot constantly.”6
Most critics agree that the troubled troubadour produced
his finest recorded work in Houston. Taped over a consecutive
seven-night stand at Rex Bell and Dale Soffar’s Magnolia City
club in July 1973, Live at the Old Quarter showcases Van Zandt’s
raw narratives, solo and acoustic, before a rare full house. “I
used to go see him at the Old Quarter when I was a kid,” says
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worthy of them? Did he deserve them? Did he earn
them? Did he treat them well? No. But he was a
manifestation of grace to all of us. This very weak
human vessel carried the weight of these incredible
gifts of grace so admirably. God doesn’t choose the
strong and the noble to do the work. He chooses
the weak and foolish, so the wise things of the
world confound us.8
Townes Van Zandt often mentored and learned from other
songwriters, shared stories, and relied on peers and followers
alike to ground his self-destructive behavior. The following
are selected interviews with both Van Zandt’s contemporaries
and some younger artists who have drawn inspiration from his
songwriting, if not from his personal lifestyle. As the interviews
reveal, Townes Van Zandt was a complex, often troubled,
occasionally joyful, but always thoughtful and creative songwriter
whose near-mythic status is grounded in both fact and fiction.

The gifts that he had and the inspiration he gave and received
were truly spiritual gifts. Was he worthy of them? Did he deserve
them? Did he earn them? Did he treat them well? No. But he was
a manifestation of grace to all of us.

Jesse Dayton, a current Texas roadhouse staple. “I’d be the only
one in there with the waitstaff. It’d be like seeing Bob Dylan
and Hank Williams all rolled into one––if he wasn’t drunk, of
course.” Dayton continues:
Townes went from moaning these country blues to
having this really smart folk sensibility without ever
seeming like less of a hillbilly. To me, “Tecumseh
Valley” is the saddest song I’ve ever heard. I
intentionally don’t listen to that song, because it makes
me bawl like a baby. Townes had an intellectual side
to his music that wasn’t something he was copying.
I mean, Dylan has come out and said that “Pancho
and Lefty” is the best song ever written.7
“Townes was covered with more grace than about any human
being that I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing,” says singersongwriter Michelle Shocked, who crossed paths with Van
Zandt at the Kerrville Folk Festival.
The gifts that he had and the inspiration he gave
and received were truly spiritual gifts. Was he
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

Ray Wylie Hubbard
Hubbard’s mystical Hill Country blues directly echo the Texas
songwriters that Van Zandt most revered––Lightnin’ Hopkins
and Mance Lipscomb. In turn, the 63-year-old Wimberleybased singer, who wrote Jerry Jeff Walker’s 1972 anthem “Up
Against the Wall Redneck Mother,” admired Van Zandt’s
novelistic eye. “Townes would write these incredible songs, but
he understood the craft of it,” Hubbard says. “He had the rare
combination of inspiration plus craft.” Hubbard’s most recent
metaphysical meditation, the 2010 album A: Enlightenment, B:
Endarkenment, Hint: There Is No C, well suits Austin’s Cactus
Café, the intimate University of Texas venue where he witnessed
many Van Zandt concerts.9
Ray Wylie Hubbard: One of the first times I ever really
remember Townes was in the late 1960s or very early 1970s
when Jerry Jeff Walker was playing in Nashville, Tennessee. It
was kind of Jerry’s big debut there, but I don’t remember where
it was. Everybody showed up, and Townes was there. Of course,
we were all drinking, and Jerry was out front playing. Townes
bet me $100 that he’d go onstage and stand on his head for the
whole song while Jerry did “Mr. Bojangles.” I bet Townes the
3
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Ray Wylie Hubbard. Photo by Todd Wolfson. Courtesy www.raywylie.com

$100. Jerry started playing “Bojangles,” and Townes went out
there and stood on his head the whole time. That was the last
time I gambled with him.
Earlier on, back in the 1970s, he was really witty, sharp, and
funny. He had a certain charisma about him. Later, you know,
he was drunk a lot and wasn’t as “on.” But there were times
when he was. Live at the Old Quarter was Townes in his prime.
He was always gracious, cordial, and funny when I’d see him.
I played with Townes at one of his last performances in the
States before he died. This was around October 1996. The show
was in Granbury, Texas, of all places, at the Granbury Opera
House. It was a fundraiser for the opera house in this little town,
because they were refurbishing it. They had Townes, Terry Allen,
and me do a songwriters-in-the-round, and with the three of us,
I think the term would be irreverent. Townes got there a little
drunk and everything, but he pulled it together.
We had a great night. There were all these elderly ladies with
their minks and the tiaras and the evening gowns, and they were
all down front, because this is an opera house. Townes went
off on some story about how he was playing at a wedding and
he had to borrow some sex toy to play slide or something. The
whole evening was like that. It was a lot of fun, but I knew that
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4

was one of the last times I’d see Townes, because he was leaving
for a tour in Europe. He was very frail at that time, and both
Terry and I knew. Europe can really wear you out.
Townes and I weren’t like running buddies, but I’d go see him
play in Dallas, and we’d hang out. We did this benefit in Dallas
for an Indian school or AIM, the American Indian Movement.
Townes was the singer, the fundraiser. So, I show up just to see
Townes, but he’s like, “Hey, man, it’s really good to see you. Do
you want to get up and sing a song?” I said, “No, not really,
it’s your gig.” “Ah, come on up, do a song,” he says. He gets
up there and does about three songs. Then he says, “Here’s my
good friend Ray Wylie Hubbard,” and gives me his guitar. I start
playing, and then all of a sudden I see Townes walk out the front
door. He’s walking down the street. I finished my song and he’s
still gone. I had to do like three or four songs, and then finally
he showed up again.
I saw him perform the spring before that gig with Terry Allen,
and he was sober. He had been on the wagon for about three
weeks or a month, and he just came out and did the deal. There
were nights when it was just magical to watch him perform.
He’s out of the old school of folk singer, the guys who would
tell the stories and then play these incredible songs. There were
4
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the nights when it was magical, and then there were the nights
when you got this feeling in your stomach and would just think,
“Okay, Townes, that’s enough.”
When it comes to his songwriting, though, the question is,
“What’s not to admire?” To another songwriter, you look at
his songs and they’re just as powerful as anything you’ve ever
witnessed. Whether it’s Hemingway or Shelley, you know.
Those songs are just the best there are. His songwriting is on
the level of Whitman. You could hold his songs against any of
the great writers. They’re just so well done––every word, every
idea. They pull you in and reach something within me that’s just
somewhere else. They’re remarkable.
In Austin, he set the bar at places like the Cactus Café, which
is really good because there are now so many of these young
writers in Texas who are aware of him. I think it’s nice to have
someone like Townes, and they can really aspire to that level of
writing. I don’t think anyone will ever surpass Townes, though.
Onstage at the Cactus Café, there’s a picture of Townes, so you
walk in and say, “Okay, this is the real deal. It is about the song.
It is for the sake of the song.” You better have it together when
you play there.
Townes’s reputation is awesome. My big three, of course, are
Townes, Guy Clark, and Billy Joe Shaver. But there hasn’t been
a young Townes or a young Guy or a young Billy to come along.
There are a lot of really good writers in Texas, like Slaid Cleaves
and Hayes Carll, but there hasn’t been that Townes to come
along yet. And I don’t think there ever will be. All the planets
need to line up or something for that. In certain circles, you say
“Townes,” and everyone goes, “Ahhh,” and everyone is aware of
him. He’s the pinnacle.

Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

If it were a perfect world, Townes would be as well known
as Bob Dylan. There’s a mystique about Townes. When people
discover him, it’s just enlightening. I try to turn people on to
him, and that’s just it. Enlightened. They’re instant fans. But
it’s like William Blake, who I don’t think was published in his
own lifetime. Now it’s like, “Wow!” Townes deserves to be
recognized, but the way the music business is, I don’t know if
it’ll happen, if he’ll achieve as much fame as Bob Dylan. But if
he would, it would raise everybody’s standards. Once you hear
Townes and you compare everything to him, it’s gotta be pretty
good to work.
A lot of it with Townes is the subject matter and the way
he could turn a phrase and tell a story. It was a complete
songwriting package. I mean, “Bad news from Houston/All
my friends are dying” [from “White Freightliner Blues”]? It’s
like, “Whoa, man.” He just said it so nonchalantly, but it’s so
powerful. The word “poet” just keeps coming to mind. I mean
a real poet. There are lots of people out there who have poetry
books who aren’t real poets. Townes was.
I think Townes had an effect on me as a songwriter in a
subconscious way. I didn’t try to write like Townes, but I want
to write with quality. There’s a certain quality and integrity
about his writing. I try to put forth the best time and effort to
make the best song I can, and that’s something Townes might
have affected. Somewhere in there, maybe about 15 years ago, I
wanted to be a real songwriter. I always played in these honkytonk bands, but I realized that to be a better songwriter I’d have
to be a better guitar player.
Townes was a really good guitar player. His finger picking,
his Lightin’ [Hopkins] licks and things, he was really, really
good. So, for me, I didn’t want to be Townes Van Zandt or Guy
Clark, because I knew I couldn’t write that caliber of a song,
but I wanted to be able to play in front of Townes’s audience.
I wanted to write songs so that I could play the kind of places
Townes would play. So, it wasn’t a conscious thing about Townes
influencing me, but I did want to be a better player and really
write songs that had a little depth and weight to them.
His music, his albums still are some of my favorites. I listen to
him quite a bit, and even though Townes is not here, his songs
are pretty timeless. They’ll be around, because what he did was
he created art. Not just art, but great art. It’s not disposable
tunes. They have incredible value and they can still knock you
down today. I think the more people find out about Townes, the
more it’ll make them strive to reach that quality of songwriting.
Townes was just a natural.10
Peter Rowan
Rowan’s most memorable songs (“Panama Red,” for instance)
often match Guy Clark’s sharp storytelling with Van Zandt’s
5
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Townes Van Zandt and Guy Clark at Winnipeg folk 1991. Photo courtesy of Eric Ambel

nonlinear dreamscapes. Rowan, a Boston native whose 40-year
career began with bluegrass pioneer Bill Monroe and blossomed
with Jerry Garcia’s Old & in the Way, gained intimate access
to one of Texas music’s great friendships on triple-bill tours.
“Townes leaned on Guy in a way that probably enabled him to
stay alive longer,” Rowan says, “but Guy needed Townes in his
life just like Townes needed him.”11
Peter Rowan: Townes and I played some shows together in
Massachusetts back in the 1970s. He was always so unique. He
dressed in this kind of beige corduroy suit and moccasins; the
suit was perfect and the moccasins were really comfortable. We
were on the road together—Guy Clark, Townes, and me—and
we played this festival. I guess he’d been on kind of a tear, and
he bought himself a leather jerkin. He had on this beautiful
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4

white shirt and jeans and this jerkin. He kept saying, “Man, do
you know what this is? This is a jerkin.” I was like, “Well, yeah?”
He said, “This is what they wore here for centuries, jerkins.” He
wouldn’t take the thing off, and he wore it the whole tour, that
giant leather vest. He was so proud of that jerkin. Then he gave
it to somebody.
What we had was on the level of a poetic friendship. Every
time I saw him near the end of his life, he’d throw lines at me.
Like saying, “Look what I came up with.” I really couldn’t keep
up so much with the lifestyle. I just don’t have it in me. I don’t
have the gene. I mean, there were some serious drinkers in our
family, and I saw what it did to them. My philosophy is to just
trust the mind as it is. That’s just my way.
So, Townes and I hung out, and I would drink with him. I
6
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mean, it can’t be any secret, the man would have a measure of
vodka before breakfast. Mostly he was fine. That’s what fueled
him, kept him going. Sometimes when he’d go over the edge,
it became scary; he became prophetic. He’d be very dramatic,
kneel down in the middle of the floor and talk, just spouting
poetic phrases that were almost terrifying in their honesty.
Being friends with Townes meant bearing witness unto
Townes and with Townes. Guy Clark was probably the best
man, because Guy really knew how to lasso him. Townes was
American to the core—he had the wild, crazy heart of an
American Indian. He could have either become a successful
businessman or been the wild child, and he chose the wild child.
I remember we were playing in Berlin, and it was the
beginning of Townes’s last big run, probably between 1979 and
1986. By 1981 or so, Townes was gearing up for probably the
last big touring effort of his life. Germans loved him. Townes
had the energy and the lubrication and the warmth of the
alcohol helped him deal with the pace that he set for himself.
I mean, this guy never sat still. He’d book a 30-day tour in

another 10 quid. This time I give it to him and show him what
I’m having trouble with, the lines in the song.
I played the guitar part and he sang the lyrics right there,
put them in the song: “Followed my footsteps where I wander/
Followed my dreams I found you/Feel your heartbeat here
beside me/All my dreams come true.” I wrote them down,
and he went back downstairs. Townes comes back up a while
later, and he’s lost his shirt, literally. He asks me for some more
money. I say, “Hey, man, what about the second bridge? Check
this out.” He came up with the lines to another bridge: “Sure as
morning follows nighttime/Sure as moonlight follows the sun/
Sure as wind blows cross the prairie/I’ll be there when you need
someone.” So I gave him the 10 quid, and then he won it all
back. It was a good night.
I got very friendly with him at the end of his life. That fall of
1996, I went down to Nashville to stay with him and Jeanene
and his little boy and girl. We were all going to have dinner, and
Townes went out for some cigarettes, and Jeanene said, “Well, I
don’t know when he’ll be back.” And at about 11:00 that night,
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It was so sad to see, that he had no idea of the respect that so
many had for him. I don’t know why that was, but I just thought that
somebody should tell this guy how good he is.

