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	“I owe him so much…without him, I would not have discovered rock & roll…” Elvis Presley








	“Bill Haley was a very nice person…he was a gentleman. ‘Rock Around The Clock’ was magic – still exciting today…one of the first classic rock & roll records.” Jerry Lee Lewis








	“I have all of his records in my collection!” Buddy Holly








	“To Bill: You started it all!” Beatles








	“The great element of rioting in pop was represented through ‘Rock Around The Clock’. The school of rock & roll concentrated onto a minimum of melody and a maximum of rhythmic noise; whereas it intentionally tried to succeed the artistic ideals of the jungle… Frank Zappa








	
“He was the man, who brought black music into the consciousness of the whites… Little Richard








	“You could describe him as the ‘foster father’ of guitar as lead instrument. Without him, some thousand top guitarists would rather have become drummers…take me, for instance!” George Thorogood








	“Haley created the hymn for a new age. He was the first boss of rock and the ignition point for my love of rock & roll music.” Ted Herold








	“Bill Haley is where it all began…he is the best. I have all his records…He is ‘The King!’” Tommy Steele








	“It was the year that rock ‘n’ roll hit Britain in the shape of the American artist Bill Haley and the Comets and an unforgettable song called ‘Rock Around The Clock’. He took the country by storm, and my friends and I were all desperate to see him. We thought we’d never get tickets unless we went very early on the Monday morning the ticket office opened, so three of us volunteered (although I am not sure that “volunteered” is actually the right word) to get up at four o’clock in the morning to go to the Regal Cinema in Edmonton, where he was playing, to buy tickets. We had been planning to go back to school for the afternoon – we had got there at six – but the box office didn’t open until midday, so we decided it was too late to go in to school and went home instead and started playing records. Unfortunately, someone snitched on us and we were hauled before the headmaster. “This is very disappointing,” he said, as he solemnly stripped us all of our prefects’ badges. Back in the classroom, Jay (the teacher) said the same thing; “And to think you would do this for something so inconsequential. You won’t even remember Bill Haley ten years from now.” “I bet we do!” I retorted. Ten years after the day after I had left school, I knocked on Jay’s door with a big box of chocolates and I said “You don’t owe me anything, but I’m reminding you: Bill Haley!” It was my first rock concert and it was unbelievably exciting. I am sorry I lost my prefect’s badge but I needed to be there – I can remember that feeling. We couldn’t afford anything better than balcony seats and we were four or five rows back. He started with ‘Razzle Dazzle’. There was no introduction. Red velvet curtains opened and we heard, “On your marks, get set…get ready, go man go!” And we were up on our feet, stomping on the floor, and we stayed on our feet for the whole of the show. I thought the balcony was going to give way – and people have said this when they come to my shows – the whole thing was shaking. Everybody was on their feet, fists in the air. It was a fantastic experience…The man I lost my prefect’s badge for: Bill Haley.” Cliff Richard








	“…There hasn’t been a real ‘rock and roll band’ since Bill Haley and the Comets…” Buddy Rich









Introduction



Bill Haley, of all the rock & roll pioneers, is the one who deserves the utmost respect, for not only did his “Rock Around The Clock” start the age of rock & roll, he also laid the foundation for what we recognize today as “teenage culture”.


Moreover, he was the archetype of the modern rock singer. Not necessarily visually, in the manner of what Elvis was to become a couple of years later, but artistically. Among a notable list of “firsts”, Bill Haley was the:




	01. First band leader to form a rock & roll group;







	02. First rock & roll star to write and publish his own music;







	03. First rock & roll star to reach the national charts – with music he wrote and recorded;







	04. First rock & roll star to actually own his own music publishing companies;







	05. First rock & roll star to own his own record label and recording company;







	06. First white artist to be elected as the “Rhythm & Blues Personality of the Year”;







	07. First rock & roll star to sell a million records;







	08. First rock & roll star to receive a gold record;







	09. First rock & roll star to go on a world tour;







	10. First rock & roll star to sell a million records in the United Kingdom;







	11. First rock & roll artist to star in a full length motion picture;







	12. First white rock & roll star to tour with all-black supporting artists; and







	13. First rock & roll star to appear on a national network television show.





(Courtesy: Sound & Glory / Dyne American Publications)


The greatest accomplishment of Bill Haley & His Comets lies in their paving the way for all the other artists that followed. From 1952 until 1960, Bill Haley & His Comets scored 30 hits in the US and UK charts. In 1957, at the beginning of Bill Haley’s first UK tour, he was greeted by 4,000 fans at London’s Waterloo train station. The following year, his 1958 European tour included appearances in Germany, (which began approximately three weeks after Elvis Presley was shipped there, courtesy of Uncle Sam) and caught the attention of the international press.


The Haley concerts held at the West Berlin Sports palace erupted in mass rioting and became a daily news item. The East German newspaper “Neues Deutschland” condemned him as “the rock & roll gangster, Haley celebrating an orgy of American un-culture. ’The West German periodical “Rheinische Merkur” reported: “he, of all people, the Comet of instinct-unchaining started a major offensive against taste, standing and self-respect. All that in the bishopric of Essen on the day of the Papacy vote”.


The Soviet paper “Pravda” declared him, along with rock & roll, as “a secret weapon of the west against socialism”, whereas the FBI under the infamous J. Edgar Hoover (best known for his wiretapping of anyone whom he viewed as “suspicious”) started an investigation into theories and accusations of what was feared and suspected as “communist music”. Asa Carter, head of the “Alabama White Citizens Committee”, charged the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) with seducing and corrupting white teenage girls by promoting rock & roll. He is quoted as saying in 1956, “with its basic heavy beat of the Negroes, it appeals to the base in man; it brings out animalism and vulgarity”. He then promised to initiate a “…campaign to force radio stations and jukebox owners to boycott this immoral music”.


Perhaps the culmination of all this hysteria, however, was the opinion published as the headline of the prestigious New York Times on March 28th 1956:


“Rock & Roll Called ‘Communicable Disease’” in which the Hartford, Connecticut psychiatrist Francis Braceland declared rock music “cannibalistic and tribalistic”, claiming, “…it is insecurity and rebellion. It impels teenagers to wear ducktail haircuts, wear zoot suits, and carry on boisterously at rock &roll affair”.


While classical cellist Pablo Casals described the music of Bill Haley in the 1950s as the “distillation of all disgust of our time”, the German music expert Barry Graves (recognized equally in the cultural circles of Berlin and New York) in hearing Haley’s style during the first rock & roll revival at the end of the 1960s conversely declared, “The definitive rock & roll style (is) blended from country & western, Dixieland-jazz and rhythm & blues”.


Haley himself, taking a calm, confident and somewhat more level headed approach, explained “I thought if I were to take a Dixieland melody and leave out the emphasis on the first and third beat, but emphasize the second and fourth, and add a beat to which the listeners can clap or even dance – that would serve their wishes. The rest was easy – I took catchy phrases like ‘Crazy Man, Crazy’ and made songs out of them with the method I just explained.”


In 1960, Bill Haley signed a lucrative recording contract with Warner Brothers. It was not that the label he was on until then –Decca (now as MCA, a part of Universal) – did not want to keep the star who had served them well with 30 hit singles and strong album sales, but the offer by Warner Brothers was this new label’s attempt at building an artist roster by signing a number of well-established stars. After fulfilling his Decca contract with the album “Strictly Instrumental”, which besides providing a pair of instrumental hit singles with “Joey’s Song” (1959) and “Skokiaan” (1960) also pointed the Comets in a musical new direction with it’s Billy Vaughn influenced approach, also made the music of Bill Haley interesting to listeners beyond the strictly teenage radio audiences. Bill Haley then signed with Warner Brothers’ new label venture along with the Everly Brothers, who had similarly departed from Cadence Records. However, when Don and Phil Everly scored a number one hit in the US with “Cathy’s Clown” in 1960, Haley’s single release of “Tamiami” b/w “Candy Kisses” then pressed on gold vinyl, only reached the lower end of Billboard’s Top 100 chart.


