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whose stories I’ve harvested, 
for their trust.


And to my family, 
and our stories still unsown, 
for their patience.
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We are all re-living the future, consequently…


all art is viewed from behind.


—“Prologue,” RING

















INTRODUCTION



Today’s Rainbow Is Tomorrow’s Tamale


I remember once he was reading this big book on the life of John F. Kennedy… and he was furious. He told me he thought the whole idea of biography was pure bullshit… some powdered-up, sick, perverted form of necrophilia.


“Look,” he said, “I met Jack Kennedy once, and he was an asshole. The guy couldn’t keep a normal appointment if it killed him.”


—Bleeder


WHEN I FIRST VISITED TERRY ALLEN AT HIS HOME IN SANTA FE, IN THE SPRING of 2017, he was working on a piece of art in which to inter his friend Guy Clark’s ashes, which, exactly one year earlier, had traveled eighteen hours from Nashville to New Mexico on a tour bus, accompanied by a cortege of family and friends. Terry sat in his south-facing studio, which overlooks mountains through a fringe of cottonwoods, worrying a length of barbed wire with his gnarled fingers, bending it and straightening it, examining its rusted plaits—he is one of those people whose hands are always busy—while explaining the theoretical procedure of shoving Guy Clark’s ashes up a goat’s ass.


“He died and left me with a job to do—one last ‘fuck you,’” Terry deadpanned in his resonant high-desert drawl. The abiding joke between Clark and Allen, sparring partners and collaborators of three decades who billed themselves on duo tours as Los Dos Rockin’ Tacos and thrived on their competitive bouts of wit and volleys of works-in-progress, was that Allen would cast a bronze goat and install Clark’s remains in its rear. After Guy’s death on May 17, 2016, Terry, faced with the reality of his friend’s request for his earthly form to be incorporated into a sculpture, reconsidered, settling instead on a treble-sized coal-black crow, eventually completed in 2018. He titled the funerary piece Caw Caw Blues. Its feathers pebbled with Clark’s silver-gray cremains, which Allen poured into the molten bronze at the foundry, it resides in the Witliff Collections of Texas State University in San Marcos, while a smaller brother (sans cremains) perches on a fountain on the patio of Allen’s home.


In his final years battling lymphoma, Clark had become preoccupied with two crows’ nests discovered in a windmill and displayed in the collection of the American Windmill Museum, in Allen’s notoriously windswept and tornado-prone hometown of Lubbock. Woven from scavenged scraps of barbed and baling wire, they seemed the perfect symbolic incarnations of, and poetically pertinacious responses to, the harsh flatlands habitats of West Texas. Clark struggled fitfully to write a song about this ripe metaphor and its corvine architects, periodically reciting lines to Terry in person or on their regular phone calls. “It got to where every time I’d see him, he’d talk about those nests,” Terry told me. “It was like an obsession.” But he could never finish the song to his satisfaction or famously high standards—due to his declining health, but, also, Allen suspected, due to the forbiddingly morbid subtext of legacy-leaving that the nests represented.1


The fixation was also aesthetic. “He loved that they built those nests so beautifully out of almost nothing,” Allen remembered. “Just like a song.” Terry was talking about his friend, and about mortality, but he was also describing his own protean artistic process. The sentiment and the sculpture itself—the final collaboration between friends beyond the veil—are apt metaphors for Allen’s life’s work, which generously joins music, visual art, and theater and often enjoins friends and family to collaborate, in the service of exploring the strange terrain of memory, of conjuring indelible stories, horrific and hilarious alike, out of the howling West Texas wind, by whatever means necessary.


I KNEW ALLEN first not through his work or reputation but as a disembodied voice over telephone lines, slashing the miles between Santa Fe and Philadelphia with that knife-sharp West Texas accent. In 2003, when I was twenty-five, I began working at the Fleisher/Ollman Gallery in Philadelphia, where Allen had exhibited in 1994. In the gallery’s back room, an enormous bloodred drawing of the eponymous Panhandle Texan prostitute whose real-life Depression-era diary inspired the play Chippy leered from the stacks, savage and rigorous through dark nebulae of pastel and charcoal marks.