Holland. I have no idea where he’d play, but it was just a-go. It
was all a green light. He did everything to get his message out,
to say what he had to say. He was always on the road. Then he
took a break, and he died.
He always had to keep the party going, basically. Townes
and Guy and I did this tour in England, and after the show,
of course, we’re all at the hotel bar. There’s a big entourage of
followers, and Guy would shush the entire room and hand
Townes his guitar. And Townes would very humbly sing some
of his great tunes. Guy was just adamant––Shush, be quiet!––
and he was gracious about it, but Townes’s ability, his genius
was to be heard.
There was a night on that same European tour when I
was up in my room working on a song, “I’ll Be There,” on a
Rowan Brothers record, and Townes was downstairs gambling,
the nightly poker session. Maybe dice. He also liked to pitch
pennies. I was struggling with the bridge, and Townes comes
upstairs and says, “Can you loan me 10 quid?” He’s lost all
his money. So, I say, “Sure,” and give it to him. He goes back
downstairs, loses that money and comes back up again for
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

he called from a bar. I think maybe he was afraid of closeness.
What we were going to do was just hang out, but when he called
me he was out at a bar. So, I got in my rental car and I went out
to the bar. And there he was, out on Hillsboro Road at this bar,
playing pool, and he was taking comer after comer and losing
and putting money on every shot. The stakes had to be high.
He was playing pool with someone that he had known
when he was in the sanitarium, when he was under psychiatric
evaluation. It was this person that he had picked up who knew
Townes and who was talking about killing himself. And his
mission that night was to hang with this guy and basically
make sure that he wasn’t going to kill himself. There was just
no privacy with Townes; he had to be with other people all the
time. At the bar, there was an audience, a whole barroom full
of people. Townes was holding court. I didn’t have much to
do with the conversation. This guy was just goin’, “You know,
Townes. You know what it’s like, man. You know how it is,
man.” Townes gives him some cryptic reply.
It was kind of like he was a guru to people who were on the
edge. We were basically up all night and I ended up getting
7
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Kris Kristofferson. Photo by Marina Chavez. Courtesy of ellis-creative.com.

a hotel room. We were 10 miles from Townes’s house and I
thought, “Man, he still has to be in a hotel.” We stayed up all
night drinking and talking and by sunrise that guy was too tired
to do anything dramatically violent. I said, “Townes, where
did you find this guy?” And he told me that it was someone
he’d known in the sanitarium. He said, “I didn’t find him. He
found me.” He said they always found him. I think it was a
combination of them finding each other.
Anyway, after I left that weekend, I heard Townes was in
the hospital. The last show I did with him, I have pictures
from it, was in Arkansas. They are the most moving pictures
I’ve ever seen—Townes was almost transparent in them. We
played together on stage that night and Townes was so fragile.
I remember while we were playing together looking at him and
thinking, “Brother, you’re outta here.” He was always mentally
there and “on,” but physically he was gone.12
Kris Kristofferson
Few artists rival Kris Kristofferson’s achievements as a songwriter
(“Me and Bobby McGee,” “Sunday Morning Coming Down,”
“Help Me Make It Through the Night”), actor (Billy the Kid, A
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4

Star is Born), and academic (Rhodes Scholar). Before joining the
1980s country supergroup The Highwaymen (with Johnny Cash,
Waylon Jennings, and Willie Nelson), the Brownsville, Texas,
native crafted some of Nashville’s most literate country music of
the 1970s. “I heard so much about Townes from Mickey Newbury,
who was really serious about songwriting,” Kristofferson says.
“He said Townes was the best, and that included Mickey and me,
so I figured he was serious.”13
Kris Kristofferson: The first time I met Townes was when
we were filming Songwriter, which was that film Alan Rudolph
directed with Willie Nelson and me. We were filming in Austin,
and I got the word that Townes was out there in the audience
as an extra. Alan let me do this introduction of him, as a
“songwriter’s songwriter.” He kept it in the movie. I remember
when Townes stood up, when I introduced him, I could see, it
was so sad to see, that he had no idea of the respect that so many
had for him. I don’t know why that was, but I just thought that
somebody should tell this guy how good he is. He was so pleased
just to be recognized, and it was obvious to me that he hadn’t
gotten the feedback that I thought he deserved, the respect that
people like Willie and Merle Haggard and I had for him.
8
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Like a lot of us, he was in love with the beautiful loser ideal, the
guy who was trying to be Hank Williams and die when he’s 29.
It’s a very seductive role model because it’s everything that you
admire in somebody like Hank Williams. It was the same way
with Johnny Cash when he was killing himself. A lot of people
thought that was the way to go––to burn out rather than to rust.
It’s a sad thing for me, because it’s so obvious that that’s who
Townes had decided to be. It’s a sad way to go. People should
know that Townes was the brains behind “Pancho and Lefty,”
and that self-destructive stuff kept him from being famous.
Townes wrote with a writer’s eye. It’s like the difference
[between] the stuff that Willie Nelson was writing and what the
Tin Pan Alley writers were writing. It’s all real creative writing, as
opposed to being a hack. Townes’s songs are completely original
poetry, but he’s a real poet because he wrote from the heart. He
had the tools. Unfortunately, he had that death wish.14
Rodney Crowell
A youthful Rodney Crowell witnessed Van Zandt’s duality
firsthand as he entered Nashville’s songwriting community in
the 1970s. “Townes was fond of me, but he picked on me,
man,” the 61-year-old Houston native says. “He was smarter
and faster and quicker than me, and I was always on guard.
I don’t think I’ve ever been picked on by anyone better than
Townes Van Zandt picked on me.” Crowell, who peaked as a
commercial artist when 1988’s Diamonds & Dirt produced a
record six consecutive number-one singles, agrees with the
argument that Van Zandt helped shape his own legend.15
Rodney Crowell: Townes would have been the fastest gun in
the West. We played this game where you put your hands together
and hold them in front of you, and the other guy puts his hands
on his hip and he tries to slap your hands before you can move
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them away. I couldn’t get my hands out of the way because he
was so quick. He had lightning reflexes. Then, you know, he’d say,
“My turn,” and he’d hold his hands out and I’d put my hands on
my hips and try to whack his hands, and I’d miss them. He just
was lightning fast, and he had a lightning-fast mind, too.
Guy Clark was the center of the group, the curator. Townes
was Guy’s pretty exotic friend. Townes was closer to Guy than
he was to anybody else. In the beginning, Townes just thought I
was a punk, you know. But I’d gladly let him smash my hands to
pieces just to hang around and pay attention to what was going
on, to see what I could pick up about writing songs.
On occasion over the years we’d play on the same bill together.
Early on, it was breathtaking to see Townes perform. He was
so good. Later on, I couldn’t watch it. It made me too sad; the
alcohol had really diminished his capacities. In the early- and
mid-1970s, probably from 1972 to 1977, he was just so good.
Townes or Bob Dylan would be the pinnacle of the singersongwriter-performer. But I think Townes saw to it pretty well
that he wouldn’t be as well known as Dylan. He fed his enigma.
Townes would be in town sometimes, and we’d be downstairs
drinking wine and playing guitars, and Townes would be upstairs
kicking heroin. He was just this exotic guy, like, “Townes is
upstairs coming off smack.” It was kind of romantic.
I had a panel truck, and one night we’d been out on the lake
drinking and playing music all night. I was driving this truck,
like a bread delivery van with one seat in it. Had a couple lawn
chairs in it. Townes and Skinny Dennis were riding in the
lawn chairs. When we drove back into town, I was gonna drop
Townes off at this girl’s place, but he and Skinny Dennis had
gotten into sort of an argument.
Dennis was serious about it, but Townes was playing, lying in
the weeds. They got into this real escalated argument. I’m in the
front and said, “Look you guys, I’m trying to drive.” We’re all
drunk, and I didn’t want us to all get hauled to jail. So, when we
finally made it to this place, Townes flung the door open, took
a beer bottle and broke it open on the side of my panel truck.
He grabbed Skinny Dennis, who was about six-foot-seven, 120
pounds, held him down with the broken bottle and said, “I’m
gonna cut his throat, I’m gonna cut it right now, I’m cuttin’ his
throat up––I’ve had enough of him.” Skinny Dennis thought it
was for real, and I was trying to pull Townes off of him, trying
to stop it. It was 4:00 in the morning and on the sidewalk. I’m
grabbing at Townes, and he seemed out of his mind. All of a
sudden, he stopped and started laughing and said, “I got you
both!” He wasn’t anywhere near as drunk as he was acting.
When you caught Townes in the afternoon, that’s when you’d
get to know the sweet boy. He was a really sweet, sensitive guy,
very charming. Susanna [Guy Clark’s wife] was the access to his
sweet side. Townes would usually be a gentleman around her,
9
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and Susanna was always saying, “Ah, that other thing, that’s just
his act. He’s really a sweet, smart boy.” And he was––extremely
smart, extremely charming, extremely talented. He was an
absolute enigma of the highest degree.
I’ve said this to everybody: Steve Earle emulated Townes, and
I emulated Guy. When you’re younger, you emulate someone
you admire, and then eventually you find your own thing.
That’s what I did. That’s what Steve did. I’m sure Steve would
say that. Townes’s influence on Mickey Newbury was profound.
Newbury was one of the great, sensitive poets. For him, it was
the Beatles and Townes Van Zandt as the starting places.
I play “Pancho and Lefty” almost every night. They’re all
great––“If I Had No Place to Fall,” “Greensboro Woman,”
“Tecumseh Valley,” “White Freightliner”––but “Pancho and
Lefty” is my favorite. “Pancho was a bandit, boys/His horse
was fast as polished steel/He wore his gun outside his pants/
For all the honest world to feel.” Don’t get no better than that.
I grew up with crazy, drunk people who were poets, but he was
plugged into a different light socket.16
Billy Joe Shaver
Shaver’s earthy yarns link sacred and secular with a devil’s grin.
“Faith gets in there almost every doggone time [I write a song],”
the Waco-based singer says. “I don’t want to say anything bad
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4

about it, man, but it kind of gets me looking like some kind
of preacher. Townes was a Christian. We talked about that a
lot.” Shaver and Van Zandt, who both served as inspiration for
Jeff Bridges’s Oscar-winning character Bad Blake in the 2009
film Crazy Heart, also wreaked havoc together as burgeoning
songwriters.17
Billy Joe Shaver: I met Townes in the early Sixties in Houston,
Texas. He and I used to play this place called the Old Quarter.
I had been writing all my life, but I was just getting started
playing in front of people a little bit. Townes coaxed me to
get in front of them, but he was just dangerously good. Then
Townes and me got to running around together and raising hell,
and he’s crazy as a damn bat. We’d go out and get all tanked up,
take LSD, or anything we could get our hands on.
My wife Brenda just hated Townes. She always had to come
pick us up in the middle of the morning after we’d gone off
to raise hell somewhere. Then there was this time Townes had
somehow acquired these leather pants, and he had his face all
painted up with tears like a clown. She knew we was higher than
a kite. She said, “This is it,” and reamed his ass, chewed him out
real good. She took him wherever he had to go, then she got a
hold of me. I mean, that night, she quit me. Left me with $10.
I said, “Just take me out to the highway,” and she did—she took
me to the interstate.
10
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Actually, I was on Highway 10, trying to get to L.A. Couldn’t
get a ride. Finally, I decided I’d just get on the other side of the
road and go to Nashville. First guy that came by gave me a ride
all the way to Memphis. He gave me a hell of a ride, and I didn’t
have but that $10. So, Townes is probably the reason I went to
Nashville. It was just an accident. Brenda went back to Waco,
and we got divorced again.
Brenda just hated Townes so bad. But she got cancer, you
know, and she died in 1999. The doctor told me this one time
that she probably wouldn’t last the night. In my last desperation,
I told her that I had a dream that she went to heaven, and Townes
was there to meet her. She says, “By god, I’m gonna live.” And
she did. She lived for another year. She hated him, but I laid so
much stuff on him. I’d go out and get into trouble, then I’d say,
“Well, Townes.” And that didn’t help him. “That son of a bitch,”
she’d say. But you always got to have someone to lay it on.
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has his head together enough. He’d get crazy, but he’s smart
enough to figure things out and get you out of them. Townes and
Guy are both good guys, but together they were just dangerous
on the stage. They’re both such great writers. That night at the
Bluebird in particular––man, I wish I had a tape of that.
After Townes got married to Jeanene, I didn’t see him much.
At that point, there were just so many friends. I’d go over there,
and there’d be so many that I didn’t know. Steve Earle was just a
baby, and he was hanging out there. My boy [the late guitarist]
Eddy [Shaver] was just a baby, and he was hanging out there,
too. Eddy just hung out with me and played [the guitar]. He
played with Guy for a while.
Townes knew I cared about him. We’d go up to Vermont
and play a lot. One time we were playing cards and––I couldn’t
believe it––I won money off him. If I hadn’t won that money,
we wouldn’t have had any to leave town, the way Townes spent