The musical hit-making machinery that Bill Haley & His Comets had always possessed, began losing momentum as the musical market now began to focus upon the new younger, good looking, clean cut, but not necessarily untalented teen idols of the time; such as fellow Philadelphians, Fabian, Frankie Avalon, Bobby Rydell, Bobby Vee, as well as New Jersey’s Bobby Darin and Ricky Nelson. The time of the wild, animalistic rockabilly/rock & roll sound of the likes of Bill Haley, Gene Vincent, Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, Eddie Cochran, and Buddy Holly was, for various reasons, seemingly over, in no small part due to the exploding “Payola” scandal which erupted in June 1959 and the ensuing witch hunt launched by the House Legislative Oversight Committee, sending the recording industry as well as the radio and TV broadcasting industries into panic mode. Seemingly all at once, the individual radio disc jockeys were stripped of their own artistic “license” to feature recordings and artists they themselves felt strongly about (or were paid to feel strongly about, by the record labels) to promote heavily over the airwaves. In the tumult, the labels and radio decided to “play it safe” and thus, programming committees were formed to decide upon which records and artists should be played; a much criticized practice that still continues to the present day in almost all commercial radio formats; while the record labels began seeking benign, less threatening young artists who would appeal to their imagined image of public decency.


Public tastes were again changing as a direct result and after a TV appearance on Dick Clark’s “American Bandstand” performing “Tamiami” and “Rock Around The Clock,” Bill Haley & His Comets’ star began waning slowly, while softer, newer orchestrated sounds began usurping public attention in the record industry and on the airwaves.










[image: ]


Bill Haley performing on Dick Clark’s “American Bandstand”





A completely unforseen remaining tax debt from Haley’s wildly successful 1957 UK tour led to a hasty and ill-advised business decision to flee the United States and relocate “Bill Haley y Sus Cometas” across the international border to Mexico City, where Bill Haley established his new residence and business headquarters, while his Philadelphia-based booking agent Jolly Joyce continued to book and manage Haley’s career as before.


Haley soon began establishing himself as a recording artist on the Mexican “Orfeon” label, and as a new supper club and casino star attraction on the Mexican nightclub circuit, introducing the new American “Twist” dance craze and ironically, beating Chubby Checker to this international market! His fame in Latin America increased with cameo appearances in several Mexican movies loosely based on the “Blackboard Jungle” theme. They soon scored a major hit with “Florida Twist” in 1960 for their new Mexican Orfeon label, which to date remains the best-selling single in the history of Latin America, while “Rock Around The Clock” by Bill Haley & His Comets concurrently became the best selling rock single of all time worldwide, with estimates of between 50 and 90 million copies being sold to date.


“Bill Haley y Sus Cometas” continued recording in Mexico on the Orfeon, Maya and Dimsa labels (presently owned by Sony Latino) up until 1966, having a string of hits with their interpretations of the new American twist dance and surf music trends of the “swinging sixties”, as well as rearranged treatments of swing band instrumental favorites, introducing them to the Latin American public for the first time, including “Jalisco Twist” (1962), “Avenida Madison” (1963) and albums such as “Surf, Surf, Surf” (1964) and “Whisky A-Go-Go” (1966).
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“Bill Haley Y Sus Cometas” on “Orfeon A Go Go” (Mexican Television Show)





This new-found success filled the pockets, quite literally speaking, of the now slightly heavier Bill Haley during the sixties, though not as much as he had hoped for. After a disagreement over royalties with the Orfeon / Dimsa / Maya label corporate group, he chose not to renew his contract option for further recordings. Also in 1966, he was first booked by a new UK/European agent, Patrick Malynn, for an appearance at the Alhambra Theatre in Paris. He was booked as the opening act on a package show starring the younger UK recording chart breakers of the time; the artists all being the new innovators of the “British Invasion”. The Paris press already speculated if the seemingly mis-cast Haley, could possibly compete in comparison to ‘the long haired groups, with his antique kiss curl’. On the 24th and 25th of September 1966, Bill Haley & His Comets appeared on stage opening before Jimmy Cliff, The Walker Brothers, The Pretty Things and The Spencer Davis Group in the city on the Seine.
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Spencer Davis & Bill Haley





Haley was greeted with banners and screams of “Biiil Haaleeey” and cheers that were still audible in the backstage dressing rooms of the young beat musicians. Although his stage spot was supposed to only be a 20 minute set, he was forced to perform encore after encore and finally, after performing for one hour, Bill Haley & His Comets were allowed off the stage, their dinner jackets soaked in sweat! The Walker Brothers (“The Sun Ain’t Gonna’ Shine Anymore”) were greeted by the French audience with booing and were heckled throughout their set. The other bands, The Spencer Davis Group and Manfred Mann, endured the same treatment. They simply could not follow Bill Haley and his final number, “Rock Around The Clock” on stage.


In 1968, “the national anthem of teenagers” (as it was also called by Dick Clark), “Rock Around The Clock”, made the international charts once again and even managed to reach the number 1 spot on several British radio station charts. In 1969, Bill had a minor hit in Canada with Nashville songwriter Tom T. Hall’s composition “That’s How I Got to Memphis”. In 1970, on the critically acclaimed album for Sonet Records, “Rock Around the Country”, Kris Kristofferson gave special praise for the Haley reading of his composition “Me And Bobby McGee”. This album was recorded by Haley and the band in the famous Music City, USA – Nashville, Tennessee.


Yet, as was proven a year before in 1969, when at Madison Square Garden in New York City on the first of “Richard Nader’s Rock & Roll Revival “ concerts, Haley received a 8 ½ minute standing ovation, the public seemed to still love him more for his rock & roll. His next album was released on another new label, GNP Crescendo, in 1973. Instead of trying to modernize his style for the 1970s, however, it was decided that it should be simply titled “Just Rock & Roll Music”. It featured a selection of songs spanning the rhythm & blues catalog of the 1950s, as well as an understated flirt with more country music alongside more recycled selections from Haley’s older rock & roll sound.. This formula worked, and it was commercially a far greater success than its predecessor on Sonet Records, “Rock Around the Country”.


On November 26th 1979, Bill Haley & His Comets performed at the Royal Variety Show – a Command Performance for Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II. A lot had happened in the 25 years since Bill Haley & His Comets had stepped into a New York recording studio, Decca Records’ “Pythian Temple” on Broadway & West 70th Street, to cut “Rock Around The Clock”.


On February 9th, 1981 Bill Haley died suddenly of an apparent heart attack at his home in Harlingen, Texas. He was only 55 years old.


What occurred before, during, after, and in between the many successes and phases of Bill Haley’s career? What was actually behind the professional image of “the star” Bill Haley? And what led to his untimely death at the relatively young age of 55? These are a few of the questions that this book shall attempt to address. And perhaps one more can be answered in the process: WHO, really was the man who invented rock & roll?





Motown Born To Country Grown



Bill Haley was born on a Monday, the 6th of July 1925 in Highland Park, Michigan, a blue collar working class neighborhood to the immediate northeast of the industrial city of Detroit. Highland Park is situated inland from Lake Sinclair, between the Great Lakes Huron and Erie, to the north and south, respectively. Henry Ford famously chose in 1908, Highland Park as the location for the factory to build his famous Ford Model T vehicles. Tens of thousands of people flocked there to work in his factory for a wage of $5 per day, then an unprecedented amount of money for a daily wage.