Occasionally Terry called the gallery to chat with my boss, John Ollman. I was often the one to pick up the phone and transcribe his affectionately biting and amusingly colorful insults and imprecations for John. Allen always had an anecdote or a question for me; he laughed and cussed a lot. His speaking voice, the keen Lubbock accent exotic to my Eastern ears, rolled low and long, like an alien wind. Our telephone conversations gradually veered away from gallery business.


For my birthday one year, John asked Terry to mail his entire discography to me. Previously, I’d known Terry primarily through John’s tales: how quickly Allen and his cohort could drain a bottle of whiskey, or how the only time John has felt actual fear at a musical performance was after witnessing Terry hurl a keyboard to the ground, smashing it into shrapnel. John often quoted Terry’s song “Truckload of Art” to my friend and colleague William Pym and me, who together drove many such trucks down many highways, occasionally breaking down, and once, terrifyingly, searched by Homeland Security at the Holland Tunnel while transporting sculptures made of missile shells and human remains (the work of family art collective TODT, not Allen). We never ran off the road and caught fire like in the song, but we came close a few times, like when our art-packed U-Haul sprang a fuel line leak in the Appalachian foothills of West Virginia, not far from where Terry’s father began his baseball career.


There in the gallery, I began poring over this mysterious pile of albums, each a world unto itself. Even without the context of the expansive body of related artwork, Juarez (1975) first hit me the hardest. At once inviting and impenetrable, elegant and raw, prayerful and profane, immediate and cryptic, it offered an elliptical distillation of everything I loved about American vernacular music and contemporary art alike, while remaining unknowable, oracular, resistant to the tired apparatus of criticism, which felt puny and impoverished beside its recursive haunting. (“Talking about art,” Allen once wrote, “is like trying to French kiss over the telephone.”)


Terry’s music, and his deeply imbricated visual art and theater pieces, as I followed those braided rivers upstream toward their headwaters, opened a frontier for me. Beyond the rich imagery and sonics—and the lapidary language that undergirded both—I appreciated the uncompromising stance Terry seemed naturally to assume, somehow shouldering through the various contorted, classist strata of art and music, writing and theater, with graceful disregard for precedent and position, perennially reinventing himself and challenging provincial desires to genrefy or to police spurious and artificial borders between modalities of art.


TERRY ALLEN OCCUPIES an utterly unique position straddling the disparate and usually distant worlds of conceptual art and country music. I’m not sure that you could say the same about anyone else, ever, and certainly no one with the same aplomb, acclaim, and prestige in each discipline—not to mention the same lacerating, self-effacing sense of humor about it all. That’s not to say that his work fits comfortably into either of those normative forums, because it doesn’t, really; it’s far too unwieldy and rangy, willfully unconcerned with fashion and specious cultural hierarchies. For over fifty years, Allen has dedicated himself to ignoring, and even relishing, such distinctions, confounding popular perceptions of contemporary art and country music and the traditional mutual alienation of their respective core audiences. His wide-ranging and border-crossing career reveals important insights about interdisciplinarity and collaboration—most notably with actor and writer Jo Harvey Allen, his wife and creative partner of over sixty years—bridging and belying the widening divisions that define and distort American culture and politics, now more than ever. As Allen sometimes quips, “People tell me it’s country music, and I ask, ‘Which country?’”


Much of that cold-blooded independence can be attributed to his upbringing. Born in 1943 and raised in Lubbock, Texas, just two generations removed from the Civil War, Allen is the only child of a professional baseball player turned wrestling and music promoter father and a barrelhouse piano player turned cosmetician mother. He grew up ringside and sidestage, serving drinks and watching legends like Ray Charles, B. B. King, Elvis Presley, Hank Williams, and Gorgeous George perform. Over the course of a celebrated career that dates from his graduation from the Chouinard Art Institute (now CalArts) in 1966, Allen has unflinchingly dissected the contested histories and cultural collisions of the American West (and the American imaginary) through his interrelated visual, sonic, and theatrical bodies of work. His ductile and often darkly humorous storytelling across numerous media—encompassing musical recordings, mixed-media drawings, prints, sculptures, large-scale installations, theatrical productions, videos, radio plays, prose, and poetry—both typifies and transcends the limits of traditional narrative structures, demonstrating the mutability of his American, and often specifically Southwestern, mythologies. Over the last nearly sixty years, Terry has opened a space as vast as his native Llano Estacado on which to stage his exploratory campaigns into unnavigable oneiric narratives of history and desire—and our desire for history.