I thought it was cool that people used to say that Townes would always
have five new songs every time you’d see him—long, sad songs.
We were playin’ one night, me and Townes and Guy Clark
and Gary Nicholson at the Bluebird [Café] in Nashville, not long
before Townes passed. We set four chairs down around a table,
didn’t even have a microphone. I mean, it was so packed, but
everybody could hear because they were quiet as a mouse. We
just had a big old time. Townes and me got to playin’ spiritual
songs—but Guy don’t really like that, I don’t think, but we
sang spiritual songs—and we talked that night. I said, “If you
go, you’re ready, aren’t you?” Because I’d known him longer than
anyone, I guess. He said, “Yes, I am.” I’m sure Townes went to
heaven. If there’s a heaven, and I’m sure there is, Townes went. He
was a good-hearted man with a good soul and a real sweet person.
But he’d fight, and he had a good punch. I didn’t see that very
often, but if it came down to it, we could go. I could fight, too;
I boxed. If we’d get thrown down on, it wouldn’t take much
until everybody would leave us alone. We’d get thrown down
on many times, and sometimes people would try to roll us.
We was always wobbling around, screwed up on something.
But there wasn’t no sense in them trying, because him and me
together, we could probably whip six, seven men, I’d bet. It just
didn’t hurt because we were on stuff. That was mostly early on
in Houston. Houston is really rough.
When Townes came to Nashville, he found a new group of
people that he’d hang out with––Skinny Dennis and Guy Clark
and all the great writers. Guy was a great writer, and still is. Guy
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it. I always thought he let me win it because you just couldn’t
beat him. Townes or Guy, you couldn’t beat either at pitching
pennies. I didn’t gamble with Townes much because he’d take
you for all you had.
Sometimes he’d get drunk and borrow money. He’d borrow
$30 off me, and then he’d come back around and say, “Hey,
can you loan me $30?” I’d say, “Damnit, Townes, I’m the same
guy you borrowed $30 from a while ago.” He was making the
rounds, just picking up anything he could get, but he did give
away more than he ever got, I do know that. If you needed
money, Townes would give you every damn thing he had. If he
had $10, he’d give you $10.
I have a real funny story about Townes. We were out in
Arizona, and it winded up being just him and me out there
wandering around. Neither of us had a car, so we were just
out there hitchhiking. He had this little Indian kid who was
hanging around. Townes had this eagle feather hanging from
the end of his guitar, and he kept tryin’ to give it away, this real
nice Martin. I mean, there ain’t no telling how much it was
worth, it had one of those three-piece backs. I said, “Townes,
I’m just not gonna let you do this. I’m taking this guitar right
now.” And, of course, he didn’t give me no fuss about it.
I told him I was gonna send it to Guy, because Guy would
take care of it. I put it on an airplane and sent it to Guy. Brenda
would wire me money because I was doing good with Honky
11
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Tonk Heroes out, all that stuff Waylon did. I was making a little
money, but I’d usually run out of it around Townes, which is
why I had Brenda wire some to me. I went to the airport, and I
taped up the guitar case. But before I did, I looked inside, and
there were three or four songs in there. I didn’t even look at
them; I just wrote on them “C-,” “D,” and put an “F” on one.
Then I wrote things like “needs work,” like the way somebody
would grade it in school. I never told anybody this. Guy would
laugh his ass off, because he was the one that ended up with
the guitar. I don’t think they ever knew where that came from.
Anyway, I taped up that guitar, and I sent it on.
About a month later, Guy says, “That danged guitar, it ain’t
got here yet.” I said, “God, I can’t believe that.” So, he gets to
checking on it, and it turns out that thing’s gone all around the
world. It had stickers on it from China, Alaska, everywhere. For
some reason or another, that guitar got shanghaied. And I dared
not say what I’d done inside of it. It might have been “Pancho
and Lefty” that I put the “F” on. I never did tell Guy that I
messed with them songs, but that was way the hell-and-gone
back there, man—way back in the 1970s.
Townes as a songwriter had his own deal. We’re all from
Texas, but for some reason Guy and me have more of the Texas
flavor. Townes went all over the place. Townes actually came
from a real wealthy family, and I remember he always had a
really nice place to stay, when he stayed put. Of course, my wife,
she’d say, “Get out the razor blades. Townes Van Zandt could
make a lot of money selling razor blades at his shows.” I’d say,
“Brenda, that’s art.” She’d say, “Shit.”
I didn’t get to see Townes much after Houston. We’d just
hang out every now and again. That night at the Bluebird was
the last time I’d sit down that close to him. He seemed to be
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4

in pretty good spirits. I was asking him about that, probably
because when I hugged him, I felt a bone. I knew he was back
on that stuff again. I asked him if his heart was in the right
place, and he said, “Yeah, I’ve got Jesus in my heart.”
Behind the wall, there’s something on the other side. You
can’t destroy nothing here. Try to burn something, and it turns
into smoke, turns into something different every time. Townes
appreciated it. I loved old Townes, everybody did. You just
couldn’t help it. You couldn’t keep from it. I mean, he was a mess,
so you had to have unconditional love for Townes. He wasn’t
gonna try to win you over––you either loved him or you didn’t.
Brenda claims that she didn’t, but I know that she did. If she
didn’t, she wouldn’t have come and picked us up so many times.18
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Todd Snider
“I thought it was cool that people used to say that Townes
would always have five new songs every time you’d see him—
long, sad songs,” Todd Snider says. “Of course, he’d never
remember them if you saw him again. That’s what Jerry Jeff
[Walker] told me one time.” The 41-year-old Snider, an oftensatirical songwriter who cut his teeth in Central Texas and
performs today as a guy-and-guitar folk-singing troubadour
much like Van Zandt, met the songwriter backstage at a John
Prine gig in Nashville in the early 1990s.19
Todd Snider: This is kind of a sad story, really. I go to the
club, and [songwriter] Keith [Sykes] says, “Come on, you can
go into the dressing room.” I kind of knew John [Prine] a little
bit. So, I get in there, and it’s John and Guy Clark, Townes
Van Zandt, Nanci Griffith, and Keith and me. They were
gambling, and they were fucked up. They were playing the dice,
and everybody was drunk. Guy Clark was yelling, and I just sat
12
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there by myself. Right when I saw Townes, I knew who he was.
I was really excited to meet him, really overwhelmed.
He seemed really sad, like a really sad person, and Keith had
said that he’s always really sad. So I’m sitting there watching
them gamble, and out of the blue Townes comes over and sits
right next to me. He grabs my arm really hard, and he’d just met
me. He didn’t even know I sang, and he grabbed my arm and
said, “All of this is so wrong,” and I got scared. Like, “What’s
going on?” He said again, “All of this is so wrong.” And I said,
“What’s wrong?” And Guy Clark yelled, “Goddamnit,” over the
gambling. Townes looked at me and rolled his eyes and pointed
at Guy, who was gambling and really drunk, and Townes was
like, “That. All of it. This is fucked up.” He wouldn’t let go of
my arm. “I gotta get outta here, I gotta get outta here,” he said.
He ended up playing that night. He just sat there for a
while, and it was his turn, and he played a couple times. Then
everybody else had a big party afterwards, but he didn’t go to
it. The band played that night, but when his songs were done,
he was done. He was drinking vodka from the glass, but he was
pretty upset about it. Maybe he’d taken the cure by then. This
is probably about ’92, maybe ’93. Jack Ingram saw him onstage
in the last year [of his life], and Townes started crying. Jack said
he played about four songs, started crying, and Guy Clark came
out and took him offstage.20
James McMurtry
McMurtry’s politically provocative songs (“We Can’t Make It
Here” and “Cheney’s Toy,” for instance) may diverge from the
Guy Clark and Billy Joe Shaver songwriting mold, but his keen
storytelling (such as “Ruby and Carlos” and “Fireline Road”) fits
flush. McMurtry met Van Zandt at the Leon Springs Café in
Leon Springs, Texas, in 1985. “He was sober that night, so I
wondered what all the fuss was about, why everybody seemed
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to be so scared of him,” McMurtry remembers. “He was very
friendly. He’d talk to you directly and look you right in the eye.”21
James McMurtry: I only did a couple of shows with him, but
I talked to him backstage a bit and he was quite entertaining.
The last time I saw him he was talking about the last time that
Harold Eggers let him drive. He was on the interstate going
through Arkansas in the middle of the night, and Harold, his
road manager, was sleeping under the shell of the pickup behind
him. And this voice in his head said to him, “Make that exit,”
so he did. “Hang a right by those mailboxes,” so, of course, he
did. “Hang a left here,” so he did. Then the voice said, “Step
on it.” So, Townes says, “I’m going down this dirt road at 70
miles an hour and H wakes up in the back and he says, ‘How’d
we get on the back road?’ Finally, he gets through to me, and
I come to a tearing stop about 10 feet in front of one of them
orange and white barriers, and the creek bridge was out.” That
was the last time Townes got to drive, because he listened to
the voices. It made enough sense to me that he listened to the
voices. Probably where he got the songs. He didn’t question the
voices, but it’s dangerous when you drive like that.
When I saw him perform, the result just depended on the
night. When he was on a good night, he was unbeatable. If
he was drunk, it was embarrassing. It ran the whole gamut.
Sometimes it would come the whole way around the back
side––he would be so drunk and so embarrassing that you
wouldn’t want to miss it. There was a show at La Zona Rosa
in Austin where Townes was too drunk to make it, so Guy
Clark came out and just played Townes’s show for him basically.
Townes stumbled off the stage, but he went off stage left where
there wasn’t any door. So, he was there walking back and forth
around the wall for around 10 minutes trying to find the door
through it, when there wasn’t any. Robert [Earl] Keen said he
was at that show, and people were going out the front door in
droves. The doorman’s saying, “You don’t know who this man
is,” and the customers are saying, “I don’t give a fuck who he is,
I want my money back.”
The good nights were incredible. He was channeling
something. That’s the thing: he did not question the muse. If it
made him write a goofy thing, so be it. He had to explain that
line about Loop and Lil being parakeets, but he put it in the
song anyway because that’s what the dream told him to do. He
dreamed that song [“If I Needed You”], and wrote it exactly as
he heard it. His songs are raw, very close to the heart.
My soundman used to own a club in San Antonio, and he
has some stuff he taped off the board of Townes and Guy Clark
that is killer. Had to be the last couple of years of Townes’s
life. I wouldn’t say anything in his playing and performing
had decayed judging from that, or from what I heard at the
Birchmere the last time I heard him play. It was in D.C. in ’95.
13
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Lucinda Williams. Photo courtesy www.lucindawilliams.com

I’ve seen Kristofferson stop a room the way Townes could, but
part of that has to do with the people in the room, how well
they know you, and how well they love you when you walk in.
You get that from working for years and years and years until
you can develop a crowd like that. I never saw Townes play to
a completely unfamiliar crowd, so I don’t know what he could
do with that. But he could certainly stop his crowd. He did that
by working his whole life at it, so he’d have people that’d heard
him for 15 years and they know every line in every one of your
songs. They’re gonna stop for you.22
Lucinda Williams
“I took from Townes what I took from any good songwriter,”
Lucinda Williams says. “It’s the way he puts words together.”
The creative osmosis paid off. Williams, whose father, the poet
Miller Williams, read at Bill Clinton’s 1997 presidential inauguration, has created a rich collection of narrative songwriting
over the past quarter century. Williams’s 1988 self-titled release
yielded hits (most notably, Mary Chapin-Carpenter’s cover
of “Passionate Kisses”) and live staples (such as “Changed the
Locks”), but her 1998 Grammy-winning Car Wheels on a Gravel
Road, produced by Van Zandt disciple Steve Earle, is widely
considered her hallmark.23
Lucinda Williams: I love “If I Needed You.” That’s one of
his songs that really stands out. The melody and the simplicity
and what the song says make it work. It sounds traditional,
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4

