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I dedicate this book first and foremost to my best friend, my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. His mercy and loving kindness to me is better than life itself.


To my wife, Debra, for her endless love and for fighting the good fight of faith for me long before I ever knew I was in a war.


To our son Joshua, who brightens and energizes life itself, and to my sons Whey and Johnny for your patience and love through some trying times over the years!


And last but not least, to one of the sweetest ladies I know, Aunt Bobbie Nelson, for the big role she played in changing my life and for introducing me to my beautiful wife. I love you dearly.















IN LOVING MEMORY



To my father, Waylon Jennings, and my mother, Maxine Lawrence Hines; my grandparents William Albert Jennings and Lorene Beatrice Jennings; my sister Julie Rae Jennings and her son, Taylor Jennings; my sister Deana Jennings; my cousin Justin Jennings; Ralph “Mr. Moon” Mooney; Joe B. Mauldin; Dan “Bee” Spears; Randall “Poodie” Locke; William Hugh “Billy” Nelson; and the Reverend Will D. Campbell.















FOREWORD: DIAMONDS AND DIRT, HEARTS AND HURT



Waylon Jennings’s renegade image and unique cutting-edge music were mesmerizing. His songs and genius came so gut deep and honest that imitators sounded foolish when they would try to mimic his style. I had always wanted to meet him and he was curious about me—the guy from the Beatles who produced country records. We met in 1973 in the ballroom at Nashville’s Sheraton Hotel during the annual Country Music Convention in Nashville, Tennessee. Like everything Waylon, it was like a scene from a Sergio Leone movie. A disheveled cowboy and a Hollywood rocker abruptly coming face-to-face in the middle of a crowded, smoke-filled room. Something clicked between us that night that led to a five-year journey as close friends and a fascinating producer-artist relationship.


There were three people, though, who traveled with him for a much longer ride into the world of cowboy superstardom: one a fledgling child, one a rebellious “rock it to the max” youth, and one a man who grew into adulthood roaring alongside a legend. They are one person—Terry Jennings, his firstborn. Terry saw, felt, and tasted it all from a unique perspective—a child growing into manhood at his dad’s side, looking on in amazement at something that was beyond his comprehension. As the years rolled by, he became a roadwise sidekick experiencing the madness and glory of riding hard and far with his ol’ man. He inherited the rebellious freedom imparted in him through the dramatic experience of watching his dad’s dreams unfold, falter, ignite, flame out, and then skyrocket to heights of dizzying success. There they were, a father and son, a boy and the legend known to us as Hoss, roaring down the never-ending highway to the next gig. We called Waylon “Hoss” because he called us that first.


Hillbilly Central, Tompall Glaser’s studio and offices on Nineteenth Avenue South, was where the rough riders of country music gathered during the heart and heat of the early outlaw years. We were outside of Sixteenth and Seventeenth Avenues (Music Row) where the good ol’ boys made the noise. I guess you could say we were known as the bad ol’ boys that just annoys. We liked it off to the side and thrived on being a pain in the aspirations of the establishment. It was unbridled madness at Hillbilly Central—it rocked and it roared, it stumbled and soared… it was all about lyrics and a chord. It was heartfelt, it was lunacy, it was absurd, it was brazenly beautiful—one thing for sure, it seldom slept. Gathered into its heart and halls was the wildest assemblage of outlaws and outsiders—dudes and drifters, cowboys and cliffhangers, gentlemen and gutter balls, the famous and the forlorn, making music and history with some of Nashville’s leading songwriters and pickers of the day. The carpet smelled and the music swelled out of every corner of that building. I know I will never hear music that good again, feel more wild and free, or stay up that many days in a row. As Captain Midnight, one of our most beloved sidekicks, so aptly put it, “Often we stayed up for six nights, and it felt like a week.”


There are many stories about Waylon, but if you were around him long enough it soon became apparent he was a story all to himself. He didn’t need to tell his story; the story told him—the road man, the guitar man, the songwriter man, the impossible-to-pin-down man, the family man, the creative genius man, the quiet man, the king-of-the-six-day-roar man, the uncommon man, the legendary man, the badass man, the kind man, the singer-of-sad-songs man, and the repeatedly disappearing man… they are all in this book.


Around the edges and often underfoot was a kid watching from a distance, and before long he became an integral part of the story, mimicking us with youthful exuberance. If our cars, cowboy hats, or drugs were ever missing we knew where to find them… just look for Terry. But that was a long time ago, and now, as he graciously shares his touching recollections on these pages, you not only get to see the distant view from an ever-ramblin’ tour bus, but in Waylon: Tales of My Outlaw Dad you get a closer look from the open window of Terry’s heart. This is the most unique insider look at country music’s most famous outlaw you will ever read.