It was a hot afternoon, when Maude Haley, who was an immigrant from Ulverston, Lancashire (England) and whose maiden name was Green, gave birth to a seven pound, eight ounce boy in a small, second floor apartment on Florence Avenue. Maude and her husband William A. C. Haley, who hailed originally from Firebrick, in northeastern Kentucky, on the Ohio border, christened their second child William John Clifton Haley.


Bill Haley’s birth certificate names the attending surgeon as G. S. McAlpine. William Albert Clifton Haley gave his occupation as “Gas Station Attendant”, while the mother gave her name as Maude Green and her occupation as housewife.


William A. C. Haley was a man who did not have much time to enjoy his adolescence. His own father had died young, and as the oldest son, had to take the responsibilities to care financially for his mother, brothers and sisters and of course, for himself. He did not marry until the last of his siblings left home, and for the times he lived in, he was relatively old when he finally did marry, at the age of thirty.
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Bill Haley as an infant in his father’s arms,
Boothwyn PA (circa 1926)


(Courtesy:J. Ketrick)


Maude, the daughter of a baker, helped to raise income by giving piano lessons for 25 cents an hour. With two children, one being Bill, the other his two-year old sister Margaret, the Haleys did not have a lot time, if any at all, to enjoy the nightlife of the million-inhabitant metropolitan community of Detroit with its many jazz and blues clubs. The social life of the Haleys mostly involved being at home and entertaining each other with music. Maude played the piano; while William Albert Clifton Haley was a talented banjo and mandolin player, while daughter Margaret had a fine singing voice. Baby Bill Haley was more or less the „whistle buoy“, as conservative critics would judge him also in his later years.


James Otis, a working colleague of Bill Haley’s father described Will Haley as very musically inclined. It seems as if the genetic path was set for young Bill Haley. Mr. Otis also provides a good characterization of the father of the boy who would become rock & roll’s first star: “… [Bill Haley’s father] had a bad speech impediment which made him shy of talking very much. He was very good with his hands, a born mechanic… [He] could fix almost anything. He kept to himself and, you know, I seldom saw him smile. I guess you would call him a real hillbilly at heart, but I tell you, he could play both the mandolin and banjo. He couldn’t read no music, but he could pick out any tune he wanted. He had an ear for good country music. I think that’s where little Billy got his ear for them foot stomping hillbilly tunes.”


According to John W. (Jack) Haley, Will was viewed by his son’s boyhood friends as “being a peaceful man of few words.” Further, he was described as a “gentle, hard working, but quiet man”. Similarly, authors John W. Haley and John Von Hoelle concluded in their book “Sound & Glory” (Dyne-American Publications, Wilmington DE) in regard to Will Haley: “It seems as if the Great Depression had left a bit sadness in his eyes, and a sense of doom, at times, descended on him. The lack of a good education and the hard life he had known in his youth gave him few grand illusions or great expectations. His quiet strength of character and a deep love of playing lively hillbilly music pulled him through many periods of personal depression.”


The year 1928 brought a new President to the United States – Herbert Hoover. When Hoover started to govern, American industry was still somewhat inefficient, and not even Detroit, with its Chrysler, General Motors and Ford auto factories, among others, had yet changed that fact. Nearly everything still depended on the agriculture, and a growing agricultural slump cast an ominous shadow over the future. With the 1929 stock market crash, out of which the Great Depression of the 1930s was triggered, millions of middle class families who had invested in stocks soon drifted into poverty. Today, it seems clear that the President and his advisors miscalculated the situation. Soon factories closed everywhere, and as the early 1930s arrived, a full twenty five per cent of the population was unemployed.


Detroit and its surroundings were soon devastated and William A. C. Haley was one of that twenty five percent. The only opportunity for the Haley family to survive seemed to be moving to Maude’s family in Pennsylvania. They bought an used Model T Ford and traveled 550 miles to Boothwyn, Pennsylvania in the hope that things would ultimately get better. In Boothwyn, Will received word from his wife’s brother, Frank Green, of the possibility of securing a job in a viscose factory. With family help, Will secured a position paying a wage of twenty-five cents an hour. After a few months of living with Maude’s family, they moved to a small second floor apartment in Shaw Terrace in Chester, Pennsylvania.


In 1933, the Haley family managed to get out of its financial difficulties, and Will exchanged his old Model T Ford for a newer car, and son Billy soon was the proud owner of his own bicycle. In Tupelo Mississippi, another little boy named Elvis soon also asked his mother Gladys and his father Vernon for a bicycle for his birthday…though Gladys Presley thought a guitar was safer…


Huett Davis, a neighbor and schoolmate of Bill Haley, recalls the financial strength of the Haley family in an interview with Haley biographer John Swenson:


“His father had a job, you see. At the time I didn’t have a father, my father was dead and we were in poverty you might say. My mother was trying to raise a bunch of kids and we always thought he had quite a bit – he had a bicycle. His father had a cigarette making machine, and he’d get his father’s tobacco and paper and he’d make cigarettes for us and bring them down to our place, and we’d go down to the creek and smoke and swim, so that’s how we liked Bill Haley. We always waited for Bill to come down and bring us cigarettes. We were kids and we were all about on the same level as far as what we had and did and we were all poor and we didn’t realize it. At the time everybody was poor around the community here, everybody had the same thing – and it wasn’t too much, but we all enjoyed it, whatever it was. Once in a while we’d get enough pennies together and get Marlboro cigarettes for ten cents a pack and boy, they were really great.”


Despite smoking, Bill and Huett went to Sunday school and played baseball. Boothwyn was an idyllic little town that does not count more than five thousand inhabitants today. Bill Haley himself recalled his childhood there as his “Tom Sawyer days”. Bill enrolled in Chelsea school, a one-room schoolhouse for the education of the town’s youngsters; one can still find Haley’s school marks in the archives of the “Bethel Historical Society”. His teachers were Sara Jane Zebley and Sara Brodhead. In the years 1933 and 1934, Bill was awarded with A grades, with only two days of absence. In the grade following, however, he „worsened“ to a B average.


At an open field near the Davis house was the local boys gathering point for playing baseball. As a boy, this was a place where you could go to live out your sports heroics and relate even more to your baseball idols…unless your name was Bill John Clifton Haley.


In 1929, the four year old Bill Haley had to undergo an inner ear mastoid operation, which accidentally severed an optic nerve and left him blind in his left eye for the rest of his life. Only later did Will A. C. notice the handicap. One day in Highland Park, father and son were watching a plane in the sky. While Will was shading both his eyes from the sun, little Billy only shaded one eye. Will then knew that, whereas Bill could still hopefully amount to much in adult life, one thing was sure: he had no chance of becoming the next Knute Rockne nor Babe Ruth. Blind in his left eye, and near-sighted in his right eye, he could not even catch a simple thrown ball. It was not easy to make friends that way, and sometimes it seemed as if everyone was only interested in the boy to borrow his bicycle.


Huett Davis: “Like I say, he’d come down and play ball and go swimming and fish and clown around – he always had a bicycle. Us boys loved to ride his bicycle. He was good-hearted, you know, when he was a kid like that, he’d let you ride his bike.”


