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            ‘Buddy Holly is in everybody.

That’s not bad for a guy from Lubbock, right?’
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            Foreword

by Frank Ifield

         

         I’m very pleased to be asked to write the Foreword for Spencer Leigh’s book on Buddy Holly. I have known Spencer for many years through his radio show as he interviews me whenever I come back to the UK. I have seen several of his books and he certainly knows what he is talking about. I love Buddy Holly and I enjoyed reading his story.

         Also, I feel very lucky as I got to see Buddy Holly live. At the start of 1958, the untimely call-up to do my duty in Australia’s National Service was over and I was anxious to return to the real world, which to me was my beloved world of showbiz. In order to catch up on what was happening due to my enforced waste of time, I went to several of Lee Gordon’s productions and one show was in January 1958 at the Sydney Stadium. It starred such big American names of the day as Paul Anka, Jerry Lee Lewis, Buddy Holly and the Crickets and Jodie Sands and also included Australia’s own Johnny O’Keefe and the Dee Jays.

         I knew Johnny, who was often called The Wild One as that was his first big hit. You can read about how that song figured in the Buddy Holly story in this book. I also appeared on JOK’s first major TV show, Six O’Clock Rock on ABC Channel 2 in the Australian winter of 1959.

         Of course I was impressed with all I saw, but I was totally overwhelmed by the sheer magic of Buddy Holly and the Crickets. They had to follow the excitement whipped up by the ‘Killer’, Jerry Lee Lewis, but they did… right from the very first distinctive twang of Buddy’s guitar strumming into ‘Peggy Sue’. I sat straight up in my seat to witness the presence of a megastar!

         Buddy was only a year older than me but he was already conquering the world with his totally unique style of singing. He playfully used his flexible vocal sounds like nothing I had ever heard before, and yet I could clearly distinguish every word. ‘Oh Boy!’ and ‘Rave On’ showed he could rock with the best of them but I could easily discern that his roots were also deeply steeped in country music. ‘That’ll Be the Day’ and many others showed he had a lot to offer.

         After the show Johnny O’Keefe kindly introduced me to Buddy and I felt deeply honoured to have shaken the hand of the legend himself. Nobody could have predicted that almost one year after we met, he would be killed in a plane crash. Don McLean called that fatal day of February 3, 1959 ‘The Day the Music Died’, which was a brilliant and accurate description. Fortunately though his music hasn’t died as he has left us a legacy of many more wonderful works of art including ‘Everyday’, ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’ and his evergreen ‘True Love Ways’. 

         I would also like to credit Buddy Holly for being an inspiration to many hopeful artists like myself. Listening to Buddy caused me to seek my own uniqueness which, together with my own passion, allowed me also to reach for the stars. Such was the pure magic of the legend of Buddy Holly.

         Spencer tells me that Buddy Holly avoided national service because of his ulcer so I guess in that respect, he was luckier than me! Enjoy the book,
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         My friend, Glenn Frankel of the Washington Post tells me that there are two valid ways to approach the writing of a biography: you either discover information that hasn’t been made public before or you attempt to tell the story better than it has been told before.

         Because of the conscientious and diligent work of several Buddy Holly completists – John Beecher, Jim Carr, John Firminger, John Goldrosen, Bill Griggs (who even moved to Lubbock!), Ian Higham, John Ingman – there can’t be much more of significance to be discovered, especially as anyone who knew Buddy Holly would have to be a senior citizen. Their research has been invaluable and so, in different ways, have been the biographies by Ellis Amburn and Philip Norman. In addition, there have been specialist books about his tours and his final days. The various sources are acknowledged in the bibliography: plagiarism is stealing from one author, but good research is stealing from lots of them. One thing is certain: outside of Elvis Presley, no rock’n’roller has been under such close scrutiny, and as the majority of the ultra-keen scrutineers are British, I knew I would have to find out why. Although I hoped to find some new information (and I think I did), the thrill of writing this book would be in trying to tell the story in a fresh and hopefully enlightening way.

         You can, I think, learn from bad examples. Normally a very sound author, Philip Norman in his 1996 biography states at the outset that Holly, compared with Presley, ‘was a pioneer and a revolutionary, a multi-dimensional talent that arrived fully formed in a medium still largely defined by fumbling amateurs.’ I would question that on several counts, but Norman is asserting this at the beginning. Hopefully, I have started with no such assumptions or conclusions, and only, when appropriate, will I draw conclusions about Holly.

         Buddy Holly: Learning the Game tells the story of Buddy Holly’s life and times and assesses his musical contribution, but it is an oral history as well as a biography. I have spoken to people who knew and worked with Buddy as well as numerous musicians and fans, and I’ve enjoyed collecting different takes on his music. My thanks to everybody who has spoken to me, whether for this book or as part of an interview for a magazine or for BBC Radio Merseyside. I’ve listed them all at the end of the text.

         Most of the interviewees are not collectors and so I’ve corrected them when they have given the wrong B-side or put a track on a wrong album. However, I left their memories intact even if it does not accord with the familiar history. This is partly because this is of interest in its own right and secondly, that they might just be right. However, I have tried to make the text around these quotes as accurate as I can. There are differences in many of the old press stories (sometimes quite deliberately!) and hopefully, I’ve used logic to determine what really happened.

         In a way, there has been too much to look at, let alone analyse. I bought the complete back issues of Rolling Stone on DVD. This is a wonderful collection but when I looked up ‘Buddy Holly’, I came up with 571 features or news items. When writing a biography of Paul McCartney, Peter Ames Carlin told me that he was going to go through all the references to him on Google. There are millions of references to Macca, and if Peter only spent a minute on each item, his lifetime would be over. This shows how easy it is to get paralysed by information overload. Similarly, it would be impossible for one person to check out every reference to Buddy Holly and, quite possibly, some of the less familiar sites may glean unusual titbits, but life is too short, as Buddy himself would testify.

         My thanks to Dave Barnes (British Archive of Country Music), John Beecher (Rollercoaster Records), Els Boonen (BBC Written Archives), Geoffrey Davis, John Firminger (Crickets File), Ian Higham, Roger Hill, Anne Leigh, Mark Lewisohn, Jim Newcombe, Mick O’Toole and Denny Seyton. My special thanks to the Institute of Popular Music at Liverpool University for allowing me to access their comprehensive collection of Holly magazines, records, tapes and memorabilia, donated to them by the family of the late David Friedman.

         I have written two books on Buddy Holly previously: Memories of Buddy Holly (with Jim Dawson, Big Nickel, 1996) and Everyday: Getting Closer to Buddy Holly (SAF, 2009), but this is in a different form with new material. For this book, I thank Andy Peden Smith at McNidder & Grace. Thanks also to Paula Beaton for her diligent editing. It has been a pleasure to revisit all my files on Buddy Holly, to add some more material, and to revise the text. I checked out reviews of my past books for comments and corrections; one reviewer said I had an aversion to semi-colons; I never knew that.

          

         Spencer Leigh

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         Anniversaries are a very good way to remember the past. We are currently living in the decade which started with 2010 and at every stop along the way, there have been 50th anniversary celebrations for the Beatles as, very neatly, they began in 1960 and finished in 1970. Had Sinatra lived he would have turned 100 and Elvis would have been 80, both in 2015.

         By and large we celebrate the anniversaries of the births of famous celebrities, as the fact that they lived is far more significant than their deaths, but in a few instances we remember both. Not only was it Elvis’ 80th birthday during the decade but it was also 40 years since he died rather ignominiously in 1977. John Lennon, just as precisely as the Beatles’ timeline, was born in 1940 and died in 1980, so he would have been 80 in 2020 had he not been shot 40 years earlier.

         Elvis Presley and John Lennon are exceptional cases where we remember both the birth and the death, and Buddy Holly even more so as it is his death we remember. Anyone who was a teenager in 1959 will remember his demise in a plane crash at the age of 22. It is the definitive example of someone being cut off in his prime: there was no time for his career to go downhill and so we don’t know what would have happened. Would he have gone to new heights or would his career have become a long anti-climax? Fortunately, there are some signs that indicate how he might have have progressed.

         I can remember when he died. It was the front page story in the Daily Mirror. I was at school and in the lunch break, I bought a black tie. I wore it instead of the school tie for a few days, the masters assuming I had lost someone close to me. As indeed I had. I thought Buddy Holly was wonderful then and I still do now.

         But why do we commemorate Holly’s death rather than his birth? The answer lies with Don McLean. In 1971, this folksinger wrote a concise, witty and opinionated history of rock music in ‘American Pie’. The death of Buddy Holly was called ‘the day the music died’, a brilliant phrase that has become part of our language. It was a negative evaluation as McLean was saying that rock music had sunk into a sea of drugs and self-awareness. McLean has often recorded Holly songs and his phrase, ‘Something touched me deep inside’ is undoubtedly true.

         So on 3 February 2019, we commemorate the 60th anniversary of Buddy Holly’s death and we celebrate his music. We know from stage shows and films that his life story is tremendous, but they often miss out what really happened, which can be enthralling. By undertaking scores of interviews, I hope I am telling the story as accurately as it can be told.

         When it comes to anniversaries, it is inevitable that we remember the giants: Elvis, the Beatles, Freddie Mercury, David Bowie, but Buddy Holly’s death enables us to acknowledge the less well-known musicians who died with him, 17-year-old Ritchie Valens and the outlandish Big Bopper. Valens was the first Latino star and he praised his culture in ‘La Bamba’. Chris Montez saw him as a role model: ‘Elvis may have been the King of Rock’n’Roll but Ritchie Valens was the king on our block.’ The Big Bopper with his million-seller ‘Chantilly Lace’ was paving the way for the disc jockey as a star performer. Their stories are also told in Buddy Holly: Learning the Game. They all died as they were learning the game. 

         In 1984, Ian Dury made an album called 4000 Weeks Holiday. The title scared the hell out of me because I realised that’s all the time we’ve got on earth – if we’re lucky. Ian Dury was unlucky, and Buddy Holly was especially unlucky as he was only alive for 1,169 weeks, or 8,184 days. Buddy Holly crammed a lot into that time and what he did resonates today and should endure for decades to come. But just exactly what did Buddy Holly do? Could the fact that he was rock’n’roll’s first major casualty have something to do with the way that we approach his legacy today? Time and again, interviewees have said to me that they think of his death every time they hear one of his records; I do too and I wonder if it clouds our judgment.

         Buddy Holly didn’t know it but he was being prophetic when he wrote ‘That’ll be the day when I die.’ Like Don McLean, I can’t remember if I cried when I read about his widowed bride but I’m sure I did.

          

         Spencer Leigh

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         Notes on text

         
             

         

         It would be irritating, if not patronising, to convert monetary amounts throughout the text into today’s terms. America still has dollars and cents and roughly speaking, $1 in 1960 would be worth about $10 today. The UK currency has changed and there used to be 12 pence in a shilling and 20 shillings in a pound. A UK pound note in 1960 would be worth around £15 today.