For those of us who were there, Nashville, Tennessee, was the home of our diamonds and our dirt, our hearts and our hurt. Some of us came to Music City from places far away—its backbeats and backstreets drawing us like a magnet. Some stayed and in time some drifted away, each one sheltering deep inside the magic of country music’s most dynamic and touching artist as part of their forever.


Waylon Jennings laid down his guitar for the last time on February 13, 2002, and headed out to meet his Heavenly Father.


Terry Jennings moved back to the arid lands where it all began, and today he walks the quiet roads of small-town Texas with treasured memories of his father closely wrapped around his heart.


Thank you, Terry, for letting us join you on a ride that will never be forgotten…


God bless us all,


Ken Mansfield


Author, award-winning producer, and former U.S. manager of Apple Records















INTRODUCTION



Waylon Jennings was the greatest Outlaw country musician to grace this earth and arguably the best-ever guitar player in country music.


More important to me, Waylon Jennings was my dad.


I had a complicated relationship with Dad. Our relationship was great, but it was complex. Sometimes we were father-son, sometimes we were boss-employee, and other times we were more like brothers.


He and my mom split when I was five, and we were apart a lot after their divorce. Dad would schedule shows near where we lived in Texas so he could see me and my brother and sister two or three times a year. And then we were around each other all the time when, after the ninth grade, I dropped out of school and traveled with him as part of his road crew.


“Come saddle up with me, son,” he told me, “and let’s ride.”


And ride we did.


During my thirteen years on the road with him, Dad trusted me to look out for him. I became his buffer against the pitfalls of celebrity. He also called on me to bring drugs to him when he was hooking up with some woman in the band’s hotel.


Sometimes we were Andy and Opie; sometimes we were Homer and Bart.


But always, my dad and I were best friends. I’ve always been proud to be known as Waylon Jennings’s oldest son. I called him Dad as a kid, but that didn’t feel right around the crew. Yet I couldn’t call him Waylon, either. So I started calling him the Ol’ Man.


He pulled me aside. “What’s this, you calling me the Old Man all the time?”


“I’m not calling you the Old Man,” I explained. “I’m calling you the Ol’ Man.”


“Oh” was all he said, and nothing more came of it until he named his next album Ol’ Waylon.


You had to be close to my dad to understand how good of a person the Ol’ Man was, but everybody knew Waylon Jennings was one of the best country musicians ever. I say he was the best, but I do acknowledge my bias.


Dad was the first so-called Outlaw artist in Nashville to succeed at bucking the Nashville System that had dominated, and even stifled, country music with its heavy-handed way of choosing which songs an artist recorded and how those songs sounded. My dad was a musical renegade—a rebel, you could say—and became the major influence on country music’s Outlaw movement by refusing to conform to the System. He fought to maintain creative control over his albums, and his success brought life back into country music. His songs were about real life, about drinking, drugs, women, hardworking men, and honky-tonk heroes. His music was driven by rock ’n’ roll, resisting the trend toward more strings in the background. He didn’t want his distinctive sound softened; he wanted it raw.


Dad’s boot to the System opened doors for fellow artists like Johnny Cash, Willie Nelson, Kris Kristofferson, Hank Williams Jr., and Billy Joe Shaver, Nashville veterans whose careers were revived by the movement. Dad and Willie, in particular, drew on the energy being generated in their home state of Texas, where Willie chose to live and play to fight the system from the outside. Buoyed by their increasing popularity in Texas, Dad and Willie would meet in Austin to plan their attack on Nashville producers and record labels.


I realized my dad was big-time long before those battles, in 1964, when I was in the second grade. Up until then, I hadn’t really considered the fact that my dad was a musician to be particularly special, even though some of my friends tried to convince me otherwise. Their dads were plumbers, bankers, and salesmen, and my dad played guitar and sang. To me, there was nothing different about any of them.


In hindsight I probably should have realized it on the day a few years earlier when he called all of us into the living room, saying he wanted to show us something. Mom and Julie took a seat on the couch with Dad, and I sat on the floor. Dad told me to turn on the TV. I got up because, as a high-energy three-year-old, I was basically the family’s remote control back then. The television warmed up, and as the picture emerged from within that dark screen, there was Dad on the TV, singing a song. I was excited and confused. How could Dad be sitting there on the couch and at the same time be singing on TV?