With his poor abilities in baseball it was hard to impress the other kids, as Frank Gray and Wilfried Davis explain:


“Us boys would gather in the old field next to the Davis farm after our chores were done. But Saturdays were the best days. We’d choose up sides and play ball. Everybody brought their own equipment. Bill would come over and play sometimes, but he wasn’t a very good ballplayer. He couldn’t catch nothing. He got a lot of kidding. When he would miss an easy catch, they would give him a lot of hell. No one understood back then what having only one eye meant. Bill was always the last to get picked when they chose up teams. I remember one fight Bill and Joe got into. Joe had called him a ‘one eyed Susan’. Bill flew into him and the dust went flying! Afterwards, Bill spent an hour on his hands and knees looking in the grass for a button Joe tore off his shirt. You see, he didn’t want his mother to know he was fighting again. He was very self-conscious about his eye and sometimes it was the object of ridicule from some of the older boys. Bill was a bit of a loner; quiet, but good natured. He would sometimes give us boys cigarettes and let us ride his bicycle.”


Another boy also got into a fight with Bill at the end of school. He did not recall the reason, but what he remembers is that he took a good swing at the young Haley. As he punched Bill in the right eye, Bill’s eye with vision started to swell. Bill hit the floor and cried: “I can’t see… I can’t see!” Bill was twelve or thirteen years old then, the two-year older boy, known as a bit of a bully among the local kids, wondered: “I only popped you in one eye!” Bill replied with tears covering his cheeks: “I’m blind in my other eye. I can’t see nuttin ’! Please take me home!”


“Gee, I felt awful, I didn’t know that he was blind in that eye. I picked him up and led him home. When I got there, I banged on his front door and ran away. I’ve felt bad about that day ever since. Many years later, when he was one of the richest men in the town, I had to ask him for a donation for our local fire department. With a big grin, he said he ’d do a concert and donate all the profits to the fire hall if I promised not to punch him in the eye again! Hell, by then he was big enough to throw me out of the window! He turned out to be a hell of a nice guy.”


Charley Griffin, later Sergeant Charley Griffin, who would perform his duties at the local shopping mart “Booth Corner”, once borrowed Bill Haley’s bicycle without asking. “We all went to the one-room schoolhouse at Booth Corners, six grades in the room, and one teacher. They used to tab the place with the quaint slogan ‘Corn cob college, where you get your knowledge.’ I used to steal Bill Haley’s bicycle.” Griffin remembered, shaking his head. “We didn’t like the girls at our school, we liked the girls up at the other school, so we’d steal Bill’s bike and go up there. He didn’t like that at all. I was the school bully.” Charley, Ike McCann and the other guys also recall chewing garlic, after having had a cigarette offered by Bill, so their parents would not find out. But the tobacco was missing, and so it happened that Bill had to take a trip with his father to the woodshed on more than one occasion.


Since Maude did not allow Bill to get into any fights, and his father kept him from gaining sympathy as a cigarette dealer, Bill soon went his own ways. He became somewhat of an introvert and loner, and soon some of the boys lost respect for him. Naomi Austin Allsman remembers Bill as walking down the road with his hands in his pockets and a cowboy hat pulled down to his eyebrows, as if to hide his bad eye under the wide brim. Haley was self-conscious about his appearance, never telling people of his affliction; the reason why his press photos often make him look very inanimate. Allsman concludes:


”The kids teased him a lot about it, and Bill was in more than his share of fights. His mom would forbid him to fight, but sometimes he couldn’t just walk away. She played the organ at church and told him it didn’t look right for him to always be in trouble. Sometimes when he got home after one of his battles, his father would give him another good whooping for his un-Christian behavior. I think this was one of the reasons Bill was the way he was. He couldn’t win: if he stood up to them, he got into fights, if he walked away, they would even make more fun of him. So Bill began to keep to himself. I always liked him – he would do anything for you.”
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Gene Autry, circa 1930s, possibly the most influential “singing cowboy” movie star of all time. Even Les Paul credits him as an early influence on his own guitar playing.


(Courtesy Bill Turner Collection)


In the 1930s, the “singing cowboys” took people’s minds away from the Great Depression. Bill Haley was in the cinema of Marcus Hook, PA almost every Saturday to be sung away into the old west. His idols were arguably, the most wondrous invention in the history of Hollywood. Western movies might not be an accurate historical account of the pioneer days in the west, but the tales of the singing cowboys took the romance of quick-drawing heroes to new extremes. This was the complete opposite of the actual situation of the country during the time when they were filmed.


The singing cowboys trend began with no one less significant than “The Duke”, John Wayne, who portrayed “Singing Sandy” for a B-movie made by Republic Pictures. (The soundtrack of course was not sung by Wayne himself.) Ken Manyard starred in more than one of the genre’s movies, but it was Gene Autry who really set the ball rolling.


Autry, who hailed from Tioga Springs, Texas, had already made a career as a singer. He began his impressive career in the Will Rogers Show as a Jimmie Rodgers imitator. It should also be noted that Haley’s early singing style, was heavily influenced by that of Autry. Autry’s recording of “That Silver Haired Daddy Of Mine” sold five-million copies in 1931. In Tulsa, Autry perfected his cowboy image, and in 1934 he scored his first western success with “The Yellow Rose Of Texas”. He was a supporting actor in the Ken Manyard movie “In Old Santa Fe”, but was soon the star in more than one hundred movie productions.


Roy Rogers was another great idol of Haley’s. Roy’s Christian name was Leonard Slye, and his first success was together with Bob Nolan and Tim Spencer as “The Sons of the Pioneers”.
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Jimmie Rodgers (RCA Records)





„Singing Brakeman“ Jimmie Rodgers single handedly established the art of yodeling as a popular form of country music. He was a major influence on Elton Britt, Kenny Roberts, Hank Snow, Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, Bill Monroe, Ernest Tubb, Howlin’ Wolf… and Bill Haley. Many of Rodgers’ RCA recordings in the 1927–1933 period utilized the “12 bar blues” progression thus making him an acknowledged “early influence” on rock & roll. He was inducted into the First Annual Rock & Roll Hall Of Fame Ceremony in New York in 1986; a year before Bill Haley. (Courtesy Bill Turner Collection / RCA / Peer International)


Roy Rogers’ film career was already successful before landing his leading role in “Under Western Skies”. He took the role over from Autry (who had asked for a higher fee). A total of 87 movies, as well as a TV series followed. Well into the 1980s Roy Rogers remained an historic icon among Nashville’s music industry.


Another singing film cowboy, though not in direct competition with the Hollywood success of Gene Autry or Roy Rogers was Maurice “Tex” Ritter, and although he became a top country recording artist and appeared in 58 cowboy movies, his active performing career lasted throughout his entire life. He distinctive, commanding baritone voice also graced the title track to the Academy Award winning movie “High Noon”. Even though that era of singing gunslingers ended as abruptly as it had started, its influence on at least the visual image of country music was everlasting. Thus, it first attracted the fantasy of Bill Haley and later melded into many of his more country styled recordings.


Young “Billyboy” Haley had already made plans for the future. He decided to become a musician…preferably a singing cowboy. The legend surrounding him tells us that the Haley family did not have enough money for an instrument. Bill Haley is quoted as saying: “I made myself a guitar from cardboard, it only took me two days, then I had it ready – the strings were only painted.” The story continues that Haley posed with his self-made cardboard guitar in front of a mirror. This impressed his father Will, so much that he came up with the money for a real guitar which was given to Bill for Christmas 1938.