         On the other hand, you can hear any music you want at any time for free on the internet. In the 1950s, I can remember Buddy Holly’s records being released and hoping that a radio station, the BBC or Radio Luxembourg, would play them. I would have to purchase the records themselves to hear B-sides or album tracks. It sounds like another world, as indeed it was.

         The industry giant, Decca, owned both the Coral and Brunswick labels. Tracks from Buddy Holly’s Nashville sessions of 1956 were issued on Decca in the US and Brunswick in the UK. In 1957/8, the Crickets had releases on Brunswick in the US while Buddy was on Coral, but all these releases were on Coral or Vogue-Coral in the UK.

         Nowadays, ‘Buddy Holly’ is a brand name that is used indiscriminately and frequently the Crickets’ ‘That’ll Be the Day’ is reissued under the name of ‘Buddy Holly’ or ‘Buddy Holly and the Crickets’. Even a Crickets’ version of ‘Love’s Made a Fool of You’ that was recorded without Holly has been included on an official compilation under his name and presumably been confused with the one that Holly made. Still with me?

         Around 1965, Jerry Ivan Allison of the Crickets started calling himself J.I. For simplicity, he is called Jerry Allison throughout, except in some direct quotations.

         Buddy’s favourite instrument store, Manny’s, was owned by Manny Goldrich and had nothing to do with his agent, Manny Greenfield.

         I have also stuck with the English spellings for such words as centre (center) and theatre (theater).

      

   


   
      
         

            Timeline: Everyday, it’s a-gettin’ Closer

            A Buddy Holly timeline.

         

          

         
            Monday 7 September 1936, Days left – 8,184

Birth of Charles Hardin Holley, known as Buddy, in Lubbock, Texas.

            Friday 14 October 1955, Days left – 1,208

A Nashville talent scout recognises Buddy’s talent when he opens for Bill Haley.

            Saturday 15 October 1955, Days left – 1,207

Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly cruise around Lubbock.

            Wednesday 7 December 1955, Days left – 1,154

Buddy records demos for Nashville.

            Thursday 26 January 1956, Days left – 1,104

Buddy records his first single in Nashville.

            Monday 16 April 1956, Days left – 1,023

First Buddy Holly single released in US; ‘Blue Days, Black Nights’.

            Monday 2 July 1956, Days left – 946

UK release for ‘Blue Days, Black Nights’.

            Sunday 22 July 1956, Days left – 926

Buddy records first versions of ‘Rock Around with Ollie Vee’ and ‘That’ll Be the Day’ in Nashville.

            Thursday 15 November 1956, Days left – 810

Second version, with saxophone, of ‘Rock Around with Ollie Vee’ in Nashville.

            Wednesday 9 January 1957, Days left 755

Hank Thompson’s country and western tour includes Buddy Holly and the Two-Tones.

            Monday 25 February 1957, Days left – 708

Second version of ‘That’ll Be the Day’ at Norman Petty’s studio in Clovis, New Mexico.

            Monday 8 April 1957, Days left – 666

Double-tracking of ‘Words of Love’ in Clovis.

            Monday 27 May 1957, Days left – 617

‘That’ll Be the Day’, the first single as the Crickets released in the US.

            Wednesday 29 May 1957, Days left – 615

‘Everyday’ and ‘Not Fade Away’ recorded in Clovis.

            Saturday 29 June 1957 and next two days, Days left – 584 to 582

‘Peggy Sue’, ‘Listen to Me’ and ‘Oh Boy!’ recorded in Clovis.

            Friday 2 August 1957, Days left – 550

The Crickets leave for tour with black R&B performers. 

            Friday 16 August 1957, Days left – 536

The Crickets’ first day at the Apollo Theatre, New York, and their first gig in the Big Apple.

            Monday 26 August 1957, Days left – 526

First national TV appearance on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand.

            Monday 9 September 1957, Days left – 512

Start of 2-month tour with Paul Anka, Chuck Berry and the Everly Brothers.

            Tuesday 10 September 1957, Days left – 511

UK release for ‘That’ll Be the Day’.

            Saturday 21 September 1957, Days left – 500

End of week statistics put ‘That’ll Be the Day’ at top of US Billboard chart.

            Tuesday 1 October 1957, Days left – 490

That’ll be the day that their single sells a million.

            Saturday 2 November 1957, Days left – 458

End of week statistics put ‘That’ll Be the Day’ at top of New Musical Express chart.

            Sunday 1 December 1957, Days left – 429

The Crickets on The Ed Sullivan Show with ‘That’ll Be the Day’ and ‘Peggy Sue’.

            Wednesday 8 January 1958, Days left – 391

First day of The Everly Brothers Show with Paul Anka, and Danny and the Juniors.

            Saturday 25 January 1958, Days left – 374

Holly records ‘Rave On’ in New York.

            Thursday 30 January 1958, Days left – 369

Start of Australian dates with Paul Anka and Jerry Lee Lewis.

            Friday 14 February 1958, Days left – 354

Buddy Holly spends Valentine’s Day recording ‘Take Your Time’, ‘Fool’s Paradise’ and ‘Think It Over’ in Clovis.

            Wednesday 19 February 1958, Days left – 349 

Using his middle name, Ivan, Jerry Allison, backed by Holly, cuts ‘Real Wild Child’ in Clovis.

            Thursday 20 February 1958, Days left – 348 

First day of tour with the Everly Brothers, Bill Haley and Jerry Lee Lewis.

            Saturday 1 March 1958, Days left – 339

Start of UK tour with compère Des O’Connor.

            Sunday 2 March 1958, Days left – 338

The Crickets on Sunday Night at the London Palladium.

            Friday 28 March 1958, Days left – 312

Start of Alan Freed’s Big Beat Show with Chuck Berry and Jerry Lee Lewis. 

            Sunday 25 & Monday 26 May 1958, Days left – 254 & 253 

Buddy records ‘It’s so Easy’ and ‘Heartbeat’ in Clovis.

            Thursday 19 June 1958, Days left – 229

Buddy Holly records ‘Early in the Morning’ in New York.

            Friday 4 July 1958, Days left – 214 

Start of Summer Dance Party with Tommy Allsup’s Western Swing Band.

            Friday 15 August 1958, Days left – 172

Buddy marries Maria Elena Santiago in Lubbock.

            Wednesday 10 September 1958, Days left – 146

Saxophonist King Curtis joins Holly in Clovis and they cut ‘Reminiscing’.

            Tuesday 30 September 1958, Days left – 126 

Buddy Holly and Phil Everly produce Lou Giordano in New York.

            Friday 3 October 1958, Days left – 123 

Start of The Biggest Shows Of Stars For 1958 – Autumn Edition with Frankie Avalon, Bobby Darin and Dion and the Belmonts.

            Tuesday 21 October 1958, Days left – 105 

A string session in New York for ‘True Love Ways’ and ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’.

            Wednesday 3 December 1958, Days left – 62 

Buddy starts recording at his apartment in Greenwich Village.

            Saturday 27 December 1958, Days left – 38 

Back in Lubbock, Buddy is challenged to write a song on the spot.

            Monday 5 January 1959, Days left – 29 

US release for ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’.

            Friday 23 January 1959, Days left – 11 

Start of Winter Dance Party with the Big Bopper and Ritchie Valens.

            Monday 2 February 1959, Days left – 1 

Day 11 of Winter Dance Party at the Surf Ballroom, Clear Lake, Iowa.

            Tuesday 3 February 1959

The day the music died.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            Never Mind the Lubbocks

         

         
            ‘Everybody gives Lubbock a hard time.’

            Joe Ely, 2008

         

         In 1957, Frank Sinatra recorded his exotic collection of travelling songs, Come Fly with Me where he sang about magical nights in Brazil, Capri, Hawaii, Vermont, London and Paris. A couple of years later, he revisited ‘Let’s Get Away from It All’ and, in a version which was never released, he paid tribute to Lubbock, a devout city in the Bible belt which banned alcohol. Sinatra sang:

         
            
               ‘Let’s go to Lubbock or Clovis

               I’ll get a real Southern drawl

               We could get lost in

               Somewhere like Austin

               Let’s get away from it all.

            

            
               A city that’s drier than Texas

               You’ll find no booze there at all

               You better believe it –

               Lubbock or leave it –

               Let’s get away from it all.

            

            
               My compass points to roadside joints

               Where coffee’s just a dime,

               The waitress thinks she’s Monroe,

               The music’s ’59.

            

            
               We’re heading out on the highway,

               Buddy just gave me a call.

               Hey wind, blow my hat back,

               I’ll start a new rat pack

               Let’s get away from it all.’

            

         

         I’ve made that up, or at least, I’ve made it up with my friend, Andrew Doble: I don’t want to do a Norman Petty here. Sinatra would never have considered Lubbock his kind of town. In fact, very few outsiders, and precious few insiders, would have sung Lubbock’s praises. It was in the middle of nowhere and there was nothing to see once you got there. It is so flat that you wonder what driving instructors do for a hill start.

         The British music writer Richard Wootton says: ‘While researching my book Honky Tonkin’ – A Travel Guide To American Music in the late-70s, I tried to visit as many of America’s musical cities as I could, but I never got to Lubbock. It is nowhere near anywhere else, but the main reason I avoided it was because it sounded like the dullest, flattest place on earth. The flatness reminded me of my home county of Suffolk, which I was so glad to escape from when I was 18. Lubbock musicians always talk about ‘the flat lands’ and it was Terry Allen who told me that if you stood and stared into the distance on a clear day you could sometimes see the back of your own head.’

         The singer/songwriter Terry Allen was pushing the same line when I spoke to him. ‘There’s barely a tree in the city and it’s flat, totally flat, in every direction. Looking back, I’m sure that’s helped me and some other writers as it has made imagery and storytelling highly significant. There was nothing happening in Lubbock while I was there. I would stand under the Great Plains Life Building and look straight up and imagine that I was in New York.’

         Any city wanting to put itself on the tourist map needs to sound as appealing as possible. It’s self-evident that any tourism officer who wants a challenge should settle in Lubbock. I love their adverts: ‘Get blown away’ and ‘Hot…Windy…Dry’. It strikes me immediately that Buddy Holly didn’t wear contact lenses because the grit would have got under their hard surfaces and been most uncomfortable.

         Lubbock wasn’t on the tourist route and it wouldn’t be now if it weren’t for Buddy Holly. Okay, don’t write in: I know some people go to see windmills and tractors and for all I know, some may be obsessed with prairie dogs. However, I do know that the city receives 100 requests a day from potential tourists and the majority relate to Buddy Holly.