like an old folk song. Sometimes those are the ones that people
identify with, because it sounds familiar even when you listen
to it for the first time. There’s one song I wrote, “Jackson,” off
Car Wheels on a Gravel Road, that’s probably one of the most
closely influenced by Townes. In fact, when I recorded it, Steve
Earle played guitar, and he said the way it was played was like a
Townes kind of sound. You can certainly hear Townes in Steve’s
music. Townes had his own way of playing and phrasing.
I like his darker songs, too, like the one I covered on the Poet
tribute album, “Nothin’.” I really buried myself in his songs
when I was trying to pick one to play for that album. It gave me
perspective on his writing because I just pored through tons of
his CDs. The darkness and the mysteriousness of “Nothin’” drew
me to it; I like songs that are dark and brave at the same time.
“Tecumseh Valley” is a great one, of course, and “Pancho and
Lefty.” Those are ones that people recognize. “Pancho and Lefty”
is a brilliant song, and it tells a story full of wonderful imagery.
I met Townes in 1973 in Nashville. It was when I was first
heading out on my own with my guitar and starting that whole
thing. I met Townes briefly through some other people. Then I
ended up later in Austin, and I would see him from time to time
when I was there and living in Houston.
When I first met him, I thought he was a really good-looking
guy. He was very striking and very mysterious. I was quite
intimidated by him. I’d known about him as a songwriter, and
I think I discovered his music around 1971. The first album I
14
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heard was Delta Momma Blues. I was pretty into him, pretty
well versed in folk music and the whole singer-songwriter thing
from the 1960s. I was definitely a fan of Townes’s music from
the start, but I admired him more from afar. He was a tall, dark,
mysterious figure, a great songwriter, and I was just a kid in his
eyes, just a little girl with a guitar. I wasn’t on his level, so I don’t
think he took me very seriously until sometime later.
I never could really talk to him. He liked to talk in riddles.
It’s kind of hard to explain what I mean by that, you had to be
around him and know his personality. He was a very perceptive
individual, very smart and witty and fun, but I always felt that
he kept his guard up to some degree. He was always joking
around. I think underneath that there was this tenderness and
perception, but I never got to know that side of him. It was
always cloaked behind his joking around. I wish I could have
gotten to know him better.
I knew [the late Austin-based songwriter and Van Zandt’s
close friend] Blaze Foley a little better because I was around him
more often, but he was somewhat guarded, too. I think most
people who drink a lot tend to be like that to some degree. So,
Townes was always this elusive figure to me. He’d drift in and
out of town. He’d show up and I’d see him out and see him play,
but there was a distance, too. I was quite a bit younger and just
getting started, and he was already a legend. We didn’t relate in
the same way he and Guy Clark related, certainly––or even he
and Steve Earle. There were other people he was much closer to.
It was something of a boys club.
Townes was a brilliant artist, and also somewhat selfdestructive. When you put those things together, you’re not
going to have the most consistent performances, but a lot of
that was happening at a time when everybody was doing that
anyway. A lot of people would get onstage and be stoned and
drunk and whatever, and it sort of just went along with what
was going on at the time. I don’t think anybody made a big deal
about it at the time because we were all drinking and smoking
pot and getting crazy. Townes just took it a step further.
He was playing pretty regularly in Houston just before I
got there—around 1975 or 1976—at a place called Sand
Mountain. By the time I got there, I think he was living in
Nashville. When I was playing around Houston, Lyle Lovett
and Nanci Griffith were just getting started. I was a peer of
theirs, and we were playing in the same clubs at the same time.
Townes was someone we all looked up to.
Certainly more people know who Hank Williams is and Bob
Dylan is than who Townes Van Zandt is. It shouldn’t be that
way, but that’s unfortunately the way it is. It might take some
time, but maybe over the years Townes’s legacy will build. If
you go up to someone on the street and ask them if they know
Dylan, they’ll say, “Yeah.” They won’t know Townes, unless
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they’ve paid attention over the years. After people die, their
legacy grows, and that’s probably what’ll happen with Townes.
I’ve seen that happen with Blaze Foley.
The last time I saw Townes was in 1993 in Jack Clements’s
studio. I was with this guy who’s a bass player that I was seeing
at the time. Townes kind of picked up on something, and he
was giving me a warning in his funny, self-effacing way, saying,
“Watch out for this guy.” He said to the guy, “You better treat
her right.” In his own way, he was protective and very sweet. He
came to appreciate me as an artist.
His love songs were very romantic, very beautiful. I loved the
earthiness of it. He had an obvious sense of place. Oftentimes,
he’d have references to different parts of the country, like his
song “Snowin’ on Raton.” I’ve done that a lot in my writing.
He wrote a lot about cities and towns and rivers, and he used a
lot of that imagery. When you heard Townes, you knew it was
him. He had a way of writing very simply and sparingly, and yet
being very evocative and effective. That’s one of the things I’ve
strived to do over the years in my writing.24
Lyle Lovett
Twelve years ago, Lyle Lovett saluted his favorite modern Texas
songwriters on Step Inside This House. The Houston-area native’s
covers collection honors mentors both close in spirit (Willis
Alan Ramsey’s “Sleepwalking” and Guy Clark’s “Step Inside This
House”) and style (Steven Fromholz’s “Bears” and Vince Bell’s
“I’ve Had Enough”). He nods most frequently to Van Zandt
(“Lungs,” “Highway Kind,” “Flyin’ Shoes,” and “If I Needed
You”). “I learned ‘Flyin’ Shoes’ when I was 18,” Lovett says. “I
loved the chord changes, the lyrical idea of leaving everything
you know and love behind and embarking on an unknown
course. That notion’s a very real thing when you’re 18.”26
Lyle Lovett: We’d just played an early evening set at the
Kerrville Folk Festival, and I was walking offstage. There was
Townes. He said, “Hello,” and introduced himself and was a
real gentleman. I’ll never forget what he said to me––“I’ve never
heard your music, but people whose opinion I respect say you’re
all right.” I just thought, “Whoa.” That really made an impression
on me. What a nice thing to say. That was in the 1980s.
Guy Clark always talks about what a lighthearted, smart guy
he was with a wonderful, razor-sharp wit. That’s the Townes
I remember. Of course, I saw him after his formative years in
Houston, Texas, when he made the Live at the Old Quarter
record. I’d hear him years later when he came through Houston
and would play Anderson Fair. He was always really articulate.
He was always compelling, too. Townes Van Zandt obviously
was a compelling writer, but he was a compelling person. When
you’re in a room with Willie Nelson, there’s something about
how personally quiet he is. You see people are drawn to him,
15
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and he’s the calm in the center of the storm that’s happening
all around him. Townes had that same quality of being a very
focused, quiet, powerful energy in the middle of a room. Townes
could be so still, and there’s something mesmerizing about that.
As an interpreter, one goal is to live up to what Townes has
written and what he said. But the real goal is to enjoy living
inside a great work like that for four minutes, or however long
it lasts. It sounds corny, but to be able to inhabit it, to be inside
it and say the words and feel their meaning—that’s a very real
thing when you’re onstage and playing a song, or even when
you’re in your living room playing a song. That’s the fun of it.
You really get to live through these pieces of music. With words
as beautiful as his and with melodies as beautiful and strong, it’s
an emotional and very powerful experience.
Townes was brilliantly gifted at taking a very complex emotion
or complicated idea and expressing it in a very accessible way.
That’s what’s so powerful about his writing––there’s a novel, a
whole life behind a very simple line. I loved to listen to Townes
talk about his writing, because he’d talk about it in mysterious
terms. In the liner notes to one of his albums, he talks about “sky
songs.” They’d just seem to come out of the sky and through his
arm and onto a piece of paper.
I heard him tell more than once about dreaming “If I Needed
You,” just waking up and writing it down. It was at Guy’s
house. Townes just woke up and played this song. In fact, it
doesn’t matter how he wrote it––“If I Needed You” is a great
and beautiful song no matter how it came about. The romance
of a story like that is just so hard to resist. The thing is, music is
emotional, not intellectual. If you have to analyze and appreciate
it, it’s not the same as feeling it.
Townes reminded me of the old cowboys and farmers growing
up here in Texas. They would say something to you that would
have three or four different meanings, just to see how much of it
you’d get, to see how much you were paying attention. Townes
had that quality, that twinkle in his eye to test you out, to test
your perception. He would see what you’re made of. You have to
wonder if he’s doing that a little bit in his stories. It always makes
me smile to think about whether Townes is being straight up and
literal about what he’s saying, or is he really checking you out?27
Scott Avett
Over the past decade, the North Carolina-based Avett
Brothers frequently have covered Van Zandt’s “Greensboro
Woman” in concert. “‘Greensboro Woman’ was easy just for
its [geographic] point of reference, but I also cover ‘Highway
Kind’ for my daughter,” says 33-year-old Scott Avett. “She’s two
and a half months old, and she’ll get real quiet when I play the
piano when she’s crying. It’s so serious and dark, and I just love
it. There’s not another writer that I relate to more than Townes.”
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4
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The connection emerged clearly on the band’s 2009 major-label
debut, I and Love and You.25
Scott Avett: I pulled some vocal moves that Townes had used
on a couple of his songs on [the title track to] “I and Love and
You.” It was just like a Townes Van Zandt song because it was
just verse after verse after verse. I love that because the song
moves and never gets hung up on a chorus. That’s a true folk
or country-folk song. [Producer] Rick Rubin was like, “Man,
those two verses are just killing me and I want to hear it again.”
The song was eight verses, so we cut out two of them, took the
sixth and took one and turned it into a chorus, took another
and turned it into a concept and theme. So now you have a
chorus, a theme-slash-bridge that ends up as an outtro, and a
whole new, refined song that keeps all the great elements of the
verses. It doesn’t work for every song, and it didn’t work for a
couple, but you have to be able to flex as a songwriter.
Townes’s depth and despair came out in abstract wording
that I relate to quite a bit. My brother [Seth Avett] is quite a
formal writer who can write a very well outlined essay, whereas
I just never showed the interest in school and kind of floated.
16
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As I developed, I related to Townes because I’m guessing that
he developed an orderly fashion about writing songs by default
because he just wrote as he felt. Sometimes I hear a line and I
think, I don’t even know what that meant, but, god, it makes
so much sense. I’m in a very direct point of relation with that
because I’m living that life and writing songs. I understand the
despair that the occupation carries.
Now, his despair came in other ways––the alcoholism and
things working against him––that ultimately killed him, but I
try to keep that out of the equation. I have a strong family and
friend network that really allows that to stay out of the equation.
I was reluctant to get into Townes Van Zandt, and for a stupid
reason––his name. You know, you hear that name Van Zandt all
the time. How many Van Zandts are there, and how easy is it
to mix them up? Who needs another folk guy? I tell you, when
I engaged him, there’s not another writer that I relate to more.
Townes would say stuff like, “This is a pretty song,” which
could come off as pretty egotistical. You think, “Well, he owns
that song, so he shouldn’t say that it’s so brilliant or so pretty,”
but those of us who are serious about songwriting know that
you’re not the writer. [The song] found you, and not the other
way. I don’t think Townes ever said his songs were pretty because
he made them pretty. He’s thinking, “This song came to me,
and I’m fortunate that it did. It’s not mine, but it’s a pretty little
song, and I’m gonna share it with you.”
We make ourselves available to catch the songs when they
come. I don’t think they’re brilliant new things; they’ve all been
regurgitated over and over, but if I wake up in the middle of the
night and I can’t go to sleep and my family’s in my face and I
hear a song and I choose not to put it down, that’s me neglecting
to accept that song. I think there’s a very spiritual and godly type
thing that happens, and it happens to way more people than we
know. It’s just that very few of us choose to engage it.26
Jim James
My Morning Jacket’s Jim James focuses on less frequently
examined angles. While critics and songwriters exhaust
superlatives on Van Zandt’s lyrics, the Kentucky native finds his
natural aura more compelling. “The whole tone of his voice,
his delivery, the way it sounds is like a time capsule,” James
says. “His voice is so sweet, but horrifically depressing at the
same time.” Many critics believe “Cowboy” Jack Clement
overproduced early Van Zandt albums (such as For the Sake of
the Song and Our Mother the Mountain), but James believes the
pairing to be timeless.27
Jim James: We played Austin a lot, and some of my buddies
there were always trying to get me into Townes. They kept saying,
“You gotta hear this guy, you’ll love him.” I remember hearing
about him and seeing articles, but back then I didn’t really know
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anything about him. A buddy of mine gave me a 20-song mix in
1999 with a bunch of Townes songs. The first time I listened to
it, I didn’t like it at all. A few months after that I found the CD
again and said, “I’m gonna try this again,” and I’ve never stopped
listening to it since. I’m a big sucker for sad songs.
I don’t know what drew me to Townes. I find that most of my
favorite artists or albums are like that. I’ll listen to something and
think, “Well, that’s okay,” and put it back for a few weeks. Then
I’ll find it again, and it’ll hit me. I don’t know if I just wasn’t ready
for Townes or what. Lots of times I think you have to mature
before you’re ready for something like that. It’s just the music, the
melody, the production of his songs. I’m big on production, the
way things sound. Like the flute on “Come Tomorrow.”
I grew up on the band The Red House Painters—really
depressing music. I started out listening to country through
Hank Williams, Sr., and it was cool to find someone like
Townes who was more melodic than Hank, more varied in his
songwriting style. You get a funny Townes song like “No Deal,”
or you get a horrifically depressing song like “Kathleen.” There
are so many variables, and that’s what I like the most about
Townes. I think that he is great at conveying sadness, but then
he’ll have something goofy like “Turnstyled, Junkpiled” that’s
fun and frolicking.
Lots of times I won’t pay attention to lyrics, and I don’t pay
attention to what the person is saying. I just get sucked into a
song because of the way it feels, the dance that the song does.
Townes’s sad music uplifts you. There’s a comfort there, being
there and staying in that place: you’re there with him, and you
get through it.
I have some live albums, and I like that stuff, telling jokes
about penguins. I love Townes’s words, but for me it’s just a
feeling from what he does that I like. Something about that
time period and the production, like “Turnstyled, Junkpiled,” is
just in such a neat realm of sound. It’s indescribable. It sounds
like nothing that’s made today. I try to do that in our recordings,
too, to keep it sounding as old as possible, but still futuristic.
I’ve covered “Be Here to Love Me” sometimes, and I like that
one a lot. I’ve really been into “Come Tomorrow” lately just
because it’s such a sweet song. We tried to cover “No Deal”
when I did a solo tour with M. Ward, and we sat around in the
basement drinking beers working on it, but we couldn’t master
the delivery. Like “Tower Song,” I would say that most of my
favorite Townes songs aren’t the depressing ones.
I think the thing that strikes me so much about Townes is
that out of all the legends that we have, the legends we all hold
up so dear, to me, he’s one of the most human, one of the most
ordinary people. I think that makes it more special. I just feel
like he’s touchable somehow. He’s such a legend, but he’s also
a normal guy. Being a musician, you’re always trying to—not
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replicate, but live up to Jimi Hendrix, Bob Dylan, the Who,
Led Zeppelin. Maybe because Townes is a little more current,
died so recently, he’s more tangible. Just his voice, his delivery
I really relate to because it’s so human, so real. He doesn’t
sugarcoat it at all.
In today’s world, there’s so much emphasis on the physical and
looking good and being this persona. In the music industry now
all the bands that are popular are either boy bands or pop stars
like Christina Aguilera or Britney Spears. They’re airbrushed
and worked out. Even on the alternative side, you’ve got the
White Stripes that look like supermodels, and they’re all dressed
right and stylish. I feel like myself and the guys I play with,
we’re all just normal guys dressed in t-shirts, and we’re a little
overweight because we drink beer. Townes was just a guy who
plays music, and that’s where I relate the most. He didn’t care
about any of that bullshit or about being on magazine covers
or going to award ceremonies or having a hot girlfriend. He
just seemed like a guy that happened to write fucking amazing
songs. That’s what makes him so special.
You hear about Townes from people you love and trust,
which is what makes it special. You don’t see Townes on the
cover of Spin. People have ways of bastardizing people’s legend,
focusing on the circumstances around their death or that they’re
an alcoholic or a drug addict. There’s all this hoopla, especially
about those who die young like Gram Parsons. I’d rather hear
about how they wrote their songs, or what the song meant to
them. That’s what’s important.28
Butch Hancock
For the past 13 years, Butch Hancock has led the Cactus Café’s
annual Townes Van Zandt birthday celebration on March 7th.
“Sometimes a song or two gets repeated once or twice during
the night,” Hancock says. “We talked about ending this show
one time with the ‘Snowin’ on Raton’ contest.” The Flatlanders
(Hancock’s band with fellow Lone Star songwriters Joe Ely and
Jimmie Dale Gilmore) recorded Van Zandt’s “Waiting Around
to Die” and “Tecumseh Valley” on their Live at the One Knite,
June 8th, 1972 debut, and often perform his “White Freightliner
Blues” in concert.29
Butch Hancock: When Townes played the Cactus Café, the
room was packed, and it didn’t make any difference if he was
on or off. He mesmerized everybody. It was sometimes painful,
always melancholy, and it’d reach deep into the heart. He played
out the drinking thing a little more than it actually was. He was
known to act it out. It eventually caught up with him some, but
he was a great prankster and a great spirit.
Our annual birthday tribute has remained about the same
structurally. [Cactus Café manager] Griff [Luneberg] keeps
asking if I want to do anything differently, and I say, “Nah, let’s
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4
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just see what happens.” There’s not much real planning involved.
[Former Van Zandt guitarist] Mickey White usually comes in to
play, and we’d have a pretty good evening if it was just the two of
us, but so many people who loved Townes and his songs come,
and that variety makes it so special. I have a list of about 20
songs that I’m always revved up to do. I realize that some of the
folks that come in to sing will pick those, but maybe not, too.
Sometimes it’s a totally obscure one that I don’t know.
It’ll just blow your mind sometimes when someone you
don’t expect goes over the top with one of his tunes. The songs
are already up there at the top of the bar, but there are some
great surprises. There’s extra added attention and love because
everyone loves the songs. You take the whole chain of songs, and
I wish we could do all of them. There are the popular ones like
“Pancho and Lefty” and “If I Needed You,” of course, but there
are so many other treasures that are more obscure. I guess most
Townes fans are familiar with just about all of his songs.
If I knew what was most compelling about Townes’s songs, I
could make $1 million in the music business––if I started out
with $2 million. I use the word “melancholy” a lot because his
18
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songs are so face to face with sorrow, but there’s a light that you
can see. The songs draw you in and take you beyond. That’s a rare
mark of any kind of art. It pulls you in and sends you out with
more than you came in with––and more than you suspected was
in there. They work like gateways to other parts of your psyche.
Townes once told me to worry more about a song’s tone than
its meaning. That’s the nature of poetry and art. A lot of people
forget that and get caught up in the subject or the craftsmanship
of trying to make the words all just right. If you get the tone of
the poetry or piece of art right, that’s the inexplicable thing. It’s
either there or it’s not. If it is, everything vibrates to that. You’d
be amazed. Lyrics can come from anywhere and everywhere if
they’re matched up to the tone. That’s not necessarily the musical
tone; it’s the atmosphere that sets the resonance. Everything has
to come up to that.
People talk about a spiritual relationship with songwriting,
but I think you have to be careful by what you mean by
“spiritual.” I don’t think songs come out of the air, but that refers
to the nature of our minds. There is a deeper and wider and
more all-encompassing part of our mind that sees the whole of
existence as one big ball of wax. If a song is put together paying
attention to that framework, you’re going to have something
that resonates. It may not do the same thing for everybody, but
it plugs you into the rest of the universe. Townes’s songs do that.
They sound like a simple little love song at first and then all of
a sudden––Zap!––he hits you with a line that makes you look
death straight in the face.
Poetry jumps between concepts, one line right up against
another. Some things don’t seem right up against each other,
but you put them there. If the tone is right, then the jump does
extraordinary things for your empathy with the work. Townes’s
songs have a magic to them. They have that tone that invites
you in, and you get to experience that atmosphere. Townes
would’ve been 65 this year [2009], and if he were still around
he’d probably be doing the birthday gig instead of me.
I don’t equate the drinking and that lifestyle with the
songwriting. I won’t say that didn’t create the songwriting, and
I won’t say that it contributed to it, either. It’s like, Have you
got a spare tire or not? Well, yeah, I may or may not, but right
now, my four good tires have air in them. I guess the question
doesn’t compute too much for me.30
Jack Ingram
“I first heard Townes’s music the same way probably everyone
else in the world heard his music,” says Jack Ingram, 39. “That’s
through Willie Nelson and Merle Haggard[’s country charttopping version of ‘Pancho and Lefty’].” The Woodlands, Texas,
native’s early Americana-influenced albums (such as 1997’s
Livin’ Or Dyin’ and 1999’s Hey You) proved sturdy stepping
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stones on the ladder to Ingram’s commercial breakthrough,
2005’s Live: Wherever You Are.31
Jack Ingram: Townes was opening for Guy Clark at
Rockefeller’s in Houston. By the time Townes’s set was over, he
was just crying. He wasn’t even playing music anymore. Guy had
to come out and help him off the stage. It was just really sad.
That’s what gets lost in translation in the mythical folklore
about Townes, and especially in how much he’s grown in
mythical stature––the real harsh reality about alcoholism. The
idea that someone as big as Townes Van Zandt gets reduced to
being helped off the stage by an old friend takes some of the fun
out of it. Having seen that, for me it’s like the cold, hard light of
day. All those drinking songs, it gets to the heart of the matter
that drinking songs are about pain. That night I saw Townes was
before I was playing music out—when I was young, like 17 or 19.
Townes is a Christ-like figure in Texas. He’s the one. I think
that guys like Guy and those he ran with have lifted him up to
that stature. They’re still around to talk about him. For guys
like me coming up, Guy Clark was probably more well known
around the scene. Townes was never a mainstream character in
the whole Texas music scene, for my generation anyway. I heard
more mainstream guys like Guy Clark and Jerry Jeff Walker and
Willie Nelson always talking about Townes Van Zandt in these
reverential tones. But, as they say, the music business is kind on
the dead but hard on the living. Couple that with these guys
who are still alive and are legends in their own time talking
about Townes in such reverential tones the after his death. He’s
become the songwriter, the poet from Texas.
For me, Townes was one of those guys I’d always heard about
but had never listened to very much. Somewhere along the line
I heard Guy Clark or Jerry Jeff Walker mention his name in
interviews and liner notes, and at some point I went out and
got a record, his greatest hits maybe. I took a night, and put it
on the headphones, but I listened to Townes Van Zandt for a
long time before I got it, before I understood what everyone was
talking about.
It wasn’t until I was probably 25 years old, driving in a van
after playing a gig, that I got it. We were playing at the state
fair in Oregon, and we had a 33-hour drive to Minneapolis.
I had the post-gig driving shift from 3:00 a.m. until daylight,
and I put in Townes Van Zandt. It was like when the light goes
on––the same kind of mind-altering moment as when I finally
got Bob Dylan’s stuff. Everybody’s supposed to love Bob Dylan,
so you get a Dylan record and you listen to an eight-minute
song with all verses and somewhere you get lost. You just kind
of pretend to get it, until you have a moment of clarity with that
kind of music.
I was driving in Montana or somewhere in the West listening
to one of Townes’s records. I put it in and the sun was coming up
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and I was going 85 miles an hour through Montana, and it was
like a light bulb came on. It was like, “Okay, I get it. This is more
than music, this is more than words and melody—this is the
real stuff. This is as big a message as any writer can have.” I don’t
know what it is. It isn’t any single line that gets you. You just
know that this guy has a connection with a deeper place. I don’t
put in Townes to listen to a song; I put it in to listen to him.
Did Townes have an effect on me as a songwriter? Fuck,
yeah! I don’t pretend to understand to know exactly where he’s
coming from, but I do understand that he opened himself up to
writing. He opened himself up to being led by something else to
write the music. And that’s what I got from him––to open up,
and to write. To let things come out and say things in a poetic
way. To not be afraid to use the language that I have.
I think a lot of people don’t allow themselves to write in the
kind of language that Townes allowed himself to write in. He
didn’t try to dumb-down the language that he had the ability