If he really wanted to become like Gene, Roy or Tex, he had to practice…and that’s precisely what he did. Luckily, the gift of having a musical ear was passed on to him by his father. Soon, he played songs which he had picked up on the radio note for note. Maude gave him good advice in balladry, and soon he was at least as good in singing ballads as his sister Peggy was.
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Maurice “Tex” Ritter on location during a movie scene. A contemporary of Gene Autry, Tex had a popular movie cowboy career and an even longer recording career with Capitol Records, and as a Grand Ole Opry artist. His chart records continued into the late 1960s. (Courtesy Bill Turner Collection)


Bill was very proud of his instrument, and thus found his true calling in music. Joe Laugenger remembers that it was indeed Christmas 1938 when Bill was given his first guitar by his parents. The instrument was not new and had a “funny green color” – nevertheless the 13 year old boy and his second-hand guitar became inseparable. He took the instrument with him to school, to sports games, when he did holiday jobs, and basically everywhere he could. Even when he rode his bicycle, the guitar was slung loosely from off his back, and it seemed as if he had indeed learned from the singing cowboys.


At home, the family played gospel, English folk songs and also the old time hillbilly music of Kentucky, which was a livelier and faster approach to country & western music. Yet, a neighbor already heard the “devil rock & roll” in it. Maude Haley gave her a firm answer appropriate to the times, in a proper British accent: “I presume you are not referring to our gospel hymns, so you must be concerned about the propriety of my husband’s Kentucky music. As you well know, Mrs. Booth, the Bible tells us to make a joyful NOISE unto the Lord, and this family surely does!”


Soon, Bill had his first performance in public, even if in front of a female audience only. Bill loved to play and sing in the woods. But this time there was no pretending, as there was a real audience waiting. Some girls were also wandering through Boothwyn’s forest, and hearing the young boy strumming a popular ballad one recounted:


‘We all just sat down and listened to him for about twenty minutes. After Billy sang each song he would bow as if pretending the trees were his audience. Then one of the girls coughed or something, and Billy, who didn’t know we were there, looked startled and ran home. I guess he was a little embarrassed. You know, he wasn’t a bad singer. That’s the first time we ever heard, him sing. It’s kind of funny now to think this might have been Bill Haley’s first concert, us four girls and a thousand trees!”


Generally, loners (and Bill was certainly one) are not very talkative, but more so talked about. Dorothy Heavlow, a girl from Bill’s neighborhood remembers:


“All of us girls had a terrible crush on him. He was about fourteen at the time. He had one girlfriend who was just mad about him. He would kiss her quickly, once each day, as she waited downstairs at the old school across from the old Auction Mart. We all thought that was very daring back then. He was building a reputation as a ladies’ man even then!” On Saturdays Bill continued to go to the cinema at Marcus Hook, and stay loyal to his idol, Gene Autry, who starred as “The Lone Ranger”.


Also, the appearance in the woods gave Bill certain popularity because soon he was asked by all kinds of people, to sing them a song. In 1938, he appeared singing “Chime Bells Are Ringing” at a show which was organized by the kids in the neighborhood. It was a charity show seeking to raise money for their baseball team. Bill is said to have been a good yodeler even back then.


But soon his musical ambition was put in second place, because Bill had grown into a strapping six foot-one inch tall, one hundred and seventy five pound young man. Whereas his male contemporaries soon refrained from calling him a „one eyed Susan“, it was the females who hoped to not miss a date with him. Bill also did well at school, but left in 1940 at the age of 14, after the 8th grade to take a job in the water bottling plant at Bethel Springs, earning 35 cents an hour.


Around this time Bill befriended Bob Miles and “Ike” McCann. In 1941, shortly after his sixteenth birthday, which he had celebrated on July 6th, Bill passed his driving test. Soon he would deliver Bethel Spring Water from all the way up in Ocean City, NJ; down to Rehoboth Beach, Delaware and to many of the seaside hotels. Even though Bob Miles often thanked God for the miracle of arriving safely at their chosen destination, Bill’s blind eye still made him a dangerous proposition behind the wheel. It was difficult for him to judge distances, and even more so, Bill had a tendency towards speeding.


Bob Miles recalls: “Bill was an awful driver, you took your life in your hands when you rode with him. I don’t know why Mr. Smith ever let him drive those big trucks.” Bill’s own old hot rod, a 1935 Plymouth, was named “Curly Fenders” by his buddies in honor of his nearly disasterous driving skills.


Bill Haley’s self confidence hardened, and his shyness was not such a problem for him anymore, at least when dealing with young ladies. According to one lady who had a romantic encounter with Bill in her youth:


“Billy came up to me after school one spring afternoon. He was driving one of the big old trucks from Bethel Springs. We talked for a few minutes while my girl friends who were standing nearby, giggled and whispered about us. Billy had his hands in his pockets and was drawing circles in the dirt with the toe of his boot when he asked me if I would go out with him on Friday night. All the girls had a big crush on him, and I was surprised he would ask me for a date. He was very polite, his mother had taught him good manners. She was an English lady. But I had heard he was quite a ladies’ man and could be very bold when he was alone with a girl. But I was sixteen, adventuresome, and a bit of a rebel myself. Besides, I had never been out with a boy who had a car! To the shock of myself and my girl friends, I said yes, I would meet him in front of the fireball about six. A lot of the boys around here didn’t think much about Billy, he got into a lot of fights. He smoked, he drank and drove that old water truck through town like a locomotive, which didn’t make him too popular with the grown-ups either. Everybody was talking about how crazy he was. I just thought he was showing off a bit. Well, I dared not tell my parents that I had a date with him! In fact, if my father knew I had a date with a boy in a car, he would have skinned me alive! They were very strict. That Friday night I met Billy and we drove over to Boothwyn. We went into the drug store and he ordered two large chocolate ice cream sodas! I was becoming a bit nervous because I had relatives here and didn’t want to be seen, and it was in the Depression, and ice cream sodas cost a lot of money. I began to wonder what Billy was expecting for all this money he was spending on me! I had told myself I was just going to let him kiss me on the cheek when we said goodbye, if he was nice. I had also practiced several responses my girl friends shared with me, should Billy get too fresh! I thought I was ready to handle myself if things were to get out of control. I was a little bit scared, but my curiosity and sense of adventure seemed to push me along. After we finished our ice cream sodas, Billy drove to an isolated country road everybody called ‘Cherry Tree Lane’. It was a notorious ‘lover’s lane’ back then. There were no houses, no lights, nobody around! Billy parked the car and sat there for a minute or two saying nothing. At least, I told myself, he didn’t tell me he was out of gas. Again I started to get a little nervous – the suspense was killing me! He then turned toward me, without saying a word, and raised his right arm behind my head as if to pull me towards him. I think I just froze! I know I closed my eyes and in panic, locked my hands together in my lap, awaiting his powerful grip. But he didn’t grab me. He didn’t even touch me! In the dark, he was groping for his guitar which was behind me on the back seat! He spent the next hour playing his guitar and singing me songs! One of my favorites was ‘You Are My Sunshine’. I told him that he sang just like Gene Autry. He told me about his dreams of being ‘somebody’ one day, and he didn’t want to end up in a factory like his pa. He then put his guitar back on the back seat and started to drive me home. I asked him to drop me off at the Auction Mart instead. When we got back, Billy got out of the car and walked around and opened my door just like in the movies. His mother taught him some fine English manners. He then thanked me for a swell time. He looked a little embarrassed, as if he hadn’t done something right. His hands were again in his pockets and he just looked down at the ground. He seemed so shy. It seemed to me odd, William Haley, Bethel’s great Casanova – shy! I don’t know what got into me but I stretched up on my toes to reach his cheek and quickly kissed him. Then I ran home wishing I had given him a big hug. On Saturday, my girl friends wouldn’t believe me when I told them that Billy was the sweetest, kindest boy I had ever met. He was a real gentleman. He talked to me like I was important. In doing that, he made you feel important. That was his talent, the charming way which made you feel good. As I look back now, it seems like he may have wanted to impress me. Well, he did and always has, and that was forty six summers ago! Billy has always been very special to me.”