         Another great singer and songwriter from the area, Joe Ely, says, ‘Lubbock’s a big city in the middle of a cotton field. There are a lot of people living there but it’s like a small town because it is so spread out. The main things are just cotton and boredom. I spent most of my time in high school thinking of how to get out. Lubbock is a musically creative area, and maybe that’s because there’s nothing else to do. Making music is something that has been passed down. There are songs that have been passed down from generation to generation that you won’t hear anywhere else.’

         One of Lubbock’s most famous residents, Waylon Jennings, said in 1975: ‘It’s like they say sport is to black dudes: it’s a way to get up and get away from something that’s bad. You’ll do anything to get out of West Texas. I’ll tell you what it is: it’s either music or pulling cotton for the rest of your life. You’ll learn to do something else if you’ve ever been to a cotton patch.’ Waylon also commented, ‘Anyone who spends his life in the cotton patch is going to end up weird or unique.’ And he should know.

         You’ve got to travel a long way to get out of Lubbock, but it’s easier to escape now. In Buddy Holly’s time, you had to go to Amarillo for a plane and now there is Lubbock International Airport, although in keeping with the times, it can’t be long before it becomes Buddy Holly International Airport. No, no, hang on, they must have thought of that already, and it wouldn’t inspire confidence to name an airport after someone who had died in a plane crash. Indeed, the authorities in Liverpool probably called it John Lennon International Airport because John had written ‘Above us only sky’ whereas Paul McCartney had gone ‘All the way a paper bag was on my knees, Man, I had a dreadful flight.’

         As we will see in the final chapter, public opinion is shifting and the tourist potential of Buddy Holly is being recognised. However, the airport’s name is no longer up for grabs. In 2004, it was renamed Lubbock International Preston Smith Airport. Preston Smith was a former Governor of Texas who got embroiled in a stock market scandal and so was somewhat controversial. He wasn’t born in Lubbock but he went to the renowned university, Texas Tech, built cinemas in Lubbock and died there in 2003. The airport is on the North Martin Luther King Boulevard. I’ve no objection to that or indeed to Governor Smith but it does look as though Lubbock is missing an opportunity.

         Lubbock is part of West Texas, a huge isolated region with vast, featureless plains. You would need to travel 100 miles to find another town or city with over 25,000 people. Oklahoma City is 300 miles north-east, Fort Worth and Dallas 300 miles southeast and travelling even further you hit Austin, Houston, San Antonio and, on the coast, Corpus Christi. Is this the way to Amarillo? Well, yes it is, if you go 100 miles due north. There’s not too much heading west: Clovis, New Mexico is 100 miles away, the ultraspooky Roswell 150, and it’s 250 to the West Texas town of El Paso. By the time you got to Phoenix you would have travelled 700 miles and seen a lot of mountains, and it’s another 300 miles to the California girls and Los Angeles.

         In his song, ‘Wheatfield Lady’ (1974), John Stewart sings:

         
            
               ‘Laying out before me, the endless highway lies.’

            

         

         Spot on, mate, and we’re talking distances here: I don’t know where you come from but I live in Liverpool and going the 200 miles to London and back would take most of the day and I delay visits until I can do several things at once. However, in Lubbock, in the 1950s, nobody appeared to be concerned about travelling: I didn’t find anyone who said, ‘God, I hated the trip from Lubbock to Clovis.’ (Oh, they wouldn’t say ‘God’ either: even slight profanities are out. Buddy never swore – he said ‘barf ’ when he was irritated – so there are no ‘fucks’ in this book: whoops, just written one.) The journeys passed the time and got them out of Lubbock, and they just accepted that you had to travel to get anywhere. Buddy Holly and his cohorts were perpetually in motion, and as they were writing songs as they went, it’s also poetry in motion.

         The West End actor and rock’n’roll singer, Tim Whitnall, says, ‘Texas is sprawling. If you go to Lubbock, Dallas, Austin or Fort Worth, you will find that the business districts are very small and the rest is a great big suburb. I like the roads in Texas and I think of the Crickets and the others travelling through the nights in their sedans and station wagons, sometimes doing two gigs a night in clubs or gymnasiums.’

         Another singer and songwriter from Lubbock – we’ll be meeting a lot of them and they all have colourful views – Butch Hancock, says, ‘I’ve both loved and hated Lubbock, but I was born with a big rubber band around me. I can get away from there but sooner or later, the band goes ‘Boing!’ and I’m back in Lubbock. I was born in Lubbock, and we lived on farms in the area. I drove tractors for my dad around Lubbock and that’s very good for songwriting as there’s not much else to think about while you’re driving a tractor. Nearly everybody in Lubbock is aware of the climate. In a city, you have to look up to see the sky. In Lubbock, you could see right across to the horizon.’

         And another – Jimmie Dale Gilmore, ‘I like the sense of humour in Lubbock. We’re always making fun of the place and it’s really because we love it so much.’

         Comparatively speaking, all the cities in that Texas Panhandle area, including Lubbock, are young. There may have been human life in the area for 10,000 years, but none of the cities were there in 1850. The very name, Fort Worth, tells you what happened as soldiers were garrisoned in forts across the country. The lands belonged to the Indians (then called Red Indians and now, with political correctness, American Indians or even better, native Americans). These innocent souls were fighting with the American army, the miners and the white settlers for many years, culminating in the Battle of Little Bighorn in 1876. The Indians were victorious but the American public was appalled that one of its heroes, General George Custer, had been killed. The campaign against the Indians intensified and they were bullied, broken and beaten, not just by the white man’s military might and superior weaponry but also by the slaughter of their primary source of meat, the buffalo. Nobody cared about the Indians, and General Sheridan, in keeping with the times, coined the infamous phrase, ‘The only good Injun is a dead Injun.’

         The last big Buffalo Hunt took place in 1878 and lots of hunters took part. Two of them were singing around a campfire. When one sang, ‘Where seldom is heard a discouraging word’, the other added, ‘Home, home on the range’, and Kansas had its state song. I’m uneasy about the provenance for that story but it is cited in What to see, What to do, a leaflet published by the Lubbock Chamber of Commerce.

         Lubbock County was established in 1876 and named after Thomas Saltus Lubbock, a Confederate colonel and founder of the Texas Rangers. Indeed, Buddy Holly attended the Tom S. Lubbock High School. Fabulous surname, isn’t it? Lubbock sounds like a Lancashire town: ‘Ee, he sounds like a right lubbock.’

         The first settlement was established by some Quakers from Indiana in 1879. The threat from the Indians had disappeared, but the combination of appalling winters and rattlesnakes soon made them head home. However, one couple, Paris and Mary Cox, remained, partly because Mary was pregnant and, all in all, it was safer to stay. In June 1880, their daughter, Bertha, was the first white person to be born in north-west Texas. Then Hank Smith established a cattle farm and discovered that the land was good for grazing. Things didn’t exactly happen fast, but, getting the priorities right, a post office was established in 1884, the first wedding took place in 1889, then George and Rachel Singer opened the first store, and in 1891, there were enough children for a teacher and a schoolroom. There were attempts to grow cotton but nobody got it right until 1904 and then West Texas became a major centre for cotton production, and still is. Lubbock is surrounded by cotton fields, oil fields and cropland.

         In the UK, a city is a large town and had to have, until recent times, a cathedral. Americans think differently and the city of Lubbock was incorporated on 16 March 1909 when its population was barely 2,000 (people, that is; there were a lot more rattlesnakes). The railway played its part in helping the region to grow, and so did the motor car. In 1914, all ten cars in the region were brought together for a group photograph. Whatever, the population was on the rise, hitting 20,000 in 1930; and then, thanks to the oil boom, 72,000 in 1950, and 130,000 in 1960 (sadly, minus one by that time.) By then, West Texas produced 15% of all the US oil.

         Covering spiritual, physical and mental strength, a combination of God, guns and guts made the west. The way that Lubbock developed from the pioneering spirit is reflected in the city today. The average immigrant would never think of choosing a new life out west. These were violent, lawless places and only the tough could endure the treacherous conditions. The survivors would be the toughest of the bunch, and their children and their children’s children and so on passed their spirited genes to current generations.

         The forefathers of the city were mostly male; there was a marked shortage of females. Not that it bothered the good ol’ boys too much until it came to dances. Then the men would take it turns to put a cloth on their arm to signify that they were the females for the next waltz, but probably not the last waltz. These counterfeit women were, in the terminology of the day, ‘heifer branded’, and many a dance ended with a fight.

         After all, who was the most famous person to come from the region before Buddy Holly? Billy the Kid! William Bonney was born in New York in 23 November 1859 and after his father died, his mother moved with a prospector to the optimistically named Silver City in New Mexico. The Bonney boy killed a bully in Silver City when he was twelve and got involved in fighting over grazing land in Lincoln County; indeed, Billy, a right-handed gun for hire incidentally, fought and killed indiscriminately.

         When the going got hot, Billy made a deal with Governor Lew Wallace of New Mexico (then writing Ben-Hur in his spare time) that he would shop others in exchange for a pardon. He was arrested but he suspected that Wallace would betray him and escaped. Pat Garrett, the sheriff of Lincoln County, trapped him and put him in jail in Santa Fe. He was condemned to be ‘hanged by the neck until you are dead, dead, dead’ to which the Kid replied, ‘May you rot in hell, hell, hell.’ When Garrett went to supervise the gallows, the Kid escaped from the care of his deputy, but Garrett, his reputation damaged by the jailbreak, tracked him down to Fort Sumner. On 14 July 1881, the Kid had gone to see his friend Pete Maxwell and in the dark, he asked, ‘¿quién es? (Who is it?)’ (Not bad, huh: a psychopathic gunman but he learned a second language.) Garrett couldn’t take any chances – he wasn’t even sure it was the Kid – and he replied by firing two shots into him.

         There is a glorious moment in Sam Peckinpah’s 1973 western, Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, where Garrett (James Coburn) shoots Billy the Kid (Kris Kristofferson) and seeing his own reflection in a mirror, puts a bullet through the glass. The implication is that the death of his adversary also marked his own end. Because his killing of the Kid had been as barbaric as the Kid’s own deeds, he lost his job and tried unsuccessfully for other posts. Haunted by the death of Billy the Kid, he renounced violence and went into ranching, but he died in a gunfight in 1908. His grave in Las Cruces, New Mexico is unmarked but the site of Billy the Kid’s death and his tombstone in Fort Sumner are tourist attractions. The gunslinger was nearly twenty-two when he died: the fun singer had just passed his 22nd birthday when he died.

         Clovis is a hundred miles from Lubbock in the badlands of New Mexico, outlaw country, Billy the Kid country. Not a place for the innocent in the 1850s: maybe not a place for the innocent in the 1950s.