Allen’s adventures in art and music, from the mid-1960s through his recent renaissance, offer a fascinating alternate, or parallel, history of American artistry. It is a history in which established geographies and genre barriers do not hold—in which a song can also be a sculpture, and a play can spring forth from drawings—in which an unlikely confluence of Californian conceptualism and Texan country-rock challenges our preconceptions about the limits and borders of expressive culture, the longevity and productivity of artist marriages and creative partnerships, and what one artist can accomplish in one lifetime. He has generally operated as an outlier, a cult artist acclaimed and claimed by influential friends and substantial fan bases but occupying the margins—sometimes by choice, often by necessity. He has manifested a Zelig-like ability (though decidedly active rather than passive) to orient himself with ease within the slipstream of popular American culture—in proximity to, respected by, and in collaboration with more famous artists whose names populate mainstream histories of art and music—all while doggedly pursuing an uncompromising and singularly multivalent artistic practice distinct from, and often contrary to, prevailing currents.2 In doing so, he has managed to generate his own propulsive countercurrents and eddies, inspiring and mentoring generations of younger musicians and artists, especially in recent years.


“Today’s rainbow is tomorrow’s tamale,” Allen announces at the end of side A of Juarez. This gnomic metaphorical pronouncement—perhaps the most enigmatic koan by a master of aphoristic wisdom—has captivated and confused his fans, including me, for decades. What might it mean? What does it suggest about time, about hope, about sustenance, about the transformative power of art? Terry won’t tell, claiming even he isn’t certain.


Allen thrives in this mode of ambiguity; as moving, frightening, and naked as his work can be, it’s never entirely clear what is (auto)biography or fiction, memory or dream, deadly serious or cruel joke. (“If it isn’t a lie,” he once claimed about songwriting, “it’s probably satire.”) Boundaries between story and symbol are effaced and blurred—those categories, like genres and media, interpenetrate and collapse. These distinctions are irrelevant to Allen; for him, as he has often told me, “the truth” (if there exists such a solemn, tedious thing) “is multiple,” residing among those very ambiguities, those mysterious vectors of meaning that define the totality of the work. Or, again, in his words: “Art is the shortest distance between two question marks.”


Allen’s art is essentially narrative and folkloric in nature, permutations of his idiosyncratic storytelling idiom. Much of it concerns the instability of memory, the ways in which our memories—the stories we tell ourselves and each other—are dynamic and disputed. He has proposed a trinity of identities and voices he perceives within every great artist: the criminal (the artist must break rules), the child (the artist must exercise their innocence), and the lunatic (the artist must function on another plane of experience and consciousness). Each of these figures, significantly, interrogates and bends the “truth” in various ways to serve his own ends. “There is no difference,” Terry has written provocatively, “between the ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary.’”


Allen is untroubled by the way accumulated folklore—disseminated both by himself and others—bleeds through his stories. He finds the unstable contingency of memory, the constantly evolving nature of the stories we tell ourselves, the way they accrue baroque details or erode to skeletal nubs over time, a source of both morbid curiosity and perverse humor. The mirages and ravages of memory, its half-life and rate of decay, the fragmented ways we remember and are remembered—he titled his recent autobiographical series of drawings, texts, and a video installation MemWars—are his essential subject matter, refracted kaleidoscopically through a multiplicity of media:



Memory is pretty much the ultimate fiction… even when you take notes. There are just way too many vantage points at any given time to say THIS IS THE WAY IT WAS or THIS IS THE WAY IT IS.… THESE ARE THE WAY IT WAS or THESE ARE THE WAY IT IS seems a better way of putting it. PLURAL.3





He took a lot of notes.


I believe that Allen’s art is not so much about remembering as it is remembering, an untidy record of the iterative act itself, the ritual exercise of private and public remembering—in galleries, on stages, outdoors, in the air (on wings of song), and, most elementally and comprehensively, on paper. A prolific and disciplined keeper of methodically annotated journals, notebooks, workbooks, and songbooks dating back to 1960, Terry has habitually drafted and developed the story of his own life and work in the paper laboratory of these many thousands of pages, sometimes returning to ideas originally ventured in inchoate form decades prior. Time erodes, attenuates, and effaces our memories; it can also transpose, magnify, and amplify them. Terry’s art inhabits the spaces between those distortions and fabrications and their effects on us. For Allen, the erosion of our memories gives them texture, abrading them into some essential, ambiguous, and potentially more universal and seductive artifact, like sea glass.