After Bill’s trip to Cherry Tree Lane he wrote a song about the romantic place, and “Cherry Tree Lane” became the first known composition in the Bill Haley catalogue. He dedicates it, as well as his second composition “Brown Eyes Be Mine Tonight”, to a girl named Betty Jane Davis.


At the end of the year 1941, the Haleys moved into a four room house in Boothwyn, PA. Formerly a chicken shack, the house was surrounded by five acres of land situated on the corner of Bethel and Faulk Roads. Beforehand, the family had lived in a little white house four miles away, on Beaver Valley Road, near the Brandywine Summit Camp. Bill completed his schooling at the Johnson Corner School on Concord Pike, together with his sister Margaret. Peggy, as she was called by people who knew her, had a best friend named Florence Appel who lived in the neighborhood, as well, and so they walked to and from school together.


Florence recalls that Bill Haley preferred to play guitar instead of doing farm work. As a real southerner, Bill’s father put a fence around the house and the land and made a little farm out of it. Chickens (numbering over one-hundred), a vegetable garden and fruit trees brought the Haleys extra food and income. For young Bill however, it was about time to do some “pickin’” as well, although more musically, than literally. Some friends advised Bill to participate at the Siloam Methodist Talent Contest which was to be held on the first floor of the local Redmen Lodge Hall.


“He was a bit on the quiet side”, Huett Davis recalls. But the young Haley was already known in the community for his music (mainly country & western in the manner of Gene Autry, and also for some yodeling, copying the style of Jimmie Rodgers who, in 1933 had passed away from tuberculosis). Bill found himself near the top spot at the talent show. It was either him or Frank Gray who were going to win. The jury found the decision not easy and asked the two to each play their best song. Frank Gray (stating in an interview with Bill Haley’s first son Jack and his co-author John Von Hoelle for their Bill Haley biography “Sound & Glory”) tells about the day on which he put the Father and „First King of Rock & Roll“…in second place:


“I was so nervous my mouth was almost too dry to blow on my harmonica, but Bill was worse off than me. He had cracked his guitar falling off his bicycle that afternoon and it sounded not too good. He also said two of his strings got busted when he went to visit the outhouse during break. Well, when the time come, I went out there and played my best tune, ‘The Wreck of the Old 97’. Bill went on after me and was so nervous he forgot the words to his song. So he just tried to play some old hillbilly tune with only four strings on that cracked guitar. He didn’t sound none too good at all. That was my one claim to fame, the day I beat out Bill Haley in a talent contest. Boy, was I glad he couldn’t sing so good that night! Years later, when he was a big star, we would joke about him losing out to me that night. Then one day he came up to me at the fire hall and said he might not have lost if ‘someone ’ hadn’t cut his guitar strings! Boy, that really floored me – how did he find out about that?”


Bill was very disappointed with his second place finish, and it took him two years until he would play guitar publicly again. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had also led the US into war. In the wave of patriotism this followed, there were hardly any voices against this war, and certainly nothing to compare with the anti-war movement surrounding the Vietnam conflict two decades later. Bill Haley and his friends, Bob Miles and Ike McCann, were swept up by patriotism and dreamed of joining the armed forces. They would talk for hours about their friends in the service and worry that the war might be over before they got a chance to fight.


In January 1942, the three close friends quit working for Bethel Springs and decided it was time for a change. Their new employment was at A.H. Wirtz Co., a company which manufactured bakelite aircraft parts at the time. The pay was 50 cents an hour. But the job lasted only a few months. The reason for the company giving the boys their walking papers was that they had locked their male supervisor in the ladies room. When Bob Miles was asked: ”What was the supervisor doing in the ladies room?” He simply smiled and answered: “I guess he was looking for us. He was ALWAYS looking for us!”


Several months later, Bill and Bob decided to have a drag race with their souped-up hot rods down Chester Pike, near Darby. Bill’s car lost control on a sharp turn, jumped the curb, and blew out all four tires before landing in a grassy ravine. Quite shaken, Bill asked his girlfriend if she was hurt. All he got out from her was hysterical crying. Bob pulled his car over and ran back to check on his friends. Early the next day, Bob drove Bill back to the car and helped him replace the four tires. Haley, being short on cash, stopped at an auto salvage yard and bought a set of used tires and wheels. After the car was back on the road Bill turned to Bob and said: “Next time, I’ll beat ya!” “That’ll be the day!” was Bob’s response. Bob Miles concluded: “The day Bill Haley got his driver’s license, the people of Booth’s Corner began walking on the telephone lines! Boy, did Bill like to drive fast. I don’t know anybody who liked to drive as much as Bill.”


Most boys from the countryside are traditionally attracted to the big city lights and painted city girls, and in keeping this time-honored tradition, Bill, Bob and Ike decided to spend more of their weekends in the city. In their case however, the city was Chester, Pennsylvania. Still, which young lady about town wants to be seen around with a country yokel? Bill was lucky, though, as his fine English manners impressed some of Chester’s girls; and so the “Casanova of Boothwyn” eased his way into the big city life.


It seemed as if Haley, Miles and McCann would never again be bored around weekends…until Uncle Sam wanted them. After having six great months around Chester, Ike McCann was drafted first, and the next one to be called was Bob Miles. Bill kept on working for Baldwin Locomotive Works in Eddy-stone, PA where all three had been employed before. As the boys were in a sworn friendship comparable perhaps to a brotherhood of sorts, none of them seemed to understand why they shouldn’t kick some “Japs” or “Krauts” asses together. Yet, while Bob did his duty in the Pacific and Ike was sent to Europe, only Bill Haley could not convince Uncle Sam to hand out a gun and uniform to a half-blind, though red-blooded American.


This did not prevent Bill from trying, though. Still, even a trip to Wheeling, West Virginia turned out to be a flop however, as Bill again did not pass the physical examination because of his poor vision. Even his alias “John Clifton” could not manage to turn bad test results positive. The only thing which Uncle Sam didn’t return was the traveling costs; but luckily Bill Haley did, and as a result, no friendly or enemy fire robbed him of the opportunity to soon become the spokesman of the new „baby boomer rock & roll generation“.


Haley, whose Selective Service physical classification was a “4- F”, in a word “failing”, had almost no self confidence left after his return from West Virginia. Even years later, he recalled: “This was one of the lowest points in my life, I felt devastated!” At the end of his life, in the local diners of Harlingen, Texas, Bill Haley often told locals about his time as a US Marine. Harlingen had a US Marine base, and so did Wheeling, West Virginia…


But the friendship of the three lasted. During wartime, they stayed in contact via letters. Bill was the first one to hear from Bob, that he had been wounded on an island in the Pacific. Not even his future wife nor his parents knew. The Baldwin factory produced tanks and great locomotives essential for the war effort, but Bill with his visual handicap seemed useless for finer technical details and adjustments. A manual job opened up for him: He had the responsibility of tightening the large three inch bolts on the boilers, a task requiring great strength and stamina. His massive steel open-end wrench weighed over ten pounds. He became very proud of his work, as he was glad to be working in a defense plant, and in so doing, contributing to the war effort. But there were still setbacks, and he hated it when people asked him “Why is a fine young man like you not in the service?”





A Singing Cowboy
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Booth Corner, the Auction Mart of the sleepy little town of Boothwyn, Pennsylvania, was the social gathering point during the early 1940s, the time when Bill Haley’s musical career started. It was there that Bill Haley set out to conquer the world, turning the whole music business upside down with his brand of rock & roll.