         The official guide to Lubbock says that it has an excellent climate with over 3,550 hours of sunshine every year: over 10 hours a day. ‘The summers are dry and not extremely hot, and the winters are dry and moderate.’ That is putting the best picture on things: the songs tell a different story. You don’t get many weather reports in English songs, but it’s a preoccupation with the songs from the Texas Panhandle. Ian Tyson writes about a rodeo rider in ‘Someday Soon’, which has the line, ‘So blow, you old blue northern, blow my love to me.’ Joe Ely has recorded ‘Windy Windy Windy’, ‘Because of the Wind’ and ‘Wind’s Gonna Blow You Away’, so you get the picture.

         
            
               ‘That wind gonna blow tomorrow

               Just like it blowed today,

               Someday when your bones turn to dust,

               That wind’s gonna blow you away.’

               (‘Wind’s Gonna Blow You Away’, Butch Hancock)

            

         

         There is little that ties down a time or a place in Buddy Holly’s song lyrics, but had he lived, he may well have written about his adolescence. Back to Richard Wootton: ‘Buddy Holly had fond memories of Lubbock, as did other musicians like Joe Ely and Butch Hancock, but all used music as a means of escape from having to live there. There is nothing like the dull boredom of a small town to stimulate ambition and Buddy was one of the first musicians of the rock’n’roll era to emerge from a small town and amaze the world. His cover of the Roy Orbison and Norman Petty song ‘An Empty Cup (A Broken Date)’ is a terrific piece of small-town teenage angst.’

         Another Lubbock songwriter, Andy Wilkinson, adds, ‘All of Buddy’s music says ‘Lubbock’ to me. It’s the same for all of us from this place in that we all take a variety of musical influences and create something else from them. You can hear that in Waylon Jennings, Mac Davis, Butch Hancock, Jimmie Dale Gilmore, Joe Ely, Terry Allen, Cary Swinney, and on and on. Very few of us write about Lubbock per se, but you can hear the Lubbock wind in all our music.’

         The weather is unpredictable and you can experience both summer and winter on the same day. Summers are arid with clear blue skies and temperatures over 90 degrees, even, on exceptional days, 110 degrees, autumns are breezy with some rain, winters can be mild and sunny but it can snow, briefly and heavily, and temperatures can fall to well below zero, and as for springs, beware of high winds and thunderstorms. Twenty-six people were killed when a tornado hit Lubbock in May 1970 and enormous structural damage was done. Despite taking a direct hit, the Great Plains Life Building (now the NTS Tower) survived but it was built to withstand the storms.

         In various combinations, Joe Ely, Jimmie Dale Gilmore and Butch Hancock (who first worked together as the Flatlanders) have made careers out of singing and writing about the weather. Joe Ely is at his best in the ‘Because of the Wind’, a song which resonates with the charm of Bob Dylan’s ‘Girl from the North Country’. After pointing out that the trees bend because of the wind, Ely sings:

         
            
               ‘Now if she is like the breeze that blows from Corpus Christi,

               Then I must be like the trees ’cause Caroline blows through me.’

            

         

         Butch Hancock’s farming song, ‘West Texas Waltz’, celebrates life in Lubbock County and finding happiness in hardship: 

         
            
               ‘The tractor’s been acting up,

               And the sewer line’s a-backing up

               But I’ll be dancing tonight anyway.’

            

         

         And it concludes with innuendo:

         
            
               ‘Only two things are milk shakes and malts

               And one is dancing like the dickens to the West Texas Waltz.’

            

         

         Because of its climate and man-made irrigation, Lubbock has fared well with cotton and crops but it also has had success with its much-respected university, Texas Tech. It opened in 1923 and now, with the addition of its health sciences centre, offers higher education to over 30,000 students a year.

         In 1951 the first sighting of the Lubbock Lights was seen. The UFO sightings were considered credible (though not by me) because they were witnessed by several science professors at Texas Tech and were photographed by one of its students. The likelihood is that plovers looked sinister in the glow of Lubbock’s new street lights.

         Another possibility is that the whole thing was faked. Only 4 years earlier, the media reported on the bizarre happenings at Roswell, New Mexico, and maybe some of the citizens in Lubbock wanted some of the action. It was suggested that an alien craft had landed at Roswell and the Government and the military had hushed it up. I doubt that and I doubt too that sightseers would have been attracted to the real deal. If you really thought an alien craft had landed in Roswell, wouldn’t you get the hell out of the place?

         Lubbock is part of the Bible Belt, maybe even its buckle. There are many religions in the area, but the prime one is Baptist. The Protestants in America objected to the many evolutionary theories of the 19th century and at a conference in Niagara in 1895, they agreed the five tenets of fundamentalism: the total acceptances of the Scriptures, the divinity of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Birth, the Resurrection and the need for Atonement. Within a few decades, the Baptists had split into fundamentalist and modernist groups. The Holley family, and Buddy himself, belonged to a fundamentalist Baptist church.

         Scientists believe, say, the theory of natural selection because they have studied the evidence. Fundamentalists have not subjected the biblical narrative to any scientific scrutiny. The Bible is a holy book that’s historically accurate, and that’s the end of the matter.

         The Baptists maintains that, despite its many contradictions, everything in the Bible is true, but how come? If the baby Jesus received gold, frankincense and myrrh, why was the family then so poor? Where did Noah find the polar bears and penguins for his Ark? Richard Dawkins’ infamous book, The God Delusion (2006), is much more an attack on fundamentalism than on Christianity per se, and he would be ill-advised to make personal appearances in Lubbock. The Baptists are very God-fearing people: in the UK, we accept free speech much more readily than in America and hence, nobody here took much notice of what John Lennon said about the Beatles being more popular than Jesus. The burning of Beatles records was in the Bible Belt and if a performer from Lubbock had made such a remark, his career would have been over.

         As I am writing this, there is a news report that 1 in 10 people in the UK now believe in some form of fundamentalism, whether Christian or some other religion. I find the rise of Christian fundamentalism hard to accept, but maybe fanciful computer games have given youngsters a distorted view of a world where anything is possible – and after all, Leicester City did win the Premier League and Donald Trump became President.

         The Bible Belt can be a formidable place for a young, impressionable child. Willie Nelson has said that when he was 10, he had already determined that he was destined for Hell and, as you can’t go to Hell twice, he continued in that vein. Butch Hancock says, ‘Life in Lubbock was full of contradictions. You learn that God loves you and that you’re going to burn in hell. You learn too that sex is the most awful, filthy thing on earth, and that you should only do it with somebody you love.’

         The country singer and crime novelist, Kinky Friedman had a hard time in Texas and he now concludes, ‘There’s nothing wrong with Southern Baptists except they don’t hold ’em under long enough.’ To be fair to his opponents, Kinky was so unorthodox and so cynical that he would have had a hard time anywhere. Later in this book, there is a story about Little Richard in Lubbock which Richard interprets as being racial but his camp demeanour was way outside the norm in Lubbock in the mid-50s.

         Members of the Baptist church would tithe their earnings as a matter of course. Some books say the four Crickets gave 40% of their earnings to the church: total nonsense. A tithe is, by definition, 10% and so it was 10% of their total earnings. Their manager, Norman Petty, also tithed his income, and it seems to me, none of them questioned this. An English equivalent is unthinkable. Imagine someone asking John Lennon to donate 10% of his earnings to the church.

         On a daily basis, it wasn’t aliens in Roswell or encounters with the Devil that bothered the good people of Lubbock. It was alcohol. During Buddy Holly’s time, Lubbock was dry, which meant that you could not officially purchase alcohol within the city limits, so bootleggers made a good living. Lubbock remained dry until 1972 when alcohol by the glass could be served in restaurants and bars, but liquor stores were still forbidden. Outside the city limits, a batch of stores opened on the Strip on Highway 87. In 2006, the Lubbock City Council allowed liquor stores inside the city, but there are still some restrictions.

         Joe Ely: ‘Lubbock was dry and so you had to go outside the county line to this place called the Strip. It was a whole line of liquor stores out in the cotton fields.’

         Music author and travel writer, Michael Gray: ‘As for Lubbock, it’s famously a complete dump, an absolute nothing, and in Buddy Holly’s day, it was a dry town in a dry county, so that all the good ol’ boys would jump in their pick-up trucks and roar out beyond the county line to buy their booze; and it’s very flat, in every sense.’

         And sometimes those good ol’ boys would stay out there. There have been strange events to rival Roswell when carloads of residents headed out to the cotton fields, put their cars in a circle and turned on the headlights. They danced in the middle of this ring of lights, or if they wanted something more macho, indulged in bare knuckle boxing.

         Jimmie Dale Gilmore: ‘Lubbock was totally dry when I started performing and I could either play at little coffee houses in the city or at bootlegging joints. I would sing Willie Nelson songs as he was popular around Lubbock long before he was famous. One of my first compositions was ‘Treat Me like Saturday Night’ which I wrote when I was 20 and I’d been very inspired by Terry Allen.’

         But being dry gave young musicians the opportunity to play. Their age was no reason to exclude them from the clubs. Jerry Allison was drumming in Lubbock clubs from the age of 14, but whether he got his homework done is another matter.

         You’ll have seen the chicken wire separating the performers from the audience in The Blues Brothers. Jesse ‘Guitar’ Taylor from Joe Ely’s band experienced it first hand: ‘It was quite common to see chicken wire at those out-of-town clubs. Some of those places get very rough and rowdy. I’ve been on both sides of the chicken wire but I’ve never thrown a bottle at anybody. If it gets real rowdy, you’re sure glad it’s there as you don’t have to duck.’ Surely the best way to avoid getting bottles thrown at you is to play really well. ‘No, no, it’s pretty indiscriminate, they’re bunches of drunk cowboys.’

         Joe Ely: ‘Lubbock was an agricultural area. People worked hard during the week and then wanted entertainment on Saturday. There were only the honky tonks and the high school football games. You could tell a good show by the number of fights. If the band played really good, there would be a lot of fights afterwards.’

         Record producer Snuff Garrett: ‘I was born and raised outside of Dallas and I grew up with a lot of the country stars of the day like Hank Thompson and Lefty Frizzell, and Willie and I go back to the same era and he is a great, great guy. If you didn’t want to grow up, you went to some of the clubs he played. You could almost die on the spot.’

         Jimmie Dale Gilmore: ‘I was 19 or 20 when I started going out and playing gigs. Lubbock was totally dry, there was no legal alcohol and so the little clubs that had it were illegal, bootleg joints, and the age limit didn’t apply as everybody was breaking the law anyway. Joe Ely and I were doing solo gigs and we got to be fans of each other in those bootleg joints. They were never raided while we were there, but it meant we were involved with the outlaw crowd of the time. The bootleg clubs were in town but they would be hidden away down dark streets. They certainly didn’t advertise – it was all word of mouth!’

         And it’s not just the wild clubs. Lubbock appears to be a hell of a dangerous place with youngsters driving cars and vehicles going at up to 130mph on the desert highways. Buddy himself loved to make tyres squeal. Thank God the city was dry or there’d be no one left alive.