more seriously as a recording artist? I’m sure the drinking was
part of the creativity on one hand, but I’m also sure that he
could have gotten over that. I don’t believe for a second that
a mind like his, an artist like that needs anything to get to an
artistic level that Townes had. And I think that anyone who
would say that is just scared.
It’s quite possible Townes was scared of success. There’s
nothing wrong with that. Looking at it that way, it maybe
wasn’t the alcohol that stunted his being more famous or well
known or prolific, maybe alcohol was just a symptom of what
was really behind it––being scared. I haven’t had time with him
on the couch, so I don’t know. You can only speculate.
But guys like Townes influence the great songwriters. A guy
like me is going to listen to Townes and be influenced by him.
A guy like Dylan and like Townes and like Kristofferson––they
permeate the fabric of what happens years and years and years
from now in the songwriting culture. So, it doesn’t matter if his

What if we could get over wanting to write a hit, and songwriters could
write a song, as Townes said, for the sake of it, if they didn’t give a shit
about somebody knowing their name?
to use. That’s part of what separates him. You can tell he’s a
poet. He’s writing in this other structure, this other kind of
poetry. He’s melding poetry and folk music, which creates an
interesting mix.
“Pancho and Lefty,” that’s easy to understand. I’m sure you
can look at it and find the true poetry in it, but for me that’s the
simplest song that he has language-wise. If the majority of his
work was as simple and easy to hum along to and understand
on a surface level, I bet Townes would be a lot better known.
I’m a huge fan of music and I’m very open to all kinds of it, and
it took me seven years of listening to him to finally feel like, at
whatever level I can understand music and poetry, it took me
that long to just get to the surface level where I can say, “Oh, my
god, okay. I get it.” I feel relatively intelligent, and I’m a huge
fan of music. Trying to understand it, trying to be a student of
the music, it took me that long to get a grasp of what he was
doing. That complexity and drinking all the time is probably
what kept him from being better known during his lifetime.
I’m not a spokesperson for the evils of alcohol addiction, but
I think people can have fantastic periods of inspiration doing
whatever they have to do to get it. You do wonder what would
happen with a guy like Townes if you’d get him in the studio
with a clear mind to do more recording. What if he took himself
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/4
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name is remembered and well-known 1,500 years from now. It’s
the fact that what he did is going to be a part of what happens
later on. Townes Van Zandt has had a major influence on every
songwriter that has picked up a guitar in Texas or Nashville for
the last 30 years.
We all want to be remembered by name, but imagine if you
could get past that and be remembered instead by deed. Maybe
Townes was selfless about that, and that’s why he didn’t achieve
the kind of success that other people look to as watermarks for
that. Maybe he really, truly didn’t care about that, and maybe
that also goes into why he could write the way he did, why he
wrote songs that people had to listen to hard to understand.
He was writing on another plane. What if we could get over
wanting to write a hit, and songwriters could write a song, as
Townes said, for the sake of it, if they didn’t give a shit about
somebody knowing their name?
I see guys today that are great songwriters, but I don’t see
anyone else writing like Townes. Hayes Carll comes close, and
he will get closer. I do think of Hayes as a guy who understands
songwriting, understands where you should try to get to
write about real, honest emotions. I don’t think guys who are
trying to take something from Townes and Guy and the real
songwriters––Randy Newman, Tom Waits, Kristofferson,
20
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Dylan––at least in my head, I didn’t feel that kind of emotion
until I was turning 30.
It’s hard for me to say blanket statements about Townes. I
have mixed emotions about him, his songwriting and his legacy.
I know what his legacy is for me, and I think he’s influenced the
American culture. Think of bands like Wilco or Son Volt or guys
like [Bright Eyes’] Connor Oberst, people who are songwriters’
songwriters—they’ll never mention Townes’s name, but you
know they’ve been influenced by him.
I think his legacy as a songwriter will be much bigger than
anything I could ever talk about. On a human approach, I think
it’s sad that he died at such a young age, and basically by his own
doing. I think that’s a real tragedy. I don’t know how you get
his mythical status as a songwriter separated from his mythical
status of this bullshit that alcoholism fueled his fire. I don’t
know how you separate those two with a broad stroke so people
remember his legacy as this one thing. It’s confusing for me, but
he’s one of the true ones. He’s one that will last.32 H