I kept asking how that was possible. Mom and Dad gave up on convincing me to settle down and watch and listen, so they just laughed at my bewilderment. Julie, who was eighteen months younger than me, didn’t say anything—she just took turns staring at the TV and then Dad.


But the incident still didn’t change my image of Dad. If he had been on TV regularly, that would have been something special. I watched a lot of TV, and I thought actors were really, really cool. But my dad, he was Dad. I didn’t look at him as being anything else, especially famous.


The first indication that I might be missing something regarding my dad’s status came that day in second grade. We had been separated by divorce for a few years, with us kids living with Mom in Texas. When she got pregnant by a married man she had been seeing, my brother, my sister, and I moved out to Phoenix, Arizona, for a while to live with Dad, his second wife, and their adopted daughter.


On my first day in my new school, the teacher introduced me to the class and asked me what my dad did for a living.


“He’s a singing star,” I answered.


My new classmates laughed.


“No,” the teacher interrupted. “He’s not kidding.” Then she pulled out one of Dad’s records. She was a fan.


The other kids stopped laughing.


That was when I began to think that perhaps my dad was a little cooler than most.


I was a teenager when I saw firsthand just how big a deal my dad truly was. Traveling with him as one of his crew members, I really got to witness how people would go gaga over him. Particularly women.


I loved my dad, and even though he was absent for big pieces of my young childhood, I never possessed any ill will toward him. Joining him on the road brought us closer together, and we made up for missed time for the next thirty years until he passed away.


Dad, boss, best friend. He was all those to me, and now, fourteen years after his passing, I still revel every day in the fact that I am Waylon Jennings’s oldest son. I had a backstage pass to the life of “the Best Outlaw Ever!” and I can tell you that he wasn’t what he was often made out to be.


Dad was a trusting soul, but he possessed a bad habit of trusting people he shouldn’t have, and as a result, he made just about every mistake possible during his career.


I’ll admit he could be an ornery cuss at times. He received criticism for his quick exits after shows. But he had to scoot. Fans would get fanatical over my dad, and he hired people—members of the Hells Angels, no less—to make sure the more determined ones couldn’t get to him.


He didn’t like granting interviews to the press and DJs, either. Too many times he had woken up to an article in the morning paper that said the exact opposite of what he had told the reporter. As for country music DJs, back then they tended to drink a lot. Few people knew how much Dad disliked being around alcohol and drunks, even if they were the DJs who determined which albums hit the airwaves.


Somehow, somewhere along the way, the label outlaw unfortunately became associated with him more as a person than as a musician. It’s true that Dad was not always the loyal husband he has been portrayed to be. When he was married, he had girlfriends. When he divorced, he had another woman—or two or three—whom my sister, my brother, and I referred to as his “wife in waiting.” That was another reason he darted for the doors after a show—he had people waiting on him. And by people, I mean women. Dad kept three or four hotel rooms on the road in the early ’70s. One was for him and my stepmom, Jessi Colter, and the other two or three were for his girlfriends.


The womanizing slowed in the mideighties, after Dad got off drugs and became more of a family man. Those of us on the crew began noticing that, for some reason, the ladies in the audience stopped yanking off their tops and throwing their bras and panties at him on the stage. When Dad did receive an in-show message from one adoring fan with a strong throwing arm surpassed only by her lack of subtlety, he told me, “Guess what—a woman threw her panties onstage.” It was Dad’s way of saying, Look, son, the Ol’ Man’s still got it.


That was the kind of relationship we had. I mean, what kind of a dad would brag to his son about having a pair of panties thrown at him? I suppose the same kind who would sit around and do drugs with his son, or dispatch his son on a pot run because the girl in the hotel room he was visiting wanted some.


Unconventional? Sure. But we definitely were close.


Dad wrote his memoir in 1996. Almost two decades later, as I tell what life was like with my dad, I am amazed at where he stands now in the country music industry. He never thought—and neither did I, for that matter—that once he died, his music would remain relevant like it has. For that I have to thank the old singers, like Willie Nelson, and some of the newer singers, like Jamey Johnson, because it seemed like every year, especially after Dad died, his name would come up at the Country Music Association awards.


Dad would have found that funny, considering that he never really got along with the CMA. As he used to say, “Nashville is hard on the living, but they speak well of the dead.” That has been the case with Dad.