         Maybe the best example of Lubbock’s anonymity comes with the liner notes for the Crickets’ first LP, The Chirping Crickets, in 1957. It said that the group came from Bullock, Texas and Holly does not appear to have insisted on a correction. Holly aficionado Ian Higham comments, ‘The first US pressing of The Chirping Crickets refers to Bullock as does an EP with the same name. The following year, The Sound of the Crickets EP in the US does correctly say Lubbock. On the other hand, I have 11 copies of the UK pressing of The Chirping Crickets LP from March 1958 to October 1960 and even though the date of the reprint is noted on the sleeves, ‘Bullock’ is never changed. Similarly, with the UK release of The Sound of the Crickets EP from May 1958 to November 1963, the notes all refer to Bullock.’

         Texas was a melting pot of cultures as European immigrants swarmed the area looking for opportunities. There were English, French, Germans and Swedes and they brought skills in building trains and mines. They brought their own customs and crafts which included brewing beer and dancing the polka and the waltz. They played horns, fiddles, accordions and harmonicas. There was a crossbreeding of their cultures and so we got the Tex-Mex of accordion and polka sounds.

         Jimmie Dale Gilmore: ‘I still love Buddy Holly’s music and anytime one of his songs comes on the radio, I am likely to turn it up. It is still amazing to realise how young he was, the strength of his voice and how those melodies endure. Part of his originality was that his songs blended different backgrounds that hadn’t been put together before. It had something folky to it, a little bit of blues to it, and definitely a Tex-Mex flavour. Of course, it wasn’t Tex-Mex like Doug Sahm and some of those guys, but that Mexican influence is there. Of course, it need not have come from Lubbock as Latin-American rhythms had affected the American popular music of the day.’

         The Mexicans were called ‘wetbacks’ as they had often come illegally into the southern states looking for work. There was cheaply paid work available at harvest time.

         Joe Ely: ‘My father had a used clothes store in Lubbock and I used to work there when I was 12 or 13. We had Mexican wetbacks coming in from across the Rio Grande. They’d come in to chop cotton. Thousands of them would come down the East Broadway part of Lubbock. They’d come into town at weekends to buy old clothes and I would learn Spanish and Mexican songs.’

         Andy Wilkinson: ‘The Mexican and Mexican-American influences here in Lubbock are huge, and Buddy lived near those neighbourhoods and went to school with kids from that culture. The curious thing is that the young Mexican-Americans were playing rock’n’roll themselves. Indeed, their contributions to American rock are much overlooked.’

         Maybe the term Tex-Mex has some validity for Buddy’s music, although you are scratching around to find that Mexican component: a bit of ‘Heartbeat’, perhaps. Flaco Jiminez: ‘I wouldn’t really call Buddy Holly Tex-Mex. Tex-Mex is more Doug Sahm and Augie Meyers with the Sir Douglas Quintet and it is a happy-go-lucky music, a blend of Mexican songs, polka beats and rock’n’roll. There was a time when even Mexicans didn’t want to hear accordion music, but now people really go for the groove and it appeals to young and old.’

         Look at the longitude and you will see that Lubbock is on the same band as Casablanca, Jerusalem, Delhi and Shanghai. All that heat can affect you and maybe that’s a reason why there are so many colourful characters in this story. Maybe the sun makes everybody a little crazy. In 1978, one of Waylon Jennings’ country hits attempted to explain his wild behaviour and was called ‘I’ve Always Been Crazy’.

         
            
               ‘I’ve always been crazy but it’s kept me from going insane,

               Nobody knows if it’s something to bless or to blame.’

            

         

         Buddy Holly never got as analytical or as confessional as that, but he would have recognised the sentiment.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            Tighten up Your Bible Belt

         

         
            ‘That’s my life to the present date, and even though it may seem awful and full of calamities, I’d sure be in bad shape without it.’

            Buddy Holly writing a school essay, June 1953

         

         On Valentine’s Day, 1959, just 11 days after the crash which killed her son, Ella Holley wrote to the families of the other performers who had died, the Big Bopper and Ritchie Valens. They are beautifully composed letters, revealing her bewilderment and grief but they also show her strong faith that they will be reunited in Heaven. Unexpectedly, she wrote a similar letter to the widow of the pilot, Roger Peterson. She did not cast any blame, although the accident was largely due to his inexperience, and she said, ‘We are crushed by this terrible tragedy and the loss of our son, and we know you are suffering the same. We have never known before the grief and suffering from the death of a loved one but we do know now, and our hearts go out to you because we know what you are going through. We will keep you in our prayers.’

         Sixty years on, this letter is incredibly touching and is the most noteworthy artefact to have been preserved about Buddy Holly. It shows what a remarkable woman Ella Holley must have been. It indicates how Buddy Holly had been raised and how his parents had shaped his personality. Indeed, it is often said that rock’n’roll was the music of rebellion, a response to the dull, conventional lifestyles of the singers’ parents. That is not a factor in the Buddy Holly story: his parents supported him all the way and he, in turn, loved and supported them.

         Like most Americans, the Holley family had a colourful background and there are English and Welsh antecedents. They would have come to America for a new start and one of Buddy’s relations on his mother’s side had a child with a Cherokee, which added Indian blood to the mix. The same can be said of Elvis Presley, who has Morning Dove White on his family tree. On his mother’s side, the family claimed to have been related to Sir Francis Drake, though I can find no evidence for this.

         Rock historian and DJ, Norman Killon: ‘I think there are several indications that link Buddy Holly to the UK. He had a Protestant work ethic, and he really liked it over here. There is an English feel throughout his work. Little Richard, on the other hand, was totally outrageous and you wouldn’t have found anyone remotely like him in England in the 1950s.’

         Buddy Holly’s father, Lawrence Odell Holley, was born on a small farm in Honey Grove, Texas on 4 November 1901. Honey Grove is close to Paris, Texas and if you’ve seen the film, you’ll know how desolate the area is. Ry Cooder’s score for Paris, Texas brilliantly captures the location and how one town is isolated from another. Buddy Holly’s mother, Ella Pauline Drake, was born in Bridgeport, Texas on 29 August 1902. This is close to Fort Worth and 150 miles from Honey Grove.

         Both Lawrence and Ella had moved west to Vernon, Texas where they met and were married on 8 June 1924 Buddy’s father was known as L.O., so he must have been sick of everyone going ‘Hello, L.O.’, especially when he was working in a diner.

         The opening of Texas Tech promised employment in Lubbock and so Mr and Mrs Holley moved there. Lawrence found regular work with L.D. Thomas – he was known as L.D. and then Little Dog and finally as Pup. Pup tried his hand at many things and took L.O. with him. He was the timekeeper when Pup promoted a fight with the one-time heavyweight champion of the world, Max Baer, in Lubbock. At the time of Buddy Holly’s birth, L.O. was earning $12 a week from Pup at Thomas Custom Tailors on Main Street, and he was more fortunate than some as he had worked throughout the Depression. Nevertheless, their white-framed bungalow was only one-up from a shack and had few mod cons: certainly not a telephone, just a couple of rooms with no electricity and lit by oil lamps.

         The Holleys had three children in 4 years: Lawrence Odell Jr (known as Larry), born 7 October 1925, Travis Don, born 10 July 1927, and Patricia Lou (known as Pat), born 7 March 1929. You faced the extremes of weather in Lubbock and a huge dust storm blew through the region early in 1935. Woody Guthrie, who lived 150 miles away in Pampa, Texas, wrote about it. His original title for ‘So Long It’s Been Good to Know You’ was ‘Dusty Old Dust’.

         Their fourth child, Charles Hardin Holley, was born 7 years after Patricia Lou at 3.30pm on Labour Day, Monday 7 September 1936. He was named after his grandfathers, John Hardin Holley and Charles Wesley Drake, but his mother considered Charles Hardin Holley a big name for a little boy and nicknamed him ‘Buddy’. Just as well as Charlie Holly doesn’t have the right ring about it, and ‘Buddy’ was the perfect, friendly name for him. The baby, weighing six and a half pounds, was born at home at 1911 6th Street in Lubbock.

         Being poor is nothing to be ashamed about, but in later years, the Holleys did not discuss their humble upbringings and Ella Holley was relieved that their original family home had not been saved. Holly biographer Ellis Amburn says, ‘The Holley home was dragged out beyond the city limits and demolished. Mrs Holley told fans not to try to save it as she was embarrassed at how modest it was. There is now a larger than life statue in the town centre. Before the movie, The Buddy Holly Story, came out, there was nothing there. It tells me that those people in Lubbock were more impressed with Hollywood’s reaction to their own native son than with Buddy Holly himself.’

         On 8 September 1936, Lubbock’s Evening Journal ran a short announcement about Buddy’s birth, or did it? There are five mistakes in one short listing: I know newspapers like that.

          

         ‘A daughter weighing 8½ pounds was born at 6.10 Monday afternoon at Clark Key Clinic to Mr and Mrs Lawrence O. Holley of 1913 Sixth Street.’

          

         When Buddy’s birth certificate was completed, his surname was spelt as ‘Holly’, so you get the impression that no one was concerned about accuracy.

         In 1937, the Holley family moved to Wolforth, a small suburb south-west of Lubbock, but they returned to Lubbock itself a year later. Their new address was 612 Avenue O. The Holleys were to move several times, and Buddy lived in 17 different addresses in Lubbock, but this is symptomatic of American life, especially for families on low income. The historian William Manchester in The Death of a President reveals that 90% of American families had moved home in the 10 years prior to 1963.

         All the Holley addresses make dull reading: 2711 28th Street was the next faceless address in 1942. There are no Menlove Avenues or Arnold Groves here, and, taking a lead from New York, Lubbock was built on a grid system with the roads at right angles to each other: the numbered streets run East/West and the lettered avenues North/South. Although the house numbers increase as you walk down the street, they do not follow sequentially: 1, 2, 3, 4 and so on. The numbers refer to their place within the grid and the fact that the Holleys lived at 1911 6th Street does not mean that there were 1910 other buildings in the street: far from it. Check it out on Google Earth.

         There’s a similar anonymity with the names of radio stations. Under international agreements, every station is given a coded identification and in the US, the stations tend to use these codes as their public names. In the US, the first letter, K, is generally given to stations in the West and W for those in the East; the stations around Lubbock, which is roughly in the middle, had four letters, with the first one K. One of the key stations in Lubbock was owned by Dave Stone and with a little originality, he named it KDAV, but the names give no clue as to what the station is broadcasting, in his case, country music.

         Both Larry and Travis Holley enjoyed singing and playing country music together and, in June 1939, they appeared on KFYO in Lubbock. Soon, Pat was singing with them. Buddy wasn’t a child prodigy, but a local newspaper carried news of a birthday party for 4-year-old Maria Kay Fortenberry in April 1940. Pat and Buddy were amongst the guests and the paper reported that ‘Buddy sang a song.’