Booth Corner, a farmer’s market, was formed in 1932 by George Phillips and was made up of three old barns that had been connected together. From Friday midday until midnight, everything needed and required by the local farming and agricultural industry was offered. Live chickens, pigs, calves, sheep, as well as eggs, fresh bread and agricultural machines and tools were on offer. “Luxury goods” such as snake oil, all sort of dubious medicines, gentlemen’s magazines, pulp fiction, newspapers – and almost all the items one commonly finds in today’s supermarkets – were also offered. On one side of the barn, there was a medicine show with “healers” who would often take more than a strange approach to a cure. On the opposite side, you could hear live music (mostly country & western), and there were people like future TV personality and household name Ed McMahon, who sold vegetable choppers but dreamed of one day being in show business and under the spotlights.


Dozens of potential salesmen, buyers, farmers and city people, some talented and some less talented, ushered through the halls. If one wanted to be among the salesmen, then it was necessary to pay a five dollar fee to Mr. Phillips. If you sold goods outside from your car, the fee was only one dollar. And amidst the hordes of people ambling amongst the humid summertime country air mixing the smells of livestock, candy, alcohol, snake oil and sweat, you could bump into a young fledgling hillbilly singer named Bill Haley, if you were lucky.


Bill hung out at the auction mart most of the time sweeping up the floor and doing the occasional odd job. Dave Shanzer, who managed the auction mart for many years, recalled those long gone days in an interview with John Swenson, for the book “The Daddy of Rock & Roll” (Stein & Day, New York):


“Bill used to hang around the sale, he used to clean up, he loved it. He’d sweep, he’d help Bill Ormsby, who was our maintenance man at the time. There used to be a saying ‘What are you doing Friday night? Meet you at the sale. ’ We had a midway here. Right outside my office was this big oak tree and we used to have two fruit tables pushed together. We’d have a string of lights up there over the stage. Bill used to come over on Friday nights. He’d come with his straw cowboy hat on and his cowboy boots and play this hillbilly music. People would stand around and watch him and he’d play for half an hour. They loved him. A fella’ by the name of Slim Calucci used to pay him, and then I was paying him two dollars. They liked him so much around here, though, that we ended up paying him five dollars, which was a lot of money back then. His father used to come down and watch him. Everybody came; really, this was the center of all social activity. We had a medicine man, ‘the Mighty Adam’; he sold snake oil that he made himself. We had the Indian man come out and do tricks with rattlesnakes. One guy, he would take horseshoes and pull them apart, he would pull a car with ten or twelve people on it by his hair. People used to come out to watch all this, it didn’t cost them anything. They were pitching medicine, snake oil, there was guys pitching wax for the cars. Bill Ormsby would have the knock-the-milk-bottles-down games. It was all country atmosphere. When Bill Haley got through, the auctioneer would get up and start auctioning off on the tables. He’d auction off boxes of eggs and bananas by the stalk.”


‘I was too shy to play in public, ’ Bill Haley confessed later ‘He (Bill Ormsby) asked me to sing for his big audience…but I never figured I’d have the nerve. What I didn’t know, is that he had secretly rigged a microphone in his office and some loudspeakers in the mart. So I had my first audience before I knew about it! And they seemed to like it, all right. So I went on doing it – out in front of the public –for a dollar a night.’”


After his first public appearance in 1943, the 18-year-old Bill Haley got his first taste of fame. People who he had never even seen before, and those who had never thought much of him, now congratulated him with pats on the back in acknowledgement to his musical talent. Who knows, he thought, maybe the odd jobs like selling Christmas trees with Earl Phillips (the son of the owner of Booth Corner), or sweeping the insides and outsides of the Auction Mart would soon be part of the past. Even though he actually loved his work, nothing could compete with the sheer excitement he felt when he performed, and as soon as Slim Calucci offered young Bill the opportunity to play and sing on stage in front of an audience (actually in front of hundreds of people who went for this kind of entertainment), he grabbed the opportunity. It seemed as if his boyhood dreams would be fulfilled. Soon he would be a “singing cowboy”…like his idol Gene Autry.


A month after coming over the loudspeakers at Booth Corner, a nervous Bill Haley stood on two tables which were pushed in together. Fruit baskets had been taken off of them so that young Bill could perform under the oak tree. The stage-fright of this later rock & roll idol did not lead to any wild stage movements, as it did for his later competitor to the throne of rock, Elvis Presley. Haley was the opposite. When compared to Presley, he stood more like a “tame” wax figure onstage, grinning, and would launch into his favorite tunes such as “Has Anybody Seen My Gal?”. After 30 minutes, Haley had earned his first dollar with music. Right after his show, the Auctioneer went on. He had to take a deep breath to be heard after the country music set of Bill Haley. Quite often, Bill also did some of the auctioneering. Maybe for that reason the audience did not want to see him leave the stage, though perhaps some in attendance could not wait until the bidding was under way.


Haley made good money back then. He still worked for the Baldwin Locomotive Works, receiving five dollars a week for making music, and kept on doing different jobs around the Auction Mart. Haley spent part of the money he made for his first western stage wear. That consisted of a white Stetson hat and a red western-style suit. Some joked that maybe even Santa Claus would have given him a job if he would not have still have played his old, green guitar. The sharp stage clothing and Bill’s appearance occasionally made him the subject of heckling. Sometimes his dress was given an even deeper shade of red when some drunk in the audience would throw tomatoes at him. Bill saw this as a direct attack against the Stars & Stripes, and so any of the hecklers in the audience had to risk a fight with Bill.


Bill soon bought a second stage costume, this time he chose one of the best tailors: Rodeo Ben, the “Tailor of the Stars”. His western clothing boutique in Philadelphia was renowned throughout the country. Great style of course has its price. A suit at Rodeo Ben’s cost three times more than a business suit at the best tailors in Philadelphia.


With his new garb, soon Bill was in great demand music-wise. In the next few months, he appeared at picnics, church events, dance nights, in taverns, at weddings, birthday celebrations and other local jubilees. For engagements of this kind he needed a band. Finding one was easy for him, as the local aspiring musical youngsters of Boothwyn looked up to him, and an offer to perform with him was gladly accepted with great pride. Duke Snow, a member of Bill Haley’s first band – The Texas Range Riders – said in this regard: “We played many times just for the fun of it. We all looked up to him. To us kids he was already a big star.”


Duke Snow, was part of a group which consisted of young people aged fourteen to seventeen. The band members consisted of Bill Haley (vocal & rhythm guitar), Bill Gray (fiddle), Dorothy Heavlow (accordion) and guitarists Duke Snow, George Gray and Ray McCann. These young players rarely ever got the opportunity of performing all together as a group. But each member remembers their show dates with the young Bill Haley with great fondness.


Even though Bill would get paid three to five dollars a performance, he usually paid off his backing musicians in cigarettes, candy or a wild ride in his battered up old car. A big hug and a kiss would suffice for the girls. During this time, Bill also met a musician who was many years his senior; Pop Guthrie – a veteran fiddler and performer from the days of Vaudeville. As regards Vaudeville, the term originates from the French language. While in the US different forms of entertainment were part of it, as long as it was performed by traveling ensembles, the Vaudeville of the UK was more specific. It was performed in the huge music halls, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. After these golden decades, it later evolved into the trivial or also visually bizarre high-tech stage shows of modern day performers like Alice Cooper or Slade.