He left his mark in the way that he changed country music. Look at the Outlaw musicians today. They are trying to achieve the stature my dad did. They’re all trying to become what he was, and I don’t blame them.


Waylon Jennings was an incredible singer, songwriter, and guitar player. My dad was a wonderful man to be around. He could be childish and he could be intelligent. He was easy to make mad and easy to make happy. My dad was a complicated man.


But all in all, he was a great ol’ man.
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W-A-Y-L-O-N


Folks in West Texas, where my dad grew up, like to claim they live in God’s country. Perhaps so, but it’s also the devil’s playground when he gets to whipping up sandstorms.


God blessed my dad with a soaring baritone voice and guitar skills so distinctive that true country music fans need only a handful of notes to recognize that their ears are being gratified by a Waylon Jennings tune. And to think that one of the greatest musicians to ever grace God’s green earth once was sure he would become a preacher.


Not just any preacher, mind you, but a Church of Christ preacher.


In those days, the Church of Christ believed that musical instruments in church were as sinful as doing drugs and chasing women. So had Dad gone down that path, he would have been forbidden from ever taking a guitar onto a platform. Oh, well. In the end, Dad didn’t do well with the drug and women prohibitions, either.


Dad was a smart man, always on the ready to dispense sage advice—and his ability to quote Scripture would shock many—but despite my dearth of divine insight, I think Dad chose the correct path after all. Even to this day, I have to chuckle when I think about my dad the “outlaw,” whose rebellious nature paved the path for a whole new subgenre of country music, trying to convince people to follow the straight and narrow.


Littlefield, Texas, with a population on the south side of four thousand, was Dad’s hometown. His abilities with a guitar and Buddy Holly got Dad out of West Texas, but nobody ever got West Texas out of Dad. Littlefield was a straight shot northwest up U.S. Highway 84 out of Lubbock, although in that wide-open portion of the Lone Star State, most trips were a straight shot. The drive would take about forty-five minutes unless the devil was whipping up trouble, in which case you’d have to stop when the dust got so thick you could barely see past the hood of your car. I swear, the way the wind blew anything loose from the west, the New Mexico–Texas border should have kept creeping eastward, because anything in New Mexico that wasn’t heavy or tied down wound up deposited on the South Plains.


Dad loved West Texas. The people were as true as two plus two equals four, and the music there was country. Good country. Pure country. Heck, the music was so good there that West Texas boasts its own official music hall of fame. My dad, Buddy Holly, Mac Davis, Sonny Curtis, Joe Ely, and a whole playlist full of others all hailed from West Texas.


Yes, West Texas was home to great musicians, and Dad always considered it his home, even when he lived in Nashville. It was through those West Texas roots that Dad drew the values and experiences that influenced a lifetime of lyrics.



Rich in Spirit


I believe all the “begat” passages in the Bible are there for a purpose, and I believe where a person comes from is just as important as where they’re going. In fact, the former determines the latter.


Dad was born June 15, 1937, in a farmhouse right outside of Littlefield. The first-time parents were William Albert and Lorene Beatrice Jennings. Grandpa, like his parents and five younger siblings, worked as a laborer on cotton farms, pounding the ornery soil with a hoe from sunup to sundown as long as the weather permitted. And it had to be real ugly for the weather to not be permissible. His family would also work odd jobs for extra money. Finding the jobs was more of a concern than finding the time to work them, despite their long days in the fields. If they could find an extra job, they would find the time.


Living in tents and lean-tos, they needed every penny they could pick up. You’ve heard of dirt-poor? The Jennings clan was so poor that they lived and slept on dirt floors. But because they were surrounded by family and faith, they never considered themselves impoverished. They were raised understanding that money was not the measure of a man. In what mattered most—faith and family—they considered themselves wealthy.


Every Sunday morning, Sunday evening, and Wednesday night, they attended the local Church of Christ. Their work schedules, as time-consuming as they were, always revolved around attending church. If they went to church, God would provide them with chances to work.


Most Saturday nights farm owners took turns hosting dances, opportunities for families in the community not only to come together, eat, visit, and have a good time, but also to separate themselves from their back-breaking jobs that never seemed to allow a person to get ahead financially. Most farmhands’ greatest hope was not of a better job, but of being able to keep the job with which the good Lord had blessed them. Grandpa, a self-taught musician, earned a little extra money at many of the dances by singing and playing his guitar and French harp.