I STAYED IN touch with Terry after moving to Chapel Hill in 2006 to pursue a graduate degree in folklore at University of North Carolina and first interviewed him that year for an essay I wrote for Bill Ferris’s class on Southern music. Terry sent me catalogs and a mixtape containing his 1992 radio play Reunion (a return to Juarez), accompanied by some of his favorite Tex-Mex, Tejano, and country music—música de la frontera—on which he had scrawled the title “BORDER BURN.” I persisted in periodically badgering him about reissuing his albums on vinyl. Finally, he relented. Since 2015, in my capacity as a founder and owner of the record label Paradise of Bachelors, we have been collaborating closely on a campaign to reissue his music within the context of his visual and theatrical art. The process has involved in-depth archival research and countless hours of interviews and oral history recordings with Allen, his family members, and his myriad friends and associates. For the past nine years or so, we’ve talked on the phone regularly, often weekly, and the relationship has grown into a friendship. It’s been an honor, what Terry’s longtime musical partner Lloyd Maines calls “dream work,” to undertake these massive restoration and reframing projects.


Although Terry is the greatest and most compelling storyteller I know—an artistic alchemist capable of turning rainbows into tamales and back again and making you believe it—most of his stories remain untold in print. In the summer of 2018, he asked me to help tell them. Guy gave Terry a job to do, the work of memorializing; Terry has given me one in turn.


This is, of course, fertile but treacherous territory for a biographer. Allen himself has tackled the absurdities and conflicts of biography and autobiography throughout his work. As the characters in Dugout reflect about aging and memory: “Your life just turns into a bucket full of stories, with a little bitty hole in the bottom.… Or a bucket full of holes, with a little bitty story in the bottom.” In Bleeder, the inscrutable eponymous character candidly assesses “the whole idea of biography” as “pure bullshit, some powdered-up, sick, perverted form of necrophilia.”


So here we go, through the little bitty hole in the bottom of the bucket, into the terra incognita of what Allen has mapped as the “geography of memory,” into the wilderness of bullshit and necrophilia—deep into the real and the imaginary.
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PART I



THE LUBBOCK SECTION




The past moves faster than a grassfire


An tomorrow can’t come another day too soon


—“Late 1961 (or the 3701 28th St. Cowboy Blues)”

















CHAPTER 1



INNERMISSION


Hide in a movie


You can’t tell


If you’re on the earth


Or in a diving bell


I’ve been in the dark all of my life


Waiting for the wake of the red witch


—“Wake of the Red Witch”


ON THE NIGHT OF FRIDAY, OCTOBER 16, 1959, WHEN THE WORLD DISLOCATED and his childhood disintegrated, he was standing in line in the lobby of the Arnett Benson Theatre at 105 University Avenue in Lubbock, Texas, waiting on a nine o’clock screening of Tamango, a movie about which he knew nothing but the musky whiff of scandal promised by an eighteenth-century slave ship setting and its racially and sexually charged poster depicting Dorothy Dandridge ravaged by Cürd Jurgens.1 The film itself was largely irrelevant, another excuse to escape from home and its nascent hauntings. Most Fridays, since his father had taken up residence at Methodist Hospital on Main Street and his mother’s behavior had become progressively more erratic and nocturnal, found him retreating to this very place and posture: a date beside him, his unruly curls, prone to frizz despite their still respectably conservative length, tamed with pomade, wearing his best striped button-down shirt, heavy glasses over hungry eyes, and a wide, wild grin, at once roguish and infectious.