Ben “Pop” Guthrie, a carpenter by trade, brought with his fiddle and country humor, a good contrast to Bill’s straight western show. The older inhabitants of Boothwyn still remember the live shows of Bill & “Pop”. Bill would climb up on the wooden tables that were used as a stage. He then helped Guthrie up with a pull of his hand. Then they would launch into a real fast breakdown tune like “She’ll Be Coming Round The Mountain” to get attention of the crowd. Then Bill would announce “Good evening everybody, my name is Bill Haley and I’m gonna play y’all some music with my boy here…”, and wave his hat towards old Pop Guthrie. Then they would play another fast tune. After finishing their second number, Guthrie would announce “My granny can play faster than him and she’s been dead for eight years.” Guthrie would then speed up his fiddle playing until it was a faster tempo than Bill Haley’s guitar picking. Bill would come back with: “Pop, I hear tell you is always brushing your teeth with gun powder!” To this, Guthrie would mockingly frown and reply: “Why do you say that, boy?” “Cause you is always shootin’ off your mouth!” Bill replied, whereupon the crowd would laugh and clap their hands.


Their audience was now usually about two to three hundred. After another song, or two, Guthrie would ask Bill if he was getting a little tired trying to keep up with him. He would then offer the younger man an old wooden chair which was usually kept in the market office. Bill would thank him, wiping his brow as he made a big production of sitting down for a well earned rest. Then, as Guthrie grinned at the audience like he was going to pull something, Bill would bolt out of the chair holding his butt as if he were stung by a bee! The crowd would roar as the old fiddler removed an imaginary thumbtack from the chair. While Bill was still jumping around the stage, Pop would get into the next number. Bill mumbled to the audience: “If you can’t even trust your partner, who can you trust?” No one ever knew who was having more fun, the audience or the two zany mis-matched country comics.


Bill now used different comedy routines, even when performing without Ben Guthrie. The style of music he played was country & western, but Haley’s approach was different to the country & western that was played south of the Mason-Dixon Line. Whereas in the South (for example in Kentucky) a faster paced form was played (then, often called “mountain” or “folk music”, culminating in “bluegrass” by the mid 1940s), which often bore Dixieland jazz influences in the chord progressions, while the country/cowboy music of the north was a relatively milder, somewhat more polished musical form. Hank Williams sang songs about being heartbroken, too much drink, and adultery and yodeled for one or two seconds as an encore; while the Yankees on the other side of the Mason-Dixon Line, preferred melodic, toned-down crooning romantic themes with fewer lyrics, and which were often enhanced by yodeling more in the Swiss and Tyrolean tradition, than the deep south “blue yodeling” of Jimmie Rodgers and Cliff Carlisle. The harder-edged honky tonk music of the south, which used flat top guitars, blues rhythms; and also heavily influenced by first-generation immigrant Irish folk music (droning fiddle styles and the adaptation of older Scotch-Irish ballad forms), is still highly in demand for most of today’s music collectors and scholars. The adaptation of the northeastern, “cowboy music” might seem somewhat bland, in comparison today.


During the week, Bill still made his main income at the Baldwin Works, where he now was making 75 cents per hour, but he always looked forward to the weekends, as he loved being on stage. At one of his weekend gigs, he was spotted by Arlee Elsworth.


Arlee had been a prize fighting boxer in the past, now he was in the musical part of show business. His seven piece combo was named the “Cousin Lee Band” and with it, Arlee performed in parks, most notably the one situated in Boothwyn, PA – the “Cousin Lee Park”. Twice a day he was heard on local radio with his show, broadcast over radio station WDEL, in Wilmington and with his live concerts at Radio Park, which were also broadcast. Not only Cousin Lee, but other artists and impresarios also gave local talent the chance of opening shows they had booked for the traveling big names of cowboy and western music. These cowboy stars were preferably booked in the so-called “country music parks” in Pennsylvania and the surrounding region. Gene Autry, Tex Ritter and Roy Rogers, but also hillbilly artists Hank Williams, Hawkshaw Hawkins and Jesse Rodgers, were popular attractions in the amusement parks of the north, reaching up into Canada.


Cousin Lee offered Bill Haley the opportunity of opening a show for Roy Rogers. About 9,000 people followed the invitation to the radio park. Families’ picnicked there and were eager to get a glimpse of the stars of radio and film; Elton Britt, Hank Williams, Hawkshaw Hawkins and, on this particular occasion, Roy Rogers. Not everyone in the audience wished Haley luck, however. There were still many who did not have a high opinion of him. Some considered him a mere “drugstore cowboy”, who thinks he’s a big shot, who drinks, who did not serve his country and who drove his car like a madman through the town. Those folks hoped that Roy Rogers would proceed to “clean his boots” on Haley’s cowboy suit, and that Rogers would give Haley a lesson as to how real cowboy music should be played.


After a cool start for Haley, Bill was able to gain momentum. His yodeling, his clear tenor singing voice, and his friendly demeanor soon won over the sympathy of the audience. Also, much to their chagrin, even the critical viewers felt some pride in the fact that a “local boy” from their neighborhood had succeeded. Bill himself felt like a king, even more so when Roy Rogers visited him backstage and congratulated him on a great show.


That “endorsement” was priceless; there was now no question that Bill Haley was truly legitimized as a bonafide singing cowboy…by none other than the King of the Cowboys! The ex-boxer, miner and preacher Arlee Elsworth, aka “Cousin Lee”, offered him $40 per week, $10 more than he was making at the Baldwin factory to join the Cousin Lee Band. Additionally, Jack Howard, the self-proclaimed “Cowboy Promoter” and “Friend of the Stars” was among the viewers, and recalled it some years later, in an interview published in the Bill Haley Fan Club newsletter:


“I was doing publicity work for Cousin Lee… and I happened to come across a young lad working behind a baseball pitch concession stand (at Radio Park) who had the friendliest smile I had ever encountered… it was this winning personality smile that started a friendship that never ended. I stood watching this young fellow time and time again, until one day I decided to strike up a conversation with him, only to find that this personality went a lot deeper than just a smile. It was only a short time before I learned that he could sing and play the guitar. He invited me to visit him at his home one evening when he had to perform at a country market place. It was really a surprise to hear this fellow sing and entertain the folks who came each week to do their marketing. With my enthusiasm, I went back to the park operator (Cousin Lee) and finally convinced him to give Bill a chance to perform on his stage. I can still remember it to this day. Over 10,000 people had come to see the first appearance in the east of Roy Rogers and the Sons of the Pioneers in person… Bill was called up to do a few numbers. He was so excited and elated that he had a hard time trying to make the words come out, but, after the first couple of lines he began to feel that 10,000 people were no different than a hundred.”


Since the Cousin Lee Band had enormous popularity thanks to their radio show, the band members had to get used to long tours. Bill put in his notice at Baldwin Industries and started to travel with the band throughout Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and New Jersey.




[image: ]





The Cousin Lee Band shared the stage with the best in the business, and since the band members were on a weekly salary, rather than being paid per engagement, Cousin Lee took as many jobs as possible, keeping costs for himself low. The band would play Sunset, Rainbow, Riverside and Lenape Parks during the summer months, and in the winter any venue that was able to cater to at least a few hundred people (among those the “101 Club”).


Bill was the “kid star” of the band. His audience draw consisted of the youngsters, while the others concentrated on entertaining with the usual cowboy songs. (Thanks to his many performances, and not to forget his own syndicated radio show based out of Wilmington, Delaware, Cousin Lee eventually became so successful that he formed his own park in the Wilmington area. The park featured his own band, (and in later years Nashville Grand Ole Opry artists like Patsy Cline and Hawkshaw Hawkins.) When the US declared war on Japan after Pearl Harbor had been attacked, business got even better for Cousin Lee. The patriotic feelings of the people at the time created huge demand for parades and other similar entertainment events for soldiers and civilians alike. It was therefore busy times at Cousin Lee Park, which not only offered music but part of also a fun fair with carousels, auto scooters, shooting galleries and many concession stalls.
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