Grandma was the oldest of seven children. Somehow, she spiritually survived being the product of a Baptist father and a Jehovah’s Witness mother. That made for some real interesting family discussions about religion that had a way of becoming heated. Naturally, when she married Grandpa, she added to her religious diversity by joining him in the Church of Christ. Grandma grew up working on the farm owned by her father, Blevins Shipley. My great-grandpa would say that during the Great Depression, a family could afford to have only one milk cow, so instead of killing his extras, he gave one cow to each family farm that did not already have one.


I grew up hearing bleak stories about life during the Depression—how farmers couldn’t afford to hire workers—even considering the low labor cost—so they just bred and raised their own. Parents were in control of their kids back then and knew that the key to keeping them out of serious trouble was to put them to work. Idle hands were the devil’s workshop, so they made sure their kids’ hands didn’t become idle.


After my grandparents married, my grandmother’s father was none too thrilled going to bed in his home at night with visions of his daughter sleeping on a dirt floor. When Grandma became pregnant a few months after the wedding, he helped Grandma and Grandpa purchase a new home on Austin Avenue.


With a small house in town, Grandma and Grandpa were on their way to living the American dream, and they worked every odd job they could find to keep the dream alive. No work was too hard or dirty, and no pay was too small to turn down. As long as the work was honest, they were always willing to do it. “Ten dollars a week,” Grandpa used to preach to us, “is better than no dollars a week.”


Because doctors couldn’t peek inside the package like they do now and tell expectant parents the baby’s sex ahead of time, my grandparents had no idea whether their firstborn would be a boy or a girl. But Grandpa did know that if it was a boy, his initials would have to be W.A. His dad, Grandpa Gus, gave his first son the initials W.A. to honor his father, and he’d stated his desire that each subsequent firstborn Jennings son be a W.A.


When Dad arrived, he was given the strong name of Wayland Arnold. My grandma had liked the name Gayland, for some reason, and she changed the “G” to a “W” to come up with Wayland.


One of the first well-wishers was a professor and preacher from nearby Wayland Baptist College who had been dispatched to Littlefield to thank the family for naming their son after the school. To Grandma and Grandpa, only one kind of church taught the true Gospel, and if you weren’t from a Church of Christ you were not able to fully understand, much less preach or teach, the Word of God.


“I’m sorry, but you must be mistaken,” Grandma told the visitor. “I did not name my child after your school. I named my son Waylon—W-A-Y-L-O-N—Arnold Jennings. If the name showed up on the birth certificate to say any different, they clearly misunderstood what I said.”


But “Wayland” had been written onto the birth certificate, and that remained my dad’s legal name.


Zipping Through Life


Dad must have had a guardian angel watching over him. After a full-term pregnancy and smooth delivery in a farmhouse, Dad came out healthy. But soon there were signs that something was wrong. Dad wouldn’t take breast milk. Grandma tried cow’s milk as a substitute, but Dad wouldn’t take that, either. He grew sickly, but after several hospital visits, the doctor was still puzzled.


After the doctor told Grandma he had run out of ideas on what could be causing Dad’s sickness, she was standing outside the hospital holding Dad and crying when an older lady approached to ask if she needed help. Grandma explained the problem and how she feared for her son’s life. The woman suggested Grandma try feeding Dad warm goat’s milk. Grandma followed the recommendation, and Dad couldn’t drink enough. Grandma forevermore claimed the woman represented a divine intervention that saved Dad’s life.


When Dad was two, Grandma delivered him a partner in crime—a brother named Thomas Lee. The only things Dad and Tommy didn’t get into as boys were the things they didn’t think of.


One day when Dad was five, he was walking atop a wood rail fence and fell. He landed on a sand fighter, a piece of farm equipment with long, sharp, metal spikes that farmers would drag across the land to turn the dirt enough to keep those West Texas winds from blowing it all away. One of those spikes lodged into the bone in Dad’s left leg, just above his ankle. The injury caused growth in that leg to be stunted.


Dad always appeared to be leaning to his left, and later in life he would buy two pairs of shoes, with each pair a different size so he could have one pair that fit properly. But back then, it was difficult enough for my grandparents to afford keeping their kids in one pair of shoes each, so Dad walked around most of his younger years with one shoe either too loose or too tight.


When people ask how tall my dad was, I answer, “Six foot one or six foot two, depending on which leg he’s standing on.” Dad’s left-leaning stance gave him a look and style all his own on stage. Later artists copied Dad’s stance not knowing the sand fighter left him no choice but to stand that way. That left leg and foot also were the sources of severe health problems later in Dad’s life.