         It was a musical, happy household and Ella would sing as she did the housework. Larry and Travis had guitars, a violin and an accordion and, when he was five, Buddy joined them for a talent contest at a school hall in County Line, a town 30 miles northwest of Lubbock with a population of 400. Larry and Travis were confident of winning, but they reckoned without Buddy and his toy violin. Buddy sang, or rather hollered, a gospel song, ‘Did You Ever Go Sailing’, and won the first prize of $5. The song is more suited to an old salt like Willie Nelson than a 5-year-old Buddy:

         
            
               ‘Did you ever go sailing down the river of memories

               To the little log cabin that’s nestled among the sycamore trees,

               Where the sunshine is cheery

               And nothing in the world grows dreary,

               That’s my cabin at the end of my river of memories.’

            

         

         Buddy’s win was regarded as a fluke, and although he had some piano lessons, he lost interest. Buddy secured a second-hand Harmony guitar from a pawn shop when he was 12 and with Travis’s help, he quickly learnt the chords. He also had some help from Wayne Maines from the first generation of the Maines Brothers. The big hit of the day was Hank Williams’ ‘Lovesick Blues’ and Buddy would entertain his classmates, yodelling and all. When Buddy Holly talked to the US magazine Hit Parade in January 1959, he spoke at length of his love for Hank Williams, but the interview, although accurately conveying his feelings, was faked. However, Holly did have a great love for Williams and he stretched syllables just the way Williams did on ‘Lovesick Blues’.

         The Texas-born keyboard player Glen D. Hardin learnt the same way. ‘When I was 8 years old, a gentleman came to our house and he played some gospel music on the piano. I thought, ‘If he can do that, so can I.’ I started plonking around and somehow I got my left hand going. When I went into the record business, I realised that there were things I needed to know and I did find a teacher, but most of what I do is by trial and error.’

         A sometime Cricket Jerry Naylor says, ‘In Lubbock, we now have the Buddy Holly Centre which depicts every influence on his music including the black side. We also have the Holley’s home which is very telling. They were humble Christian people, not affluent at all and it is furnished in typical 40s/50s style in keeping with their financial status.’

         Jimmie Dale Gilmore: ‘Buddy Holly’s parents were wonderful people, very much a one-generation-off-the-farm type of people. Lubbock wasn’t a small town, it was a city with 150,000 people, but most of the population were people just newly off the farm and were salt-of-the-earth people.’

         Surprisingly, there is a home recording of Buddy in 1949 singing a country favourite, written and recorded by Hank Snow, ‘My Two Timin’ Woman’, and later cut by Johnny Cash for Sun. By then, Buddy was living in his eighth address and it was probably recorded at his home of 3315 36th Street. It is not known how the recording came to be made or whose equipment was being used. The performance is no disgrace: Buddy’s voice hadn’t broken but he was already proficient on his guitar.

         The first verse is badly recorded but there is some skill in the way Buddy sings and then speaks the line ‘She blossoms in the spring, then she’s gone in the fall.’ The recording quality improves during the first instrumental break as someone has repositioned the microphone. The lyrics are typical of country music of the time and would be politically incorrect today:

         
            
               ‘If I ever find her, gonna chain to the floor,

               Then tell her, ‘Now sit here, woman, you ain’t leaving no more.’’

            

         

         And all this is being sung by a 13-year-old boy! Still, Sonny Curtis made his performance début when he was 10 singing about getting drunk on ‘Good Ol’ Mountain Dew’ and making love in Frank Sinatra’s ‘Five Minutes More’.

         In June 1949, Buddy and Barbara Denning appeared as the King and Queen of the Sixth Grade at Roosevelt Elementary School, and assuming that the local newspaper chose the best photograph, Buddy wasn’t thrilled about it. One of Buddy’s first assignments at his next school, J.T. Hutchinson Junior High School, was to write about himself. He told of his dog, Lonzo and a grouchy rabbit: there are photos of Buddy and Pat with Lonzo from 1945. He wrote, ‘My father is in construction work. My mother keeps house if you want to call that work. My sister and one of my brothers are married.’ It was at this school that he met his first musical partner, Bob Montgomery.

         In September 1950, Travis bought a .22 calibre rifle in a barroom for $20. When he arrived home, his mother asked him if he had bought a present for Buddy’s birthday. He thought for a moment and then said, ‘Yes’. It was hard to get Buddy up early for anything but rabbit hunting.

         In November 1951, Buddy and his classmates were entertained by some comedy and music from Erman Gray, a musician from New Mexico noted for his marimba playing. Buddy was involved with the school newspaper but although he was bright enough, he lacked the discipline to be an outstanding student.

         In 1951, Larry Holley founded his own company, the Holley Tile Co., which became a family business with Travis and, on occasion, Buddy himself and his friend, Bob Montgomery. In 1952, Travis was laying a floor at West Texas State College and he had a young helper, another Buddy, Buddy Knox.

         Lawrence Holley was still working for Pup Thomas, this time as a carpenter. In 1952, he could afford to move to a bigger property at 4211 41st Street. Rather than renting, he bought it with a 90% mortgage. Buddy went on the family holiday to Colorado in August 1952.

         The whole family attended the Tabernacle Baptist Church, which at the time was at the corner of 15th Street and Avenue N. Its first pastor was Ben Johnson in 1933 and he remained there until 1961. Lawrence Holley was a deacon, teaching in the Sunday school and taking the Young Married People’s Class.

         In September 1952, Buddy enrolled at Lubbock High School on 19th Street. He sang first tenor in the a cappella choir, although his voice was to change. When asked to write about common errors in speech, he cited starting sentences with ‘Well’, soon to be essential for rock’n’roll singers. Buddy’s six-syllable ‘Well’ at the start of ‘Early in the Morning’ is among the finest, and other great introductions can be heard on Gene Vincent’s ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’ and Lulu’s ‘Shout’.

         The Beach Boys’ song, ‘Be True to Your School’ (1963), seems alien to us in the UK, but its sentiments rang true for young Americans. Lubbock High School Westerners beat the San Angelo Bobcats at the Jones Stadium in Lubbock, and, get this, 13,000 attended. Buddy was not heavy enough to be good at sports and anyway, he preferred reading adventure stories and later, science fiction. He had few bad habits, although he did smoke and his mother tried to wean him off cigarettes with toothpicks soaked in cinnamon, an early replacement for nicotine.

         The petite Echo Elaine McGuire had been born in Lubbock on 29 January 1937 and her father owned a dry cleaners. She met Buddy in school when she was eight. While she was growing up, she often dated Buddy on the Friday and Bob Montgomery on the Saturday. Buddy took her hiking, skating and to football matches. She had a black horse and sometimes she would borrow another for Buddy so that they could ride together. Echo was a member of the Church of Christ, a sect that thought little of entertainers. When she and Buddy were at the Tabernacle Baptist Church, the preacher once said, ‘What would you do if you had $10?’ and Buddy muttered, ‘If I had $10, I wouldn’t be here.’ We will be making comparisons between Buddy Holly and Bob Dylan later, but there’s an Echo in their girlfriends as Dylan dated Echo Helstrom.

         Buddy was driving from a young age, being allowed to use the family car when he was 16. At various times, he had both a bicycle and a motor scooter. He had played various instruments but he took a leap forward with a gold-top Gibson acoustic guitar, made in 1945, which he purchased for $35 in October 1953, although he always felt it was heavy. He was skilled in leatherwork and he made a case for the guitar. The instrument with its casing was subsequently bought by the actor Gary Busey for $200,000.

         Many of Buddy Holly’s most dedicated fans are blinkered and will hear nothing bad about their idol. Some Holly biographies have included distasteful stories, which are dismissed by his fans as being out of character. However, there are rather too many of them for this argument to hold good every time. A key issue is: was Buddy Holly a racist? By the time he was adult and had settled in New York, I am sure that the answer is ‘No’. Okay, there are incidents such as a bust-up with the singer LaVern Baker, but she was argumentative and always looking for trouble.

         Before then, I’m not so sure. Everyday life in Texas was full of endemic, institutional racism. Lubbock was no exception and the black community was effectively ghettoised. The population of Lubbock was 10% black, but Buddy could have gone many a day without meeting any of them. He went to white schools and the equivalent high school for Negroes was Dunbar on 23rd Street. It was a poor city, but the black singer, Virgil Johnson, describes how his family moved from Cameron to Lubbock seemingly for a better life. However, they picked cotton in East Texas but they pulled it in West Texas, which meant that they gathered the entire boll: this involved some danger and you could be scarred as you gathered the crop.

         Lubbock was a segregated town and there had been legislation in 1928 which prevented persons with more than 10% Negro blood from living west of Avenue D. Until the mid-1950s, it appeared that both the black and white population in Lubbock accepted the separation, that there would, for example, be separate toilets and drinking fountains in the shopping areas and that some clubs would be for ‘whites only’. Buddy’s parents, who were extremely good natured, nevertheless accepted the status quo, and Buddy would have done the same as he would have been a very enlightened and unusual adolescent to think differently. Buddy wouldn’t have met many people who thought more liberally about the issues until he reached New York in 1957.

         In June 1953, the 16-year-old Buddy wrote an essay about his life. It contained this telling passage: ‘I am behind with my biology work and will probably fail every course I’m taking. At least, that’s the way I feel. But why quit there? I may as well go ahead and tell all. My father’s out of town on a fishing trip, and he is really going to be proud of my latest accomplishments when he gets back. When I was driving our pick-up on Sunday afternoon against a hard wind, the hood came unfastened and blew up and now it’s bent so that it won’t fasten down good. Before I got home, I stopped at a boy’s house and he knocked a baseball into the front glass, shattering it all over me. As if that wasn’t enough, I had an appointment to apply for a job with a drafting firm yesterday afternoon and my mother let me drive on towards town. I had brought a picture of the choir and she was looking at it. She asked where I was and I pointed to my picture. Just as I looked back up, we hit the back of a Chrysler and tore the front end of our car up. So you see, I hope my father gets to catching so many fish that he will forget to come back for a little while.’

         After listing his hobbies as hunting, fishing, leatherwork, reading, painting and playing western music, Buddy wrote, ‘I have thought about making a career out of western music but I will just have to wait to see how that turns out.’ Indeed.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

            Buddy and Bob

         

         
            ‘Buddy Holly was doing his best to be an Elvis Presley imitator but it became his own thing.’

            Bob Montgomery

         

         If you went on the British streets and asked passers-by what they thought of country music, most would pull faces and say it held no interest for them. Its image of dead dogs, sickly narrations, false sentiments and steel guitars is somewhat unfortunate as it was crucial to the development of rock’n’roll as well as being socially significant in its own right. What’s more, the best country artists – Hank Williams, Patsy Cline, Johnny Cash – were wonderful.