The boy studied the crowded choreography of the film posters, considering their outlandish promises, their busy Californian collisions of stylized sex and violence trapped beneath the glass of their frames. He’d been to California once with his parents, but he knew there was more to it than what he had seen through the narrow glass of the Hudson’s windows and the few disjointed details his mother had told him of her years there. One day, he told himself, he would return to the place that had produced those posters and the stories they sold. As he squinted, his broad, scarecrow shoulders cocked forward in a rawboned hunch, as if anxiously angling into an indistinct future (a restlessness inherited from his barrelhouse piano player mother, for whom the barren South Plains offered no anchorage) and somewhat belying his height (a stature inherited from his ballplayer father, before his sinewy, battered body had withered into its current wasted shape, curling like yellowed paper). He was sixteen years old, a sophomore at Monterey High School, where he had recently begun to practice the roles of sardonic malcontent and fledgling beatnik to increasing institutional infamy. His father was seventy-three and sick in his bones. His mother was fifty-five and sick in other, more obscure ways, deeper and less tangible than bone. Strangers sometimes mistook his father as his grandfather, which filled the boy with seething, clenched rage—out of a rigid adolescent sense of honor and protectiveness (from the implication of his father’s more imminent mortality) but also the self-conscious knowledge of his family’s oddness, their obvious difference. When deployed as a deliberate taunt by other kids, this generational misidentification had on certain occasions provoked him into graceless but mercifully succinct fistfights.


Fixated on the film posters, chewing on popcorn, he didn’t hear the phone ring—no one listens for the phone in a movie theater, it occurred to him later, we’re all anticipating imminent transport elsewhere—but he did hear a jittery usher page him, speaking his name through loudspeaker crackle that cut through the lobby murmur. He startled, swallowed, excused himself, and stumbled to the ticket booth, consumed by creeping, chest-deep dread. Ruth Hanus, a family friend, was on the line. She had an accent—Lithuanian, they said, but how would he know—and sometimes worked for his father as an usher at Fair Park Coliseum. Her brooding husband, Frank, a member of the same Shriners temple as the boy’s father, walked with a limp, because (they said) he’d been tortured by Nazis, a fact that never failed to impress West Texans, toppling the ramparts of their natural xenophobia. Tonight Mrs. Hanus’s voice sounded stranger than usual, aching somewhere behind her accent. She told him that his friend Jo Harvey Koontz—whom the boy would marry two and a half years and a lifetime later—had told her where to find him. He and Jo Harvey had planned to meet up at a party after the movie. He’d been looking forward to it.


“He’s gone,” Mrs. Hanus said. “Your daddy just passed away. I’m sorry. You better go home now and wait. There are a lot of things your mother has to tend to. Lot of papers to fill out.”


He made some sounds in reply—“OHHHHHH,” he wrote later, “I guess I better go”—blindly handed off the phone, waded through a shoal of pitying stares, and found himself sitting at home alone, though he would later forget how he traveled those three miles southwest. His mother did not come home for a long time. In a sense, she never completely returned; at least she never returned complete.


In his brief time on earth, which had already begun to feel as interminable and monotonous as the High Plains horizon, his teenage ennui writ large across the desolate landscape of the Llano Estacado—an interminably flat, semiarid mesa larger than the state of Indiana that spans eastern New Mexico and northwestern Texas—other giants had fallen around him, and he had felt the sere earth shudder.2 On New Year’s Day 1953, the city had collapsed into a zombie stupefaction of mourning for Hank Williams, found stiff with rigor mortis in his Cadillac in Ohio (the boy would one day make art about that). His father had been the one to bring Hank to Lubbock to play; the boy had watched him, spellbound, as he had watched so many others shake his dad’s stages. Just eight months ago, fellow Lubbockite Buddy Holly, seven years the boy’s senior, whom he hadn’t known personally but had admired sufficiently from afar to emulate his style, wearing copycat glasses, had died in a plane crash in Iowa. (Few in his hometown seemed to notice or care much until quite later, when Holly’s legacy had been established; the boy himself had even lost a fifty-dollar bet with a classmate against Buddy ever having a hit, based solely on the handicapping fact that he attended rival Lubbock High School.) But the sudden emptiness this time, the raw lack, despite its bitter foretaste through years of his father’s illness and rapid decline, was seismic in its impact, isolating in its suffocating closeness. It was a new kind of wound, a new kind of loss. That Friday he began a slow, agonizing slide through the different absences his parents left that night, leaving those two black doors to recede behind him—his father’s shut forever, his mother’s ajar, its sliver of light gradually dimming—and emerging through the aperture of another life, another world.
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CHAPTER 2



BLOODLINES I (BASEBALL): A GREAT HIGH AND FAMILIAR ARC


Oh my mother


She is a mountain


And her breast


It touch the sky


And my father


He is a river


Running through her


Sweet bye and bye


—“Bloodlines I”