Dad and Uncle Tommy did not lack courage. Common sense sometimes, but never courage. One of my favorite stories of Dad’s from his growing-up days involved a self-made zip line. Dad and Uncle Tommy observed some other boys having a ball with a zip line they had constructed in a vacant lot by tying one end of a long rope to a branch up in a tree, pulling the rope tight, and tying it to a stake they drove into the ground. Dad and Tommy looked on as the boys took turns placing a leather strap over the rope, grabbing a tight hold of both ends of the strap, and gliding to the ground. They wanted to join in, but they weren’t friends with the boys, and the boys didn’t seem interested in entertaining guests. Dad and Tommy also were outnumbered, so they couldn’t bully their way into the fun.


That left my dad and uncle no choice but to build their own zip line. Being a part of the Jennings line, they naturally felt compelled to outdo their zip-line competitors. They found another vacant lot with an old oak tree, but they couldn’t improve on the boys’ tree. They would just have to go higher in their tree. Instead of rope, they attached an old steel cable. The cable was stronger than rope and could be stretched tighter with no slack, so that would allow them to descend faster. The steel cable would have cut through leather in no time at all, so the two came up with a stroke of genius: thread the cable through a short piece of old iron pipe as a handle before staking the cable to the ground. All that was left was to hustle up some rope to pull the pipe to the top of the cable. Once the rope was in place, they were ready to impress.


Uncle Tommy received the honor of taking the first ride. He climbed high in the tree, carrying the loose end of the rope. At the top of the zip line, he pulled the hand grip into position with the aid of the pull rope, untied the rope, and secured a firm grip on the pipe. Then Uncle Tommy set sail.


The new zip line worked great for about three feet. Something about the combination of the steel cable, the iron pipe, my uncle’s weight, and the unaccounted-for factor of friction caused the handle to come to a complete stop. The pipe wouldn’t slide any farther down the cable, and Tommy couldn’t work the pipe back up the cable toward the tree.


Uncle Tommy took the lone option that remained and let go of the pipe. He landed in the hospital for X-rays. The cast and sling on Tommy’s broken arm made it that much more difficult for him and Dad to convince the other boys in town that their project had not failed, despite the fact, as everyone should have known, “Jenningses don’t fail.”


We may fall, but we don’t fail.


God, Family, and Music


Grandma and Grandpa’s family found the most joy from two sources.


First, and undisputedly so, was their love of God. Grandma and Grandpa believed their most important purpose as parents was to make sure all their children had a true understanding of the Word of God. Reaching that goal required attending church three times a week, no exceptions. So pronounced was their devotion that through Dad’s midteens, he dreamed and talked often of one day becoming an ordained minister for the Churches of Christ. Dad studied his Bible with determination, and his knowledge of Scripture would have run laps around some preachers I’ve heard.


Second, the family loved music. In the 1930s and ’40s, people could go to the picture show if they had the money for a ticket, or they could listen to the radio if they could afford one and possessed the needed power source. For the Jenningses, music became a cherished and cost-free form of family fun and entertainment.


That always confused me a little, what with the Church of Christ prohibiting musical instruments. The congregation sang from hymnals, but the addition of a single note from a single instrument to any song would have secured for the offender a one-way ticket straight to hell. Outside of church, though, musical instruments were a staple in the Jennings family, especially guitars and a piano. Grandpa showed Dad and Uncle Tommy how to play three notes on the guitar, and the boys thought they were Gene Autry, Ernest Tubbs, and, as their skills progressed, Hank Williams.


Uncle Tommy loved to sing and play, but by age seven or eight, my dad was obsessed with the guitar. From the first time his fingertips trekked across the strings on Grandpa’s old guitar, all Dad wanted to do was sing, play, and create his own music. When he wasn’t near a guitar, he would pick up a stick or anything similar he could get his hands on and pretend he was playing on a stage in some place other than West Texas.


As Dad was closing in on his ninth birthday, James joined the family as the third Jennings son. Growing up, James D., as he was called, wanted to be with his older brothers all the time, but Dad and Uncle Tommy didn’t want James D. slowing their adventures. They would often send little James D. on errands for items that most times didn’t exist.


Before James D. had a bicycle like his older brothers, Dad and Uncle Tommy would tell him that he could go places with them as long as he kept up. Those two played every mean trick they could think of on James D. That forced James D. to become meaner, tougher, stronger, and faster than Dad and Tommy. James D. feared no one or no thing. Just ask those who stepped into James D.’s path, and they’ll confirm I’m telling the truth. Even today, you still don’t want to mess with James D.