         Kinky Friedman: ‘I was in a country band with a social conscience and looking back, I can see that it was a ridiculous notion. Country music is not an area for intellectuals in general, although Roger Miller and Hank Williams were bright lights. There are two types of people in America: people who read books and don’t know anything about country music, and people who don’t read books and listen to country music.’

         In 1986 the ultimate country outlaw David Allan Coe released the single, ‘A Country Boy (Who Rolled the Rock away)’. It told how going from country music to rock was a good career move. The three verses were about Hank Williams (whose ‘Move It on Over’ could be classed as the first rock’n’roll record), Elvis Presley (who brought a beat, a pelvic thrust and male magnetism to country music) and Buddy Holly (who started in country music but found his expression elsewhere). The musicians all came from poor backgrounds, and so did their own heroes. There are no doctors or lawyers in Buddy’s family tree: it is a background of farmers and labourers and it is Buddy Holly, not John Lennon, who was the working class hero.

         Buddy Holly took a whole raft of people with him in his expedition into rock’n’roll. Rather like the Beatles in Liverpool, he was surrounded by talented musicians and their journey is as enthralling as Buddy’s and yet relatively unknown. Buddy didn’t do it on his own.

         Buddy’s first radio appearances were with Jack Neal. Jack Neal is usually presented as an older man who became a mentor to Buddy but he only had a few years on him, being born in 1934. He was an electrician who worked with Lawrence Holley, and Lawrence told him of his son’s interest in music. Jack was a competent country singer, guitarist and pianist and soon they were playing together, mostly Jack on guitar and Buddy on mandolin. As if to accentuate the difference in their ages, Jack would call Buddy ‘boy’. They went fishing, hunting and riding together and Jack told how Buddy once shot a coyote. 

         Bob Montgomery was born on 12 May 1937 in Lampasas, Texas, nearly 300 miles south-east of Lubbock. His father was a construction worker and the family moved to Lubbock in 1949. He met Buddy Holly in J.T. Hutchinson Junior High when he was 12 and Buddy was 13. By 1951, they had started performing together, generally with Bob taking lead vocals and playing guitar and Buddy the harmonies, tenor banjo, mandolin and sometimes second guitar. They sounded like an adolescent Flatt and Scruggs or, even better, the new kids on the chart block, Johnnie and Jack. Indeed they performed Johnnie and Jack’s 1951 hit, ‘Poison Love’.

         Three home recordings from 1952/3 have survived – Flatt and Scruggs’ ‘I’ll Just Pretend’ (virtually a rewrite of Hank Williams’ ‘There’ll Be No Teardrops Tonight’ with Buddy’s mandolin to the fore), Pee Wee King’s ‘Take These Shackles from My Heart’ and Bill Monroe’s ‘Footprints in the Snow’. ‘Footprints in the Snow’ is short, quick and intense and shows that they meant business

         At a school assembly, Buddy and Bob sang the Ernest Tubb and Red Foley duet, ‘Too Old to Cut the Mustard’, and dedicated it to one of the teachers: a cheeky move and similar to what John Lennon did in the Quarrymen.

         Bob Montgomery: ‘We met at Junior High. We had a common interest in music and we were both learning to play guitars and whatever. Buddy had a musical family; his two brothers, Larry and Travis, both played, and so it was a natural transition. When we started out, we were doing the Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs songs, and Buddy played banjo and mandolin for a while. There were lots of duet harmony records that we liked, all bluegrass stuff. We started playing in school talent shows and we eventually had our own little radio show on KDAV through Pappy Dave Stone. Pappy featured local talent every Sunday afternoon, and Buddy and I ended up with our own weekly show.’ When I asked Bob if they got paid, he laughed and said, ‘Are you kidding?’

         Dave Pinkston, who was born in 1913, came to Lubbock in 1931 and attended Texas Tech. He settled in Lubbock in 1946 and worked as a DJ on KSEL for some years. He became known as Pappy Dave Stone – The Man with the Smile in his Voice, and, on 19 September 1953, he started his own, country music station, KDAV, although the licence only covered daytime programming. He also acquired KPEP in San Angelo, KZIP in Amarillo and KPIK in Colorado.

         Jerry Naylor: ‘KDAV in Lubbock and KPEP in San Angelo were the first full-time country music radio stations in America, and have been honoured by the Country Music Association. The stations only played country music, but that did include rockabilly, so they played Elvis Presley, Carl Perkins, Roy Orbison and Buddy Holly. They featured live performances from local bands, and these included Buddy and Bob as well as my own group in San Angelo, the Cavaliers. We were on air in 1956 and 1957 and we also did commercials for the station. I was 14 and a disc jockey on KPEP from the time it began broadcasting in 1953. Joe Treadway, who was one of Dave Pinkston’s partners, was my mentor, and he and his wife, Matilda, became my foster parents in late 1955, after the death of my mother. KDAV and KPEP promoted live concert performances from the country stars of the era and other great acts from West Texas and New Mexico. Buddy Holly, Buddy Knox, Roy Orbison, Waylon Jennings and myself got the opportunity to perform on these shows.’

         KDAV’s other key presenter was William Joseph Duncan who had been born in Haskell County, Texas in 1914. He had been injured during the Second World War. When he saw a radio station being built in Amarillo, he asked if he could help. Henry Clay’s Food Store wanted a country show so he devised Hi Pockets Hank’s Hillbilly Hop. From then on, he was known as ‘Hi Pockets Duncan’ and he worked on one radio station after another. When Dave Pinkston secured him for KDAV, they were determined to feature live music from local musicians where quality permitted. Both of them were involved in cross-promotions with the Cotton Club in Lubbock. When Nashville-based country stars appeared there, Buddy, perhaps with Bob Montgomery, perhaps with Jack Neal, would open the show.

         From September 1953, Hi Pockets established the 15-minute segment, The Buddy and Jack Show, which was part of the afternoon Sunday Party. Buddy and Jack responded to requests and dedications – Jack kept the fan letters including one from another Lubbock musician, Tommy Hancock – and the repertoire was country and gospel. There was ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’ (Hank Williams), ‘I Couldn’t Keep from Crying’ (Marty Robbins), ‘Midnight’ (Red Foley), ‘Somebody’s Stolen My Honey’ (Ernest Tubb), ‘Crying in the Chapel’ (Darrell Glenn) and ‘I Forgot More than You’ll Ever Know’ (Davis Sisters). Buddy’s childhood favourite, ‘My Two Timin’ Woman’ was still around.

         Sometimes they added Don Guess on bass or on that most complicated of instruments, the steel guitar – well, have you ever seen a steel guitarist look up? He had been born on 14 May 1937 in Aspermont, Texas, 100 miles south-east of Lubbock. The family moved to Clovis in 1943 and Lubbock in 1951. The family would soon be on the move again, this time to El Paso, but until then Don played steel for Buddy and Jack. Their instrumentals included ‘Rhumba Boogie’ (Hank Snow) and the standards, ‘Under the Double Eagle’ and ‘Sugar Foot Rag’. They appeared on a local TV talent show on Channel 13, which was sponsored by a dairy and hosted by Jack Hubble, whom we’ll meet later. Although no entire programmes have survived, Jack Neal kept an acetate of himself singing and Buddy playing guitar on ‘I Hear the Lord Callin’ for Me’ and ‘I Saw the Moon Cry Last Night’, both recorded at KDAV on 10 November 1953. Don Guess had suggested the song titles to Neal, who wrote them. They are decently recorded and ‘I Hear the Lord Callin’ for Me’ shows how church-minded the youngsters were back then.

         Another local musician, Don McCalister, recalls: ‘There’s quite a beat in bluegrass bands – a driving off beat, a mandolin beat – very much a delta blues thing. We did some novelty bluegrass in the Flaky Biscuit Boys and we had a song called ‘Zen Gospel’ about a feller who was a Baptist and turned into a Zen Buddhist and the one thing he missed was the singing as you don’t get that in the Zen temples.’

         Early in 1954, the Holley family (just Lawrence, Ella and Buddy as the others had married and left) moved to 2304 1st Street. Always bursting with enterprise, Buddy sent a circular to high schools in the vicinity. He wrote it on behalf of himself and Jack as well as the 580 Ranch Hands, who also had a Sunday show on KDAV, the 580 being a reference to the tuning. They were offering concerts, which could be advertised on the radio. The shows would be for school funds, and, according to the letter, their own fee would help pay their way through high school. Jack, however, had got married (everybody marries young in our story) and as he was working 6 days a week and playing some nights, he wanted to spend Sundays with his wife. This brought an end to The Buddy and Jack Show, though he still played on stage with Buddy from time to time. 

         So, The Buddy and Jack Show became The Buddy and Bob Show as Buddy reunited with Bob Montgomery, and they would open with Buddy’s instrumental, ‘Holly Hop’, then presumably ‘Holley Hop’. The fact that Buddy’s name was coming first doesn’t imply supremacy: it sounded better that way and they wanted a name that sounded like Johnnie and Jack.

         Buddy and Bob asked Larry Welborn to play double-bass. Larry, who was only 15, had been born on 13 April 1939 in Pleasant Hill, Oklahoma – the place names, if not the street names, are often colourful. He had met Buddy in Tommy Hancock’s Danceland club on the east side of Lubbock. The best-known photo of the three of them has Larry in the centre, staring at the camera like a young Dustin Hoffman. Their visiting card showed that they played ‘western and bop’.

         Buddy and Bob befriended Sonny Curtis. He had been born on 9 May 1937 and raised in Meadow, 30 miles south-west of Lubbock. His older brothers, Pete and Dean, had played on local radio and appreciated that Sonny was the most musical. In 1952, Sonny won a talent contest and had a regular spot on Bernie Howe’s TV show, which led to several gigs. He sang Slim Whitman’s ‘Northwind’ and Tommy Collins’ novelties. He was writing songs in school exercise books: he recorded the first song he wrote, ‘Moon, Moon, Silvery Moon’, in the 80s. There is a recording of Sonny in Fort Worth performing at a convention in 1953 when he was the president of the local branch of the Future Farmers of America. When the country star, Webb Pierce, cut his song, ‘Someday’, in 1953, not only did he want to publish the song, he also wanted a composing credit. ‘I didn’t mind,’ said Sonny, ‘I wanted to see my name on a record label.’ The song is owned by Donkey Music, but that doesn’t mean Sonny was a bit of an ass as this malfeasance was established practice.

         Sonny was influenced by his uncles, the Mayfield Brothers – big stout guys, Edd, Smokey and Herb. Edd rode in rodeos and he was a good enough guitarist to tour in Bill Monroe’s Bluegrass Boys. At one stage, Pete, Dean and Sonny had a similar bluegrass group, and Dean (as Dean Court) did write a song for Terry Noland.