Selected Discography for Townes Van Zandt33
For the Sake of the Song, Poppy Records, 1968.
Our Mother the Mountain, Poppy Records, 1969.
Townes Van Zandt, Poppy Records, 1970.
Delta Momma Blues, Poppy Records, 1971.
High, Low and In Between, Poppy Records, 1972.
The Late, Great Townes Van Zandt, Poppy Records, 1972.
Live at the Old Quarter, Tomato Records, 1977.
Flyin’ Shoes, Tomato Records, 1978.
At My Window, Sugar Hill Records, 1987.
Live and Obscure, Sugar Hill Records, 1987.
The Nashville Sessions, Tomato Records, 1993.
Rear View Mirror, Sundown Records, 1993.
Road Songs, Sugar Hill Records, 1994.
No Deeper Blue, Sugar Hill Records, 1994.
The Highway Kind, Sugar Hill Records, 1997.
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In 1935, budding cowboy singing star Gene
Autry appeared in the Mascot Pictures serial
The Phantom Empire. The film offers a blending
of the Western and science fiction genres, and
Autry employs such modern devices as aircraft,
radio, television, and even laser rays to protect
Radio Ranch from the predatory designs of evil
scientists and business interests seeking to exploit
the radium deposits found in the subterranean
city of Murania, located below the ranch. Autry
is able to save the ranch from these threats, both
alien and domestic, by completing his scheduled
radio broadcasts. The premise of the film is that
the Western environment may only be preserved
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through an adaptation to modernism, which
will reduce regional isolationism and ensure the
overall survival of the American West. Thus, as the
protagonist of The Phantom Empire portraying
himself, Autry appears as somewhat of a New
Deal cowboy protecting the common people of
the West from greedy outside business interests.1
In his post World War II career as an entertainer and entrepreneur, Autry maintained the
Hollywood cowboy image he had successfully cultivated throughout the 1930s. However, he
also developed a financial empire that played a significant role in the wiring of the West and its
incorporation into the larger national community through film, music, radio, cable television,
and ownership of baseball’s California Angels. Born into poverty in rural north central Texas,
the former railroad worker turned entertainment entrepreneur contributed to the wiring of the
West, a region whose historical significance Autry celebrated with the founding of the Autry
National Center of the American West and its mission statement of “connecting the past with the
present to inform our shared future.” Although he could not claim authorship for The Phantom
Empire, the film nevertheless anticipates the type of technological modernization he envisioned
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/5
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that would alter the history of the American West, as well as the
life of Autry himself.2
Born Orvon Gene Autry to Delbert and Elnora Ozmont
Autry in a farmhouse near Tioga, Texas, on September 29,
1907, Autry would rise from humble beginnings to become the
only entertainer with five stars on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame—
one each for radio, records, film, television, and live theatrical
performance. Autry failed to form a close relationship with
his father, a livestock dealer and tenant farmer whom his son
described as “a foot-loose aimless man who loved people and
animals and the smell of the good earth. He was uneducated
and a casual provider, but he had a Western set of values.”3
It is not quite clear as to which values Autry was referring in
his autobiography, for following the death of Elnora in 1932
from pellagra, Delbert drifted apart from the family, and young
Gene was the major breadwinner for his younger brother and
two sisters. Following his high school graduation in 1925,
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chain. In 1932, Autry was a featured performer on the radio
program “National Barn Dance,” broadcasting from Chicago
station WLS. American Record Company executive Arthur
Satherly played a prominent role in creating Autry’s image as
the “Nation’s Number One Singing Cowboy.”6
Autry was initially hesitant about adopting the cowboy
persona, since he wanted to be a singer of romantic ballads in
the Rudy Vallee tradition. Autry associated being a cowboy
with the difficult physical labor he had performed as a young
man in rural Texas and Oklahoma. However, Satherly worked
to convince Autry that the cowboy image would help boost his
musical career. Country music scholar Bill Malone suggests
that by exchanging the hillbilly persona for that of the cowboy,
Autry and Satherly were tapping a powerful legacy in which the
horseman “commanded mobility and power and stood as an
irresistible symbol to workers and shopkeepers who possessed
neither attribute.”7

Ken Maynard, and even John Wayne as the character Singing
Randy, had incorporated music into the Western film hero
persona, but it was through Autry that the singing cowboy
emerged as a staple of Western films during the 1930s.

Autry found employment with the St. Louis & Frisco Railroad,
rising to the position of a telegraph operator. Even as a young
man, Autry seemed to recognize the importance of wiring the
West, especially the rural Texas and Oklahoma region in which
he had grown up.4 Autry also expressed an early appreciation for
music. His paternal grandfather, a Baptist preacher, encouraged
five year-old Gene to sing in the church choir, while his mother
helped Gene learn to play a mail-order guitar.
In his autobiography, Autry claims that while still a young
singing telegraph operator, a chance encounter with legendary
humorist Will Rogers convinced Autry to try his luck with a
recording career. Autry biographer Holly George-Warren,
however, casts doubt on this story, which she asserts was merely
an example of Autry acting as the “expert showman” in order to
attract positive publicity.5
Regardless of whether a chance meeting with Will Rogers
truly did inspire Autry to pursue a recording career, he did travel
to New York City in 1929 to record several songs for Victor
Records. Two years later, Autry scored a hit with “That SilverHaired Daddy of Mine” for the American Record Company,
which marketed its recordings through the Sears and Roebuck
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

Autry was able to transition rather easily from the singing
cowboy of records and radio to an onscreen Western persona
when he appeared in a square dance number for the Ken
Maynard feature In Old Santa Fe (1934). Nat Levine, president
of the low-budget Mascot Pictures, also cast Autry as an outlaw
later that year in the Maynard serial Mystery Mountain. Autry
was somewhat embarrassed with his performance in the serial,
believing that his cowboy representation was more manufactured
than real, despite having grown up around horses and cattle.
Autry’s square dance number in Old Santa Fe, however, was well
received, and Levine sought new opportunities to employ the
singing cowboy. When Levine quarreled with Maynard over the
latter’s drinking habits, Maynard left Mascot during preparation
for The Phantom Empire serial. Levine responded by offering
the lead role to the inexperienced Autry, who was unsure about
his acting potential. Nevertheless, he signed an agreement with
the film producer, providing Autry with a four-week exclusive
contract at $100 per week to star in The Phantom Empire.8
Autry’s transition from an extra to a leading man helped propel
the singing cowboy genre into international prominence. Ken
Maynard, and even John Wayne as the character Singing Randy,
3
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had incorporated music into the Western film hero persona,
but it was through Autry that the singing cowboy emerged as
a staple of Western films during the 1930s. Autry recognized
the importance of the Western film genre in translating and
mythologizing the frontier experience. These movies also played
an essential role in addressing regional isolationism by making
the Western narrative part of the American story—albeit often a
narrow one focused upon white settlers, as New West historians
have observed.9
In his autobiography, Autry acknowledges his debt to the
celluloid cowboys who preceded him, including Bronco Billy
Anderson, William S. Hart, Harry Carey, Tom Mix, Hoot
Gibson, Buck Jones, and Ken Maynard. However, Autry
is rather humble regarding his contribution to the genre,
describing the Western as “to movies what the sports page is to
the daily newspaper: the best part of it. The toy department.”
On the other hand, Autry recognized that in the 56 films he
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/5

made for Republic Pictures (which had absorbed Mascot),
he often employed cunning rather than violence to combat
unscrupulous businessmen intent upon exploiting Western
resources. Thus, Autry suggested
While my solutions were a little less complex than
those offered by the FBI, and my methods a bit more
direct, I played a kind of New Deal cowboy who
never hesitated to tackle many of the same problems:
the dust bowl, unemployment, or the harnessing of
power. This may have contributed to my popularity
with the 1930s audience.10
In his assessment of the importance of Hollywood Westerns
to the film culture of the Depression era, Peter Stanfield agrees
with Autry’s conclusions. Rather than simply serving as escapist
entertainment, Stanfield argues that the singing cowboy, as
4
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personified by Autry, represented a significant manifestation of
issues between labor and capital during the turbulent 1930s. The
low-budget Autry features were popular films with working-class
audiences in small towns and rural areas, which were suffering
the ravages of the Great Depression. At the same time, the often
marginalized and maligned image of the Southern “hillbilly”
was being replaced in country music with the more romantic
and even at times glamorous figure of the singing cowboy.
Stanfield concludes that Autry provided a bridge between the
modern world of urban consumption and the premodern milieu
of the Old West. Thus, the Autry matinee features contained
elements of the Old West, such as the stagecoach and horse

K. Everson insist that it was difficult to take an Autry film
seriously, writing that the cowboy star was “a weak and colorless
actor, and only a passable action performer,” but “he was a
popular singer who had something new to offer to Westerns at
a time when they were slipping back into the doldrums.” Jon
Tuska expanded upon the arguments of Fenin and Everson,
raising questions as to whether Autry projected the masculinity
required of a frontier Western hero. After all, veteran stuntman
Yakima Canutt often doubled for Autry in his riding scenes,
although the singer could certainly handle a horse and was
later known for his show horse, Champion. Tuska complains,
“Prior to Autry’s arrival on the scene, Western heroes were

The often marginalized and maligned image of the Southern
“hillbilly” was being replaced in country music with the more romantic
and even at times glamorous figure of the singing cowboy.
48

chase, juxtaposed with automobiles, airplanes, and radio. In the
Autry films, the West was being wired into the modern world
of the 1930s, but with a somewhat leftist political orientation.
Stanfield asserts that the singing cowboy Western film serials of
the decade, personified by Autry, represented
men, women and children who frequented small town,
rural and neighborhoodtheaters, working-class families
who wanted a magical fairy tale transformation of
familiar landscapes and characters. This is primarily the
world that the series Westerns gave them, a world where
conflicts between labour and capital areresolved in favor
of the working man and woman.11
Stanfield’s read on the Autry image has been echoed by Paul
Buhle and Dave Wagner in their examination of Hollywood
New Deal-era cinema. Buhle and Wagner maintain that early
Western films depicted the conquest of the West by white settlers bringing civilization to the region. The Autry Westerns,
however, borrowed from the New Deal, offering a more populist interpretation that “hinged upon the theft of the ‘people’s
land’ by the railroads, the bankers, and their criminal and/or
political allies.”12
Despite these claims for the historical relevancy of the Autry
films, the singing cowboy is often dismissed in studies of the
Western genre. For example, George N. Fenin and William
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

customarily portrayed as being strong, capable, occasionally
austere men, believable frontier types who might actually have
undertaken many of the heroic exploits attributed to them by
the scenarios. In Autry’s case this was not so because, physically
and dramatically, it could not be so.”13
However, Peter Stanfield disagrees, asserting that such
criticisms are superficial and miss the significance of Autry’s films
within the historical and cultural context of the 1930s. Stanfield
insists that one must not ignore Autry’s connection with a rural
constituency battered by the forces of modernization, which
forced many to abandon family farms in pursuit of employment
in California or the nation’s urban industrial centers. Stanfield
concludes, “A less prejudiced view reveals that Autry’s films
were not just star vehicles, but also addressed the difficulties
his audience confronted in making the socio-economic change
from subsistence farming to a culture of consumption, from
self-employment to industrial practices and wage dependency,
from rural to urban living.”14
In the convergence of frontier motifs with contemporary
technology, the Autry Westerns represent a confrontation with
modernity. The frontier is integrated into the modern world
through the wiring of the West, represented by Autry as a
radio, recording, and performance artist. Likewise, as a humble
“everyman” of the West, the Autry film persona suggests that
while modernity is indeed threatening, it is possible to confront
and tame these elements of change with such traditional
5
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Western values as hard work, intelligence, honesty, tolerance,
respect for others, patriotism, and aiding the less fortunate—
essentially the values Autry espoused with his cowboy code.15
Modernism would be challenged with cunning rather than the
six-gun that the singing cowboy eschewed in his Western films.
Autry’s cinematic engagement with modernity began with
the integration of the Western and science fiction genres in The
Phantom Empire, termed by Autry biographer Holly GeorgeWarren as “the most unusual Western serial ever made.”16 The
film supposedly was the brainchild of Mascot Pictures writer

primarily constructed of cardboard and used previously in the
Joan Crawford and Clark Gable musical feature Dancing Lady
(1933). The Phantom Empire co-starred Smiley Burnette and
Peter Potter as Autry’s comical sidekicks, Oscar and Pete. It also
featured Frankie Darro and Betsy King Ross as the children of
Autry’s partner, Tom Baxter. The casting of Darrow is especially
interesting, since the young man played prominent roles in
significant Warner Brothers social problem films, such as Mayor
of Hell (1933) and Wild Boys of the Road (1933). However, as
Frankie Baxter, Darrow had lost much of the edge displayed in

The Autry film persona suggests that while modernity is indeed
threatening, it is possible to confront and tame these elements
of change with such traditional Western values as hard work,
intelligence, honesty, tolerance, respect for others, patriotism,
and aiding the less fortunate—essentially the values Autry
espoused with his cowboy code.