DUGOUT, ALLEN’S BODY OF WORK THAT EXPLORES HIS PARENTS SLED AND PAULINE Allen’s remarkable lives and his own childhood, begins (in conception) and ends (in chronology) with that September day in 1959 when his father died, a defining hinge in his life. But Terry would not embark on this interdisciplinary speculative history until the early 1990s with the radio play Dugout.1 He returned to DUGOUT in earnest a decade later with a series of exhibitions and performances, and he would not put the project to rest until 2005, with the publication of the eponymous book. Terry’s traumatic teenaged experience of his father’s death—the Arnett Benson, the funeral, the ongoing ache and anger—never features explicitly in DUGOUT. His own perspective manifests through the composite, generic character of Warboy (also known to his befuddled parents as Whatsit), and the death itself is rendered obliquely, but powerfully, as a private moment between Sled and Pauline (or rather, the anonymous “He” and “She” characters).2 After holding on long enough to watch the World Series on television, His soul follows a “great high and familiar arc” out of His body that echoes—telescoping back into time—the thousands of pitches and fly balls He caught in a long career as a baseball catcher.3


In DUGOUT, Allen chronicles the saga of his family and its lineage in lyrical and dramatic, if elliptical, fashion and with much fictionalized embellishment, embroidery, and infill. Allen himself has described the DUGOUT cycle as “a love story, an investigation into how memory is invented, a kind of supernatural-jazz-sport-history-ghost-blood-fiction that rolls across the late nineteenth century into the mid-twentieth century.”4 The title refers to five family “dugouts” mentioned in the cycle: the frontier dugout home, “stuck half-in and half-out of a small Oklahoma hill” in which Allen’s mother was born in 1904; a supposed Civil War veteran ancestor’s harrowing tale about spending three days in a blood-flooded trench; the baseball dugouts Sled inhabited for years; the Satin Dugout, a fictional Denver speakeasy; and implicitly, everyone’s graves. The tales unfold kaleidoscopically and nonlinearly through every medium at the artist’s disposal—poetry, drawing, sculptural installation, theater, radio, and music—typifying his range across disciplines. Eschewing strict biographical or historical research, he wrote expressionistically, almost entirely from the stories his parents and relatives had told him, inventing episodes and dialogue to flesh out the patchy mise-en-scène, riddled as it was with missing information. His scraps of knowledge and narrative extended only to his paternal and maternal grandparents, which, given the age of his parents when he was born, was roughly equivalent, in chronological reach, to the average person of his generation knowing something about their great-grandparents. Sled and Pauline effectively “skipped” a generation by having children at their age, fifty-six and thirty-eight, respectively, giving Terry an unusual proximity and access to the past but one that receded quickly into oblivion, with many family elders long dead or unable or unwilling to remember. “The moment the present ends, and memory begins,” Terry has observed, “it becomes fiction.”


DUGOUT is explicitly about the propinquity and precarity of that history and those memories. It is a mature work by a middle-aged artist stitching together the rags of the past and allowing the process to repair him reciprocally. But the closer you look, the clearer it becomes that Terry’s life and art alike have always been haunted by family history and by memory’s failing ever adequately to reconstruct or rehabilitate the collective and personal stories that we deploy to define ourselves. And so a thorough accounting of Allen’s ancestry is critical to an understanding of his life and art, including but far beyond the bounds of DUGOUT itself.


ALLEN’S GRANDPARENTS’ AND great-grandparents’ lives were implacably shaped by war and restless westward migration. Despite, or perhaps because of, upheaval and relocation, the two sides of the family shared similar milieus and often inhabited identical landscapes, sometimes as near neighbors. Pioneers and border-crossers to a person, they were, by and large, rugged agrarian hillfolk of the Ozarks and Appalachia—people often denigrated as hillbillies—from communities cast in the fastnesses and dappled folds of mountain hollers, the topographical opposite of the Llano Estacado.5 Terry’s maternal grandmother, Nancy Cora Pierce (1876–1942), known as Cora, born in Howell County, in southern Missouri, was the twelfth of thirteen Tice children. His paternal grandmother, Mary Ann Allen (1854–1927), also born in Howell County, was the eighth of thirteen Galloway children. The two women and their large families may have been acquainted, though their grandchildren would meet by chance on a railroad platform far away in Amarillo, Texas, unaware of any prior family connections. Those Missouri-Arkansas borderlands remained sparsely populated then, a thickly forested wilderness of Osage, Quapaw, and settler hunting grounds at the wild fringe of what European Americans condescendingly deemed civilization, the “jumping off” point for westward frontier expansion.6 Howell County did not even exist as a recognized governmental entity until three years after Mary Ann Galloway was born. West Plains, the county seat, was only incorporated three years before Sled was born there in 1886.