         When Sonny visited a friend who had moved to Lubbock, they went to the Gin Café which was run by Bob Montgomery’s parents for the cotton workers. Bob returned from school and although there was a sandstorm, he took Sonny over to Buddy’s house and they started playing. Sonny did, however, think Buddy a little strange as he had dyed his hair blond and, as it was now growing out, it was two-coloured. Sonny says, ‘Buddy did not play in a Chet Atkins style – he was more bluegrass – and when I first met him he was playing both guitar and banjo.’

         And what was the Chet Atkins style? Sonny Curtis: ‘The Chet Atkins style is where you employ the thumb to play the rhythm and then you play the melody with your fingers. You have both a rhythm and a melody going at the same time, so you can sound like two guitarists when you do it right. Buddy Holly liked Chet Atkins but he played more of a bluegrass style. He never played Chet’s style.’

         It is hard to imagine the poverty, and although these words from Sonny sound like a West Texas equivalent of Monty Python’s Four Yorkshiremen or indeed Saddam Hussein’s last days of freedom, they’re the real thing. ‘I was born at the end of the Depression in a dugout in Texas, which is just a hole in the ground with a roof on it, and I was the fifth child and we all lived in that hole, about eight miles east of Meadow, Texas. We moved to a one-room shack which my dad built. My folks didn’t have a name picked out for me. They told the doctor that they would stop in at the court house and name me, and they never did. I was in New York City when I was 20 years old and I had to sign a contract. I needed my birth certificate and I sent to Austin for it. When it came back, it said, ‘Unnamed baby Curtis’. I was told that I had to name myself and so I called myself ‘Sonny’ at a cost of $2.50.’

         Eventually, the family went from a tent to a shack and then his father had a farm and the family worked on it. ‘I never moved to Lubbock, but Lubbock was about 30 miles from Meadow and I moved to Slaton, my folks didn’t move, which is about 10 miles from Lubbock and I finished schooling there. I hung out a lot with Buddy and Bob and their friends.’

         On Friday 19 February 1954, Buddy, Bob and Larry performed at a talent contest at Lubbock High School, and Bob had written ‘Flower of My Heart’, his first full composition, for the event. They won the contest and received westerner belts for their efforts. ‘Flower of My Heart’ was chosen as the official song for the Class Of 1954. Bob Montgomery: ‘It was just a song that I wrote. I don’t remember what the inspiration was. They had an original song contest at Lubbock High and it won the best song of the year, and that was when we were sophomores.’

         In April 1954, 26 students represented Lubbock High School at a state meeting in Austin for the Vocational Industrial Club of America (VICA). Bob Montgomery won the category for Radio and TV Servicing, a category which implied that nobody had too much ambition. Buddy sent a postcard home saying that he was enjoying swimming.

         In May 1954, Buddy drew up a contract for the Rhythm Playboys (Buddy, Bob, Jack and David Bowen) to play a high school benefit in Brownfield, Texas for half of the net receipts.

         When Buddy enrolled for final year at school in September 1954, he was elected vice president of the local branch of VICA, while Bob captained the basketball team. Buddy organised a pillow-stuffing competition with, get this, 68 competitors.

         Graham Morrison Turnbull was born in Nova Scotia and nicknamed Scotty. He represented Canada in the long jump at the British Empire Games in 1954, covering an impressive 22 feet 2 inches. He was awarded a scholarship post-grad at Texas Tech and he taught there as well with a young Mac Davis amongst the students. He met Hal Goodson from Muleshoe, Texas, a singer who could sound like Slim Whitman, and they had a group, Hal Goodson and the Raiders. They appeared on the Louisiana Hayride and cut some singles. Scotty Turner as he was known, met Buddy Holly and he would allow Buddy to visit his apartment and play his Fender Stratocaster, even if he wasn’t there.

         Scotty and Buddy wrote several songs together. The titles were ‘Am I Ever Gonna Find It’, ‘Not Too Late to Run’, ‘Our House on the Hill’ and ‘Lonely Little Lover Lost’. When Scotty or for that matter, Buddy, recorded in Clovis, none of the songs were used. The band moved to Los Angeles, managers ripped them off and Hal’s wife, back in Lubbock, wanted a divorce. The Raiders remained in L.A. and became a backing group for Tommy Sands. Scotty met Buddy again when he was on The Perry Como Show with Tommy Sands. They started writing ‘The Memory of You’ for Sands, but didn’t complete it.

         In 1962, one of Buddy’s songs with Scotty Turner, ‘My Baby’s Comin’ Home’, was recorded by Harry Nilsson: it sounds like a Bobby Vee song. Another Holly song, a ballad, ‘I Know I’ll Have the Blues Again’, was recorded by Whitesidewalls, while Sonny Curtis put music to a Buddy Holly lyric, ‘Monetta’, shortly before going on stage for a concert at BBC Radio Merseyside in 1990.

         Although Lubbock was in the middle of nowhere, it was conveniently in the middle of nowhere. Touring shows, en route from Phoenix to Dallas, would find Lubbock conveniently placed. These would be white pop and country acts as there was not a sufficiently large black population to make it worthwhile for blues musicians. Many of the great country and bluegrass names spent their lives endlessly touring the southern states, practically living on tour buses, although sometimes the stars travelled separately in Cadillacs. Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys were regulars in Lubbock. Buddy and Bob went to the shows and they were just as impressed by what was in the parking lot.

         Bob Montgomery: ‘We thought that if you got a record contract, you were automatically rich. We had seen the country artists come through in their Cadillacs with Tennessee licence plates and we thought that all you had to do was get on record and you had it made.’

         I asked Bob Montgomery if Buddy and Bob ever got to a gig and thought it was a terrible venue. ‘All the time. (Laughs) We played a lot of honky tonks, but it really didn’t matter to us. Wherever we could find a place to play, we played. It got better after I got out of the picture as they played some roller rinks.’

         One of their early fans was Peggy Sue Gerron, and note the first names: ‘There was a roller rink north of Lubbock where they played and they wanted to be a band and to record – it was Buddy’s whole reason for existence. Elvis came around about then and made everyone aware of rock’n’roll.’

         In August 1954, Elvis Presley had started recording for Sun Records in Memphis. His first single, ‘That’s All Right (Mama)’ / ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky’, was an electrifying début and although it wasn’t a big seller at the time, it gave him a regional following with a younger audience than most country performers. Buddy was impressed and even more so, when he saw Elvis in a country package starring Billy Walker and Johnnie and Jack at the Cotton Club in Lubbock on 6 January 1955. The previous day, New Year’s Day, Sonny had met Johnnie and Jack and had played on stage with them.

         Sonny Curtis: ‘Elvis was wild, man. He was something else. I couldn’t believe my eyes as there was so much magnetism there. We all freaked out and fell immediately in love with Elvis. There were cotton bales around the stage and policemen were standing by them and it was mayhem. The girls were trying to get to Elvis.’

         Jerry Naylor: ‘In 1955, I did a show with Elvis Presley somewhere in West Texas, it may have been Odessa, and there was Elvis, Johnny Horton and Carl Belew on the same show. Elvis had his first pink Cadillac, and the hairy-legged West Texas boys were jealous of him. They put sugar in his gas tank and ruined it.’

         Early in 1955, Buddy Holly and Bob Montgomery recorded demos at the Nesman Recording Studios in Wichita Falls. Sonny Curtis was playing fiddle, Larry Welborn bass, and Don Guess steel guitar. Mostly, they recorded Bob Montgomery’s songs – ‘Gotta Get You Near Me Blues’ (with Sonny dominant on fiddle) and four ‘heart’ songs, ‘Flower of My Heart’ (written with Don Guess), ‘Door to My Heart’, ‘I Gambled My Heart’ (written with Buddy) and ‘Soft Place in My Heart’.

         Bob Montgomery: ‘We did some demos later on in Clovis, New Mexico, but first we used a little recording studio in Wichita Falls. We would do some construction work or whatever to earn some money and then we would use that money to go and record some demos.’

         All this travelling had its complications. Buddy collected several tickets for traffic offences, and a warrant for his arrest was issued when he failed to attend a summons in December 1954. Presumably, he paid the fine of $13 by return post.

         Jerry Naylor: ‘I met Buddy two or three times around 1954–55. We had a band called the Cavaliers at the same time he was working as Buddy and Bob and we were all doing country. Elvis did his first tour through Texas and was in Lubbock in January ‘55. We all saw him and the next day Buddy said that’s what he wanted to do from then on.’

         On 4 February 1955, Buddy and Bob signed a publishing contract with Ridgeway Music and the publisher O.B. Woodward for the song, ‘I Just Don’t Care’. No advance was given and no one knows what happened to the song. In April 1955, two more songs were filed with Ridgeway Music in Nashville, ‘Flower of My Heart’ and ‘You and I Are Through’, both written by Bob.

         Usually schoolboys gathered work experience before they graduated. Buddy worked at the Glen Decorating Company in 1954 and the Davidson Printing Works in 1955. He was a good worker but he was frequently late and was sacked from the second job. His mother successfully had him reinstated as, otherwise, he might not have graduated.

         In April 1955, Buddy’s headmaster wrote to his parents to say that he was falling behind in geometry and recommended extra classes. Buddy’s reaction: he traded his acoustic Les Paul guitar for a Fender Stratocaster, and life would never be the same again.

         For this expensive purchase, Buddy had asked Larry to lend him $1,000 for a guitar, amplifier and stage clothes. Buddy said that he needed the best, and Larry, something of a visionary, could appreciate his talent. Within 2 years, he paid Larry back and the Strat is the instrument most associated with rock’n’roll and with Buddy Holly, in particular. Buddy bought it at Adair Music in Lubbock, where Sonny Curtis gave guitar lessons to budding Buddys. Buddy himself wasn’t interested in lessons: he would figure it out himself. Joe B. Mauldin said it was the first instrument he had seen with a gear shift. Buddy used Black Diamond Strings, the subject of a song by another Texas writer, Guy Clark.

         
            
               ‘His fingers are bleedin’ but he’s keepin’ good time,

               Playing Black Diamond Strings, he’ll never quit tryin’.’

            

         

         Since 1892, graduating students from the white high schools in Lubbock had met as one and in 1955, there were 2,900 graduating (including Buddy Holly, scraping through with geometry, and Echo McGuire, an honours student). Echo’s parents organised a graduation party for them, but it was ruined by a thunderstorm. Buddy often drove his family’s Oldsmobile and he would tell friends that it was his graduation present: actually, his parents gave him a watch, but an alarm clock would have been more appropriate.

         On 3 June 1955, Elvis Presley opened a Pontiac showroom in Lubbock for a $75 fee. He played the Fair Park Coliseum, which drew an audience of 6,000. The bill included Ferlin Husky, whose ‘Gone’ had topped the US country charts for 10 weeks and was also a pop hit. Because of this, it was Ferlin and not Elvis who had to escape from his fans through a window.
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