Wallace MacDonald, who was told by company president
Ned Levine to provide a serial that would invade “unchartered
realms of the imagination.” While waiting for a tooth extraction
in his dentist’s office, MacDonald thumbed through a magazine
feature on Carlsbad Caverns in New Mexico. While under
anesthetic gas, the writer ostensibly envisioned the story of an
advanced human race residing within a lost underground cavern
empire named Murania whose existence is threatened by surface
people. Levine bought the idea and tapped the inexperienced
Autry to play the lead after Maynard departed the studio.17
Working on a relatively lavish budget of $70,000 for the
financially-strapped Mascot Pictures, The Phantom Empire was
scheduled for 12 chapters with a running time of approximately
250 minutes. The assigned directors were Otto Brower and B.
Reeves Eason. Brower was primarily a director of serial features,
while Eason was a second-unit director renowned for his
filming of the chariot race in the 1925 production of Ben-Hur.
(In 1939, he orchestrated the famous Burning of Atlanta scene
for Gone With the Wind.) Exterior Western scenes were shot
in Los Angeles locations such as Angoura Ranch and Bronson
Canyon in Griffith Park. Interior sets for Murania were
constructed at the Mack Sennett Studios, while the modernist
architecture of the Griffith Observatory was employed for the
exterior shots of Murania. The robots featured in the film were
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/5
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his earlier Depression-era films.18
The eclectic Phantom Empire provided a box office success for
Autry and Mascot. In his history of the movie serial, Raymond
William Stedman describes The Phantom Empire as “undoubtedly
the most unusual serial of the 1930s—and perhaps the entire
sound era.” Despite being so unconventional, the cross genres
of science fiction and the Western certainly appealed to younger
audiences. Science fiction magazines were popular at the
newsstands during the Depression, and the box office success of
The Phantom Empire was followed by the acclaimed space operas
Flash Gordon (1936) and Buck Rogers (1939). Filmmakers such
as George Lucas and Steven Spielberg were fascinated by the
serials, and in the stark landscapes of Star Wars one may certainly
perceive elements of the American frontier. In addition, Gene
Roddenberry’s Captain James T. Kirk of Star Trek is devoted
to investigating space as the final frontier, while Sean Connery’s
1981 feature Outland is a remake of High Noon (1952) set on
a space station. Focusing on the strong cultural connections
between the Western and science fiction genres, Carl Abbott
writes in The Western Historical Quarterly, “Science fiction is a
natural extension of Western discourse, reinscribing the hopes
and fears that shaped stories of the nineteenth-and twentiethcentury West onto settings that stretched even more broadly
across space and more deeply into time.”19
6
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Thus, Autry’s Phantom Empire tapped into concerns with
modernity that continue to resonate, portraying ambiguous
attitudes toward the promise of technology to better the quality
of human life. While the personal computer liberates and
fosters global communication, it also allows for the intrusion
of the workspace into the home environment, demolishing the
eight-hour day envisioned by labor leader Samuel Gompers.
Robert Romanyshyn argues that technology tends to produce
a sense of distance from matter as “a detachment from the
everyday world we inhabit.” In such classic films as Fritz Lang’s
Metropolis (1926), the promise of a thoroughly technological
world is interrogated, producing the prototype of a dystopian
film and civilization. On the other hand, The Phantom Empire
displays the incredible destructive potential of laser rays while
also presenting a “radium reviver” that brings Autry back to life.
The key for the Autry film seems to lie in assuring that the forces
of modernity remain out of the hands of predatory interests and
under the control of the common people, as exemplified by the
plain-speaking and singing cowboy, Gene Autry.20
The Phantom Empire begins with an attack by bandits upon

cowboy could lose the ranch if he fails to deliver a broadcast.
Depression-era farmers struggling to avoid foreclosure and
laborers riding the rails in search of work certainly understood
tenuous economic circumstances. Rather than bankers, this
time the villains are scientists and mining engineers intent upon
exploiting the Western environment in search of radium. Indeed,
mineral extraction has played a significant and often tragic role in
the history of the American West as Thomas G. Andrews outlines
in his history of the Colorado coal fields, Killing for Coal.22
The collision between the traditional West and modern
technology is also evident within the Muranian civilization. The
Muranians are a lost tribe of humans who fled underground
to escape the Ice Age. In their evolution, the Muranians have
maintained their human form (and conveniently speak English),
but they must employ breathing devices when above ground.
The Muranians use horses for their surface transportation (hence,
the Thunder Riders), but their subterranean empire is futuristic
and technology-driven, with a high-speed elevator to transport
expeditions to the surface. The advanced civilization is powered
by radium, although the exploitation of human labor is avoided
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The singing cowboy could lose the ranch if he fails to deliver a
broadcast. Depression-era farmers struggling to avoid foreclosure
and laborers riding the rails in search of work certainly understood
tenuous economic circumstances.
a stagecoach—a stereotypical opening for a Western film. The
audience, however, quickly realizes that the attempted robbery
is actually part of Gene Autry’s daily broadcast from Radio
Ranch, which the cowboy owns with partner Tom Baxter. Autry
performs his songs “Uncle Noah’s Ark” and “Silver-Haired
Daddy” to the delight of the ranch guests, although it seems
that not all of the visitors are there to enjoy the entertainment.
A group of scientists and businessmen led by Professor Beetson
(Frank Glendon) add a disturbing note of modernity when
they arrive via a private airplane. Beetson and his cohorts
are convinced that radium deposits at the ranch are worth a
fortune, but first they must get rid of Autry, whose lease on the
ranch depends upon his performing a daily live radio broadcast.
The evil scientists attempt to kill Autry, but they also encounter
the Thunder Riders from the subterranean empire of Murania
whose underground empire is threatened by the surface conflict
over Radio Ranch.21
The introductory chapter to the serial offers several themes
familiar to Autry’s rural and working-class audience. The singing
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

by relying upon robots for mining and assembly line work.
Murania is ruled by the blonde-haired Queen Tika (Dorothy
Christy), who, inexplicably, is the only female depicted among
the Muranians. The lack of women provokes no comment from
any character within the film, and viewers are left with a vague
perception of a bee hive in which all members of the collective
exist to serve their queen. Queen Tika demands obedience from
her minions, and she is willing to execute those whose failings
might endanger the empire. Through the use of a television
screen, Queen Tika is able to observe life on the surface, and
she condemns what she sees in the outside world. The images
of twentieth-century life provided to Queen Tika on her
television screen include bread lines and scenes of poverty, as
well as violence amid the hectic pace of modern urban life.
It is not an attractive picture, and many of Autry’s rural fans
would likely agree with Queen Tika’s contempt for the state of
America and the world in the mid 1930s. In fact, the growth of
international tensions, along with the rise of fascism in Europe,
made Americans increasingly afraid and insecure, so much
7
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Lobby card featuring Queen Tika of Murania. Used by permission of the Autry Qualified Interest Trust and the Autry Foundation

so that in 1938, amid the Munich crisis and Adolph Hitler’s
aggression toward Czechoslovakia, millions of Americans were
easily convinced that the Orson Welles’s radio broadcast War
of the Worlds depicted an actual attack from Martian invaders.23
There was, indeed, considerable unease and ambiguity regarding
the promise of modernity in both American society and in The
Phantom Empire.
After failing in their initial efforts to ambush Autry, Professor
Beetson and his entourage frame the cowboy for the murder of
his partner, Tom Baxter. Baxter’s teenage children, Frankie and
Betsy, believe in Autry’s innocence, aiding in his escape from
the authorities. Frankie, displaying little of the teen rebellion
Darrow depicted in his earlier Warner Brothers films, is a junior
scientist and uses his technical skills to hook up remote radio
broadcasts, including one from the cockpit of an airplane,
so that Autry may fulfill his radio contract even while he is a
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/5

fugitive from the law. Frankie and Betsy also help Autry through
their Junior Thunder Riders club, providing young audiences
with some sense of empowerment during troubling times.
Nevertheless, a healthy ambivalence regarding technology
continues to permeate the film text as Frankie proclaims to
Autry, “We’ve got to get you away from those scientists.”24
Although saved from the clutches of the scientists and the
law, Autry eventually is captured by the Muranians and forced
to appear before Queen Tika. Utilizing her wireless radio and
television technology, the queen reminds Autry of the problems
in the outside world, describing surface people as “fools” who are
always in too much of a hurry to enjoy life. She concludes that
residents of Murania are “indeed fortunate” but must remain
vigilant against external threats whether posed by scientists or
cowboys. She asserts, “We can never allow Murania to become
desecrated by the presence of the surface people. Our lives are
8
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serene, our minds are superior, our accomplishments greater.”
Autry appears nonplussed by the technological achievements of
Muranian civilization, offering a retort that embraces the frontier
environment of the American West. In reply to the queen’s
question, “How do you like our world?” Autry replies, “Well,
I think the dampness and dead air of your land is more suited
to rats and moles…My business is singing. I sing about horses
and sunshine and the plains…Well, how can anybody sing
about these things here? Kinda makes you feel good to sing, you
know.”25 Autry’s comment might well resonate with an audience
in transition from an agrarian environment to the uncertainties
of an industrial and urban future, and, like Autry, they might
find solace in a song evoking the life on the land left behind.
Queen Tika, however, is not impressed with Autry’s ode to
the power of song, and she orders his execution. Fortunately
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associated with communism. While Autry’s fans were willing to
embrace Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal, revolution was
another thing altogether.
Alas, Autry proves unable to save the queen. In his haste to
kill Autry, Arco unleashes a new weapon—the atom-smashing
ray—over which he is unable to assert control, and the weapon
of mass destruction begins to devastate Murania. Autry pleads
with the queen to flee with him to the safety of the surface. She
refuses, insisting that she disdains the poor quality of life on
the surface and must stay with her people. As the Muranian
civilization collapses, Autry is aided in his escape by Frankie
and Betsy, as well as comical sidekicks Oscar and Pete, who
have followed Autry into the subterranean world. In fact, Oscar
and Pete even disguise themselves as robots to help Autry,
displaying considerable more ingenuity than one might have

The implications of the Frankenstein myth are quite evident in
The Phantom Empire, and it seems safe to assume that these
perceptions resonated with viewers in a world drifting toward
global conflict with dictators and military regimes promising security
through territorial expansion.

for Autry, his life is saved by Lord High Chancellor Argo
(Wheeler Oakman) who is plotting a revolt against the queen.
As a result, Autry becomes caught up in the conflict between
the queen and rebel forces. At one point Autry is killed, only
to be resurrected in the “reviving chamber” by the queen, who
hopes the cowboy will reveal the identities of rebel leaders. The
metaphysical implications of Autry’s rising from the dead might
have been too esoteric for most audiences. So, these deeper
issues are not explored in the film. Nevertheless, elements of
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein are incorporated into The Phantom
Empire’s conclusion.
After numerous cliffhanger escapes, Autry finally decides to
aid the queen against the rebels taking over the empire. She
pledges to spare the surface people and Radio Ranch from
any of the rockets that the rebels are threatening to deploy.
Although Queen Tika becomes a beautiful damsel in distress for
Autry to rescue, there is only the slightest hint of any romantic
attachment. In the final analysis, Autry also is ambivalent
about supporting the rebel forces. After all, patriotism was
one of the cardinal principles of Autry’s cowboy code, while
revolutionaries and subversion in the 1930s were usually
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

imagined from the film’s earlier comic scenes. Accordingly,
Autry is no superhero, and his salvation is forged by common
working people such as those who comprised the audience for
his Western adventures. While Gene and his friends escape and
the surface remains safe from attack, the people of Murania are
destroyed by the weapons that their technologically-advanced
civilization has created.
The implications of the Frankenstein myth are quite evident
in The Phantom Empire, and it seems safe to assume that these
perceptions resonated with viewers in a world drifting toward
global conflict with dictators and military regimes promising
security through territorial expansion. Furthermore, new
technologies made it possible for planes to rain destruction from
the skies, and civilian populations removed from the battlefield
were no longer safe. The 1930s were a time in which common
citizens grappled with the implications of harnessing the power
of atomic energy. The peaceful possibilities of such an energy
supply are evident in the moving sidewalks and elevators of
Murania, which are perceived in the film text as the products
of an advanced civilization dependent upon considerable “radio
activity.” However, in the final analysis, the Muranians’ reliance
9
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upon radium leads them to construct a weapon that proves to
be their ultimate undoing. It is difficult not to think of the
film’s foreshadowing of World War II scientific research and
development of the atomic bomb—a weapon which assured
victory in the global conflict but contributed to fears of nuclear
annihilation during the much longer Cold War between the
United States and Soviet Union. It is also worth noting that
most of the research for the atomic bomb took place near Los
Alamos, New Mexico—an isolated frontier landscape favored by
Robert Oppenheimer and not unlike that depicted on Autry’s
Radio Ranch. Similar to the Muranians, American scientists
created a super weapon capable of destroying civilization in the
classic Frankenstein scenario depicted in The Phantom Empire.26
Nevertheless, the Autry feature indicates a degree of
ambivalence regarding the promise of technology. While

regarding modernity. Ultimately, the easygoing Autry is able to
save the surface people from the most dangerous implications of
technology, while embracing such aspects of the modern world
as recorded sound, radio, and even television, which wired the
West and connected it to the outside world. As juxtaposed
in the Autry films, the airplane might be replacing the horse,
but audiences dispossessed of their rural roots could retain a
nostalgic connection with the past through the magic of music,
radio, and television—the elements of technology embraced
by Autry that would make him a multi-millionaire in the
entertainment and recording business.
The Phantom Empire introduced aspects of the Autry singing
cowboy persona that would resonate well beyond the confines
of the Mascot serial. Autry went on to star in 89 feature films
for Republic Pictures and Columbia Pictures, many of which

It is difficult not to think of the film’s foreshadowing of World War II
scientific research and development of the atomic bomb—a
weapon which assured victory in the global conflict but contributed
to fears of nuclear annihilation during the much longer Cold War
between the United States and Soviet Union.