Samuel Allen (1854–1916), Mary Ann’s husband, Sled’s father, and Terry’s grandfather, was born one of sixteen siblings, half siblings, and stepsiblings to David Allen (1812–1856), hailing from Orleans Parish in Louisiana, and his second wife, Angeline Strong (1820–1885), of Tennessee, on February 3, 1854, in Scott County, just north of the Missouri Bootheel, in an alluvial floodplain situated in the northern reaches of the lower Mississippi Delta, near the confluence with the Ohio River at Cairo, Illinois.7 Family lore, amplified graphically in DUGOUT, holds that Samuel served as a Confederate soldier in a Tennessee volunteer regiment during the Civil War, traumatized into silence by a battle fought in “a dugout dirt trench full of blood up to his chin”—when he emerged, “he seen more human guts layin’ in the dirt then they was blades of grass”—alongside his fellow Confederate “baby brothers” who “warred for the cause” and against three brothers who served in the Union army. Missouri was one of four border states that did not secede and harbored both Union and Confederate allegiances, often within the same communities and families. After much bitter debate, the state narrowly adopted an official (and schizoid) position as proslavery but also pro-Union, although the reality, in homes and hollers, was much messier and bloodier. “Day they left, they stood right out there in town road solemn as preachers and shook hands,” explains Mary Ann to her son Sled in DUGOUT (though Allen gives none of the characters proper names, only pronouns). “Shook hands and went off different directions to kill one another… brother ’gainst brother. Them was dark days.” She goes on to tell how Samuel’s father, the David Allen character, was so disturbed by the family schism, his own household Civil War, that he killed his wife and then himself, shooting her in the heart and himself in the mouth.


The historical evidence for the veracity of these tales is inconclusive. Since Samuel Allen would have been only seven years old at the 1861 outbreak of the war, only nine two years later, when his two half brothers Benjamin Franklin (1834–1898) and Cyrus Jefferson Allen (1837–1867) enlisted in the Confederate and Union infantries, respectively, and eleven when Robert E. Lee surrendered at Appomattox, it seems unlikely that he saw action as a regular combatant, especially in Tennessee, where the closest battle of consequence was over a hundred miles from his home. He might, however, have served in some other military support capacity more accommodating to children and requiring less physical strength, fortitude, and endurance—as a musician or messenger, for example. As for the murder-suicide, David Allen died in 1856, years before the dawn of the war; his widow, Angeline, survived until 1885; and her subsequent preacher husband, Thomas Carpenter (1824–1901), Samuel’s stepfather, lived until 1901. Regardless of the precise mathematics of murder and fraternal and filial strife, such internecine tensions certainly would have irrevocably riven the Allen and Carpenter families.


According to his front-page obituary, when he was eighteen, in 1872, in the ragged wake of war, Samuel moved five counties west, a thousand feet higher, and deeper into the frontier to Howell County, Missouri, up on the Ozark Plateau by the Arkansas border. Seven years later, having become “prominent in political and religious affairs” of the county as a staunch Baptist, he married local girl Mary Ann Galloway.8 Samuel and Mary Ann settled in the tiny hamlet of West Plains, Missouri, Mary Ann’s hometown.


Scraping a living out of the Ozark soil and its vast, dense forests was brutal and unforgiving work. Like virtually everyone else they knew, Samuel worked primarily as a farm laborer, likely as a tenant farmer or sharecropper, and Mary Ann kept house and assumed the bulk of parenting their considerable family in their rented home. Oscar James Allen, known as Ott, was born in 1880 (d. 1953), followed by William Samuel, who went by Willie or Bill, in 1883 (d. 1940). Middle child Fletcher “Sled” Manson Allen was born in West Plains on August 23, 1886, nearly five years before Roy (1891–1986), the youngest brother.