In 1954, when Dad was seventeen, the youngest Jennings—Phillip Doyle—arrived. Dad and his girlfriend at the time nicknamed him Bimbo when he was a baby, and they would sing to him, “Bimbo, Bimbo, where you gonna go-e-o. Down the street to see your little girl-e-o.” Bimbo was soon shortened to Bo, and Phillip Doyle has been simply Bo ever since.


Dad’s love of music only increased as he grew older. He entered any and all talent contests he could find, and he won at least most of them. His obsession led to him landing a fifteen-minute spot on KVOW radio in Littlefield at age fourteen. Dad was given five minutes for news, five minutes for recorded music by his favorite artists, and five minutes to play and sing his favorite songs. At that point, Dad was in high cotton.


Dad started his first band with friends, Waylon Jennings and the Texas Longhorns, that played country-western swing at local dances and parties. After more than a year of playing nearby shows and festivals, Dad was introduced to a local group called Buddy and Bob.


The Buddy in this duo was Buddy Holly.
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OUT OF WEST TEXAS


The local newspaper’s wedding announcement for my mom and dad left out one detail: which member of the wedding party was holding the shotgun.


Dad had been dating Maxine Carroll Lawrence, a beautiful young lady from a nearby high school he had met at a beauty contest she won, and they had developed a close relationship. On at least one occasion, ignoring a few key passages from the Good Book my dad had intended to preach from, they got a little too close.


When Mom informed my dad that she was pregnant, there was only one honorable thing to do. New Mexico did not require a blood test before a couple married, and on Christmas Eve, 1955, they drove sixty miles to Clovis, New Mexico, where the eighteen-year-olds who had been caught with their hands in each other’s cookie jars—figuratively speaking, of course—made their “for better or for worse” promises in the home of a Church of Christ preacher. The wedding announcement named their mothers and Uncle Tommy as the sole family members in attendance. Tommy was best man, and the preacher’s wife volunteered to serve as maid of honor. I’m guessing the preacher’s wife wasn’t holding the shotgun.


Subsequent events proved the wedding unnecessary when evidence emerged that my mom wasn’t pregnant after all. Despite her late-arriving period, life changes were already well under way. The newlyweds moved into my paternal grandparents’ house. Raised that men should always do right by their wives, Dad felt the need to support his new bride. He had already dropped school. While in school Dad had been a right good kicker on his high school team, despite an embarrassing debut in which his first attempt at a kickoff was a big swing and a miss that left Dad flat on his back and the football still on the tee, undisturbed. Now married, he took on additional jobs to support his wife.


Mom stayed in school to finish her senior year. Dad, who kept his small-paying job at KVOW, found extra work when he could, selling clothes in a local department store, driving a school bus, doing a little mechanical work, or working for his dad at whatever the business venture of the moment might be.


Those jobs he performed out of duty. Playing guitar and singing remained Dad’s passion. He continued to pick up small gigs around the area and enter as many talent contests as he could. The prizes for winning were small, though, and family members and town folk didn’t hesitate to wonder aloud when Waylon was going to realize that playing and singing was a waste of time and then get off his lazy backside and find a real job.


Dad made things worse when his school bus got a flat tire and he refused to change the tire, even if it would cost him his job. He wasn’t being lazy, though; he was just afraid to do any job that might hurt his hands. He needed those hands to play his guitar, and he wasn’t going to do anything to put his passion at risk.


I don’t want to say I wish Dad had felt the same about Mom as he did his music. I think Dad loved Mom very much, and I think she loved him right back. It was just that if they hadn’t had to rush into their wedding, they probably would have discovered before they married that they weren’t the best of matches.


They were both strong-willed and had quick wits, and yet they were polar opposites. Mom liked to drink; Dad didn’t. Dad liked to look nice when he went into town; Mom could not have cared less how she dressed.


They say that opposites attract, but I don’t think polar opposites do.


The two interests they most shared were sex and partying. Even their ideas on how best to party were different. Dad liked to party by playing music and hanging out with his music friends. Mom came from a family of bootleggers, and that was reflected in her preference to show off her singing husband while drinking with her parents and their drinking buddies.


It doesn’t require a seminary degree to see how Mom’s partying ways rubbed Dad’s Church of Christ family the wrong way.


Their shared interest in sex brought me into the world on January 21, 1957. I was the first grandchild on the Jennings side. Not that there had been a long wait, though, because Dad’s youngest brother, Bo, arrived just a couple years ahead of me.