futuristic weapons destroy Murania, Autry depends upon
modern communication devices to clear his name. Eschewing
tools of violence such as the gun, Autry relies upon his cunning
to combat the scientists who remain a threat to Radio Ranch.
After escaping from Murania, the cowboy is still wanted for
the murder of Tom Baxter, but Frankie helps Autry prepare a
television broadcast in which he tricks Professor Beetson into
admitting that he was responsible for killing Autry’s partner.
Watching this broadcast is the sheriff, who immediately places
Beetson under arrest. The fact that surveillance technology
might be employed to spy upon citizens rather than apprehend
criminals seemed oblivious to the New Deal cowboy. Although
commercial television did not exist in the mid 1930s, The
Phantom Empire embraces the revolutionary potential of this
communication tool through which Autry’s fans would welcome
the singing cowboy into their homes in the 1950s and 1960s.27
The dualistic potential for technology to destroy civilization
while at the same time increasing the quality of everyday life
is displayed by the fate of Murania. Although an action serial
aimed at young audiences in small-town America, The Phantom
Empire nevertheless tapped into widespread insecurities
http://ecommons.txstate.edu/jtmh/vol10/iss1/5
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featured the conflict between the old and modern Westerns,
which the cowboy usually reconciled with a song. In the postWorld War II period, Autry transferred his successful formula
from the silver screen to the family television with his Flying
A Pictures produced Gene Autry Show. In addition, his weekly
CBS Radio show−Melody Ranch−aired from 1940 to 1956.
Meanwhile, Autry’s wise business investments provided the
capital for his acquisition of cable television stations, as well as
the California Angels.
Like many migrants from Texas and Oklahoma, Autry found
prosperity and security in southern California. The Old West
was gone, but a country music scene flourished in California.28
However, as the descendants of the Dust Bowl migrants moved
into the suburbs of the state, they, similar to Autry, tended
to abandon their New Deal liberalism and embrace the more
conservative politics of another entertainer, Ronald Reagan—
seemingly afraid that their prosperity was fragile and threatened
by new waves of immigrants and modernization.29
Confronted with the growing urbanization and internationalization of the region, Autry sought to preserve the mythic
and historic West and give something back to the community
10
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through a Western Heritage Museum. However, for many troubled Americans during the 1930s, Autry provided both hope
and nostalgia through his singing cowboy persona launched in
the science fiction Western, The Phantom Empire. In his autobiography, Autry acknowledged his role in the wiring of the
West, asserting that
On the whole my life has been favored by friendly
winds. I watched, and was part of, the development
of talking pictures, the heyday of radio, the birth and
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House of Hits: The Story of Houston’s Gold Star/SugarHill Recording Studios
by Andy Bradley and Roger Wood (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010) $34.95, 352 pp., cloth. ISBN 978-0-292-71919-4

Chroniclers of Houston often invoke its no-zoning policy as
a major structural flaw in the morphology of the city. This flaw,
as the story commonly goes, exposes the compromised scaffolding of the city: civic narrow-mindedness, economic impertinence, and aesthetic mélange. Andy Bradley and Roger Wood,
in their ethnographic history of Houston’s Gold Star/SugarHill
recording studios, take a contrasting, more generous approach
to Houston’s zoning-free notoriety. For Bradley and Wood, the
esteemed Houston studios owe their existence and sustained
success to the very spirit of accommodation and possibility
symbolized by the city’s attitude toward zoning. From their beginnings in a modest home to their longstanding tradition of
producing and promoting a wide range of musical genres, the
studios mimic Houston’s commitment to free-enterprise and
cultural diversity, functioning in symbiotic relation to the capacious dreams and fertile imaginations that have long found
refuge in un-zoned Houston.
Founded in 1941 by part-time sound technician Bill Quinn
in a mixed-use, working-class southeast Houston neighborhood, the Gold Star/SugarHill recording studios have launched
numerous musical careers and produced dozens of Top-40 hits.
Despite the vital role the studios have played in the last 70
years of American music, they labor under a relatively unheralded history. In House of Hits, Bradley, SugarHill’s co-owner
and chief recording engineer, and Wood, an English professor
at Houston Community College, Central (and author of the
award-winning Texas Zydeco), set out to change this. In their
exhaustive, lucid, and entertaining account of the studios, they
make a compelling argument for the consideration of the studios as the “most significant…in the rich legacy of popular
music recording in the state of Texas” and as “one of the most
noteworthy independent recording enterprises in the history of
postwar popular music.”
Using first-hand accounts from the motley characters of the
studios’ 70-year history, culled from Bradley’s documented interviews and experiences from working at the studios, the authors provide an intimate look into the life and times of “the
most historic continuously operated studio in Texas,” working
to distill the essence of the studios’ long and occasionally tumultuous history to a salient constant: musical success. The first national hit for Gold Star (as the studio was known until legendary producer Huey Meaux purchased and renamed the studio
SugarHill in 1971), came in 1947 with Harry Choates’s “Jole
Blon.” Known as “the Cajun national anthem,” the hit “was the
first and only Cajun song ever to make Billboard’s Top Five in
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

any category.” Many hits followed over
the decades, including George Jones’s
“Why Baby Why,” Johnny Preston’s
“Running Bear,” Bobby Bland’s
“This Time I’m Gone For Sure,”
Asleep at the Wheel’s “Miles and
Miles of Texas,” Destiny’s Child’s
“Survivor,” and Clay Walker’s
album A Few Questions, among
many, many others. Bradley and
Wood provide cogent insight
into the pivotal and amusing
moments in the process of the
major studio recordings. At the
end of the book,
they also list the
studios’ hits and
other musical recordings in a neatly
arranged discography,
which comes primarily
through the courtesy of
Texas music historian
Andrew Brown, that
will certainly please the
casual music fan and
avid researcher alike.
House of Hits is at its
most appealing when
Bradley and Wood
trace the intriguing
and quirky stories behind some of the most
culturally significant
songs of the 20th century. One such story
comes from 1958 in
the arrival of a Beaumont disk jockey to
Gold Star Studios. On
his way to the studios,
the disk jockey scribbles
down some lyrics for a Bside to a soon-to-be record-
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ing. The disk jockey is J.P. Richardson, also known as “The Big
Bopper,” and the hastily crafted lyrics become part of the nowclassic song “Chantilly Lace.”
Bradley and Wood furnish particularly deft coverage of the
story behind the recording session of “the first Platinum country album ever”—Freddy Fender’s “Before the Next Teardrop
Falls.” Recorded at SugarHill studios in 1975 and produced by
Huey Meaux, the title became the Country Music Association’s
“Single of the Year” and earned Fender Billboard’s “Male Vocalist of the Year” award. However, as Bradley and Wood reveal,
much of the song’s appeal (Fender’s version “was the thirty-fifth
recording of the song”), comes from “random chance and linguistic improvisation,” with a touch of nimble resourcefulness.
As documented by “the eyewitness testimony of recording engineer Pat Brady,” Fender was actually forced to sing the Spanish verse to the song because he had dropped the lyrics (which
he had not memorized) on the floor during the middle of the
session. To accommodate the unplanned linguistic shift in the
recording, during a meal break at a Mexican restaurant, the staff
asked “a little band from the restaurant” to accompany them
back to the studio to “overdub accordion and Mexican guitars
on the song.” The “little band” earned “a case of Tecate beer” for
their work. House of Hits is filled with little anecdotal gems like
these, all delivered in an incisive voice.

Another hallmark of the Houston studio company, and the
wide range of owners, producers, and recording engineers who
have operated it, has been its uncanny knack to launch the
careers of major musicians. Bradley and Wood show how the
studios have functioned for many promising musicians as an
influential “initiation experience” into the music industry. At
Gold Star Studios in 1960, Willie Nelson recorded the song
“Nightlife” for the first time. Recognized by facility producers
as “mature, deep, and thoughtful,” famed music producer and
promoter Pappy Daily—who produced his Starday and D Records at Gold Star—dismissed the song “gruffly as not ‘country’
enough” and refused to release it. Apparently Nelson was undeterred by Daily’s assessment. Along with Nelson, Guy Clark,
B.J. Thomas, Doug Sahm, Don Williams, Billy Gibbons, and
Lucinda Williams all made some of their earliest recordings at
Gold Star/SugarHill.
The story of the Gold Star/SugarHill recording studios, much
like the city in which they were established, is one of perpetual
renewal and unbounded ingenuity. Bradley and Wood, in their
adept documentation of the studios, reveal the remarkable story
of an upstart studio company that goes from making “novelty”
recordings of “birthday greetings and such” to “produc[ing] a
multitude of influential hit records and classic tracks for numerous labels in a diverse range of popular genres,” all while
functioning in relative obscurity in a converted home in a hardscrabble Houston neighborhood. By bearing witness to the influential history of the studios, Bradley and Wood do a valuable
service for both a Houston icon and popular music.

James Wright
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In Search of the Blues: A Journey to the Soul of Black Texas

by Bill Minutaglio (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010). $50 cloth, $24.95 paperback, 183 pp. ISBN 978-0-292-72247-7.

In the introduction to In Search of the Blues: A Journey to the
Soul of Black Texas, Bill Minutaglio quotes one of his editors
when he was a newspaperman: “You know what people say
about you? Wherever there are two Black people, you’ll find
Bill Minutaglio.” There is no doubt that this book was written
by someone who has immersed himself professionally and
personally into the African-American community of Texas for
over 30 years. Minutaglio takes us on journey that intertwines
social and cultural history with the music and soul of black
neighborhoods throughout Texas.
A Renaissance Man of Texas letters, Bill Minutaglio spent
over 30 years as a journalist. He has authored several books,
including biographies of George W. Bush, Alberto Gonzales,
and Molly Ivins, and today is a journalism professor at the
University of Texas at Austin. In Search of the Blues draws
from 15 articles he wrote for Texas newspapers beginning in
the 1980s. Portraits of people and their neighborhoods appear
through Minutaglio’s literary lens of oral history, ethnic studies,
urban demographics, and musicology.
The articles are organized into three themes—people,
communities, and music. Minutaglio establishes the common
thread in his subtitle, A Journey to the Soul of Black Texas. The
first theme profiles football legend Ray Rhoades from Mexia,
black activist Fahim Minkah from Oak Cliff in Dallas, and San
Antonio businessman Percy Sutton. Minutaglio’s narratives
portray these powerful stories of individual achievement within
the broader context of family and community. These articles—
personal histories rich with detail—were written in the 1990s
and serve not only as excellent primary sources for the historian
but also sources of inspiration and interest for any reader.
Part Two is titled “Community.” These five eclectic pieces
capture the spirit of Minutaglio’s journey. The approach
is a unique one for a journalist, particularly a white writer
covering Dallas neighborhoods that in most cases are still
segregated. Minutaglio creates door-to-door histories that span
three generations. He addresses the ravages of poverty and
segregation, but the reader is left with a positive message that
affirms the resilience and strength of the people. Minutaglio
takes us to Congo Street, a small alley and street near Fair
Park in Dallas. For 70 years this “island” of black culture has
survived and evolved. Examples of urban politics comprise the
articles on Oak Cliff, with its past and future dependent on the
“Bottomland” of the Trinity River. Minutaglio also takes the
reader to the “Hole” in South Dallas, an abandoned building
where he warmed his hands with the locals over a fire in a barrel.
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2010

The last part of the book profiles several legendary Texas blues
performers, as well as some not so famous artists. Minutaglio
begins with Alex Moore, described as “a gateway to the musical
history of Texas. He embodied several traditions that could be
traced back to the influential Deep Ellum area.” Often known
as Whistlin’ Alex Moore, he was one of the first barrelhouse
blues pianists to have a substantial impact on later boogiewoogie and R&B styles.
Minutaglio looks at T-Bone Walker and the Dallas blues
club scene, as well as Doris Standifer, the “Queen of the Blues”
and the “Number 1 Lady of Song in Texas” during the 1940s.
Portraits of Zuzu Bollin and Robert Ealey complement the
accounts of clubs such as Wellington’s, Sadler’s Corner, and
The Bluebird in Fort Worth. An article on Henry Qualls and
his rise to critical acclaim in the blues world from Texas to
Europe illustrates Minutaglio’s skills as a musicologist as he
explores the roots of country blues.
Finally, the author examines Houston with a brief bio of
Sam “Lightnin’” Hopkins. Minutaglio describes Hopkins as
“the poet laureate of the streets, and the oral historian, in his
way, of all those things and people that flowed from East Texas
into the big city.” Other portraits from Houston’s Fourth Ward
include R&B legend Amos Milburn and barrelhouse pianists
Robert Shaw and Dr. Hepcat (Lavada Durst). Shaw once gave
the author a lesson on blues variations played in the roadsides
(Black clubs) featuring the Louisiana style, the Mississippi style,
and the Fourth Ward style.
The last article, “Zydeco Blues,” describes the Louisianameets-Texas blues of Gatemouth Brown, Clifton Chenier, and
Buckwheat Zydeco. Again, Minutaglio’s prose moves from
clubs to kitchens to church to outdoor festival—with the music
always at center stage.
For the music lover, the major criticism of this book is that
one is left wanting more—more artist portraits, more clubs,
more personal stories. The author’s commitment to the blues
tradition and the community of its origin is infectious and
transcends the stereotypical image of a “white guy trying to
discover the blues.” Ethnicity is irrelevant in understanding and
embracing a culture as long as there is respect and passion—and
Bill Minutaglio certainly meets that standard.
For the historian, this book is a superb oral history that
celebrates neighborhood values and generational triumphs.
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