What’s in a Name?


My parents named me Terry Vance. Terry came from a crooner of the time, Terry Lawrence. Vance came from Vance Reno, the character in the movie Love Me Tender, whose brother was played by Elvis Presley.


T.V. proved to be appropriate initials, considering how much television I grew up watching, but my name violated the family tradition of firstborn Jennings boys carrying the initials W.A.


Oh, boy, did my name sure set off a firestorm.


“Where’s the W? Where’s the A?” Grandpa Jennings demanded. “This can’t happen. His name has got to be changed. The oldest of the oldest? This won’t do. The firstborn has to be W.A., and it will continue to be that way in this family.”


Momma wouldn’t budge an inch, and T.V. I remained.


Grandpa never let it go. He died in 1968, when I was eleven, and for the remainder of his life he had continued to pester Dad about my name. I remember once, not long before Grandpa passed away, when I was washing dishes at my aunt’s café in Littlefield and my dad called to ask how I would feel about changing my name to Waylon Arnold. He didn’t say it was to get his dad off his back, but I knew why he was asking.


“That’d be fine with me if that’s what y’all want to do,” I told Dad. “But I’m sure everybody will keep calling me Terry.”


That nixed for good the idea of changing my name.


Me not being a W.A. never was a big deal to me or my dad. Or to anyone other than Grandpa Jennings, for that matter. When my first son was born, though, we made him a W.A. by naming him Whey Arron. If I hadn’t, Grandpa might have come back out of the grave to give me a piece of his mind.


Grandma Lorene wasn’t bothered by my initials. Her main concern was that I would be a healthy baby and be kept safe from the fussing over my name. But she did have a problem with Mom taking me over to her parents’ house when my dad would be working or running with his buddies. Grandma thought my mom’s family drank too much. “That little baby’s going to get hurt over there,” she would say.


My mom got pregnant again late in 1957. About that time, Dad got fired from the radio station where he had been working as a full-time DJ. Late at night, he would play Little Richard records. The station owner didn’t like that “black devil music” being played on his airwaves and drove up to the station one night and told Dad, “If you ever play that again, I’ll fire you.” The owner left and started home. Dad promptly placed Little Richard back on the turntable. The owner turned his car around, drove back to the station, and fired Dad on the spot.


The firing turned out to be a stroke of luck. KLVT in Levelland, a bigger sister station twenty-three miles to the south, offered Dad a full-time DJ job. They didn’t have to ask Dad twice if he wanted the job, and the three of us moved to Levelland. That was where my sister, Julie Rae, was born the following summer. Her first name came from singer/actress Julie London.


KLVT was the first station I remember visiting with my dad. I was about three at the time. I remember feeling surprised to discover how small the control booth was where he worked. It was downright claustrophobic in there. Dad and I were crammed shoulder to shoulder, a wall of complex electronics and buttons right in front of us. There were so many buttons and switches involved in radio back then that DJs were required to have an electrician’s license.


Dad introduced me on the air as his son, and I said a few words. I didn’t want to do it again, because I didn’t like hearing my own voice come back at me through the speaker.


At the bigger station in Levelland, Dad’s fan base grew, and he caught the attention of the Corbin brothers, Sky and Slim. The Corbins had just bought radio station KLLL in Lubbock, the largest city in the South Plains with a population then of about one hundred twenty-five thousand. Dad’s witty personality on the air connected with listeners, and Sky and Slim offered Dad a job at their new station, which sat atop the tallest building in Lubbock, the Great Plains Life Building. At twenty-one stories, the building towered over downtown Lubbock and on clear days offered a clear view all the way into next week.


We moved back to Littlefield, and Dad would wake up early in the mornings to make the thirty-five-mile drive to Lubbock and start his show at 5 or 6 A.M. Dad had a problem with oversleeping, however, and wound up moving to an afternoon slot.


I don’t remember listening to Dad on the radio much then because of how early his show was. The music we heard from Dad then came from around the house. We didn’t have much money because although Dad was making higher wages at K-Triple-L than he had elsewhere, he still wasn’t making much. We would have cheap sunglasses around the house, like the ones you might win as a carnival prize. If Dad felt like playing his guitar, he’d ask if we had any of those sunglasses. If we did, we’d retrieve a pair for him and he’d pop the lens out, carve it into a guitar pick, and play for hours.
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i “This book is a terrific tribute,

from a son to his father. . . .
Every country music fan, Outlaw or otherwise,
should have it on their shelf.”
—WILLIE NELSON
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