Regardless of his father’s direct involvement or lack thereof, Sled was born into a border community still grotesquely scarred by the Civil War and its death spasms of vestigial violence. West Plains, so close to the border between the Union and the Confederacy, had, like Scott County, been ravaged by guerrilla warfare and nearly burned to the ground. Many had fled after Confederate brigadier general James Haggin McBride declared martial law and ordered all Union sympathizers to enlist in the Confederate army, and by the end of the war, nine out of ten residents of the overwhelmingly white Howell County had completely abandoned it.9 That devastation, violence, and depopulation would have been palpable and visible, as great ruptures and voids on a denuded landscape, and viscerally present in the memories of neighbors who remained through the relentless raids by Red Leg and jayhawker vigilantes or returned to their charred properties after the war.10


Fletcher earned the nickname Sled from his older brothers, a teasing tribute to his massive feet. They did far worse than tease, so the nickname stuck; it was a mild and amusing indignity amid a childhood rent by violence. In 1899, when Sled was thirteen, after an arduous, weeks-long trek by covered wagon, the Allens found themselves 350 miles west in Oklahoma, in a township called Geary, lying on the border of brand-new Blaine and Canadian Counties, northwest of inchoate Oklahoma City. Both Blaine County and the state’s future capital had only recently been named, as a result of the Land Run of 1892, which opened the Cheyenne-Arapaho Reservation to white settlement, and which, along with several previous and subsequent land rushes and auctions between 1889 and 1895, may have provided an impetus for the Allens to relocate under the heady spell of “Boomer” fever.


THE STORIES THAT Sled told his son in their sixteen years together were nearly all marked by brutality. Livid bruises on his life, he shared them unsentimentally, not to glorify the violence itself or to wallow in the barbarous details, but to illustrate the worlds, ancient and arcane even to his own son, through which he had passed and because the stories explained how he arrived, through long trial, to his position of prominence in West Texas. Terry relates some of these stories in DUGOUT.


When Sled was six, in the summer of 1892, he told Terry, his father, Samuel, threw him “in a great high arc through the air” into the Missouri River, the Big Muddy, a sink-or-swim lesson in survival. When, in DUGOUT, he crawls up the muddy bank panting and choking, his father comments, “Whatever happens now… the li’l sum-bitch can swim.” (The Missouri River is 160 miles north of West Plains, so it seems likely the immersion might have happened in a tributary closer to home.) Two years later, at age eight, in the midst of a blizzard outside their Missouri farmhouse, his neck “swollen big as a bucket” from tonsillitis, his father and his older brother, probably Ott, held Sled down while a country doctor shoved a burning poker “slow and deep into his throat and burn[ed] out his tonsils,” blistering his mouth shut for weeks and indoctrinating a taciturn nature. “After that,” Terry writes, “he never said more than he had to.” A popular, and particularly gruesome, bedtime story for Terry as a boy concerned Sled’s childhood dog, whom he found dead one day, tangled in a barbed wire fence, its legs “gone green and big as gourds.” One of his older brothers, again likely Ott, claimed to have found the dog that way, but Sled never believed it, “because his brother was a damn born liar and had also hated the dog anyway.” Sled’s anger at his brothers festered into his adulthood, and as a result, Terry barely knew his two surviving uncles or their families. (Bill, the only brother for whom Sled maintained affection, was allegedly decapitated in a car wreck in 1940.)


DUGOUT credits an older brother for explaining to Sled—or the He character—the function of a catcher’s mitt, which their father brings home as a curious novelty one day during the summer of 1895, having traded a plug of tobacco for it. The Pa character, Samuel, who grew up in a world without baseball, is unsure what the mysterious artifact might be, perhaps a cushion or some kind of hat: “He tried out various other speculations on it… none of which worked worth a damn.” Sled cottoned to the game quickly, learning the rules with his brothers (who claimed it was invented by Thomas Edison) and beginning to play that very summer after seeing his first game at a church social. He wasn’t a fast base runner—his gangly six-foot-one-inch frame and namesake giant feet didn’t help—and never was much of a hitter either, but he had a powerful arm and excelled as a catcher. “He knew he could do it,” Allen writes in DUGOUT, “and he knew it beat hell out of farming.” In an extraordinary act of will, he broke with his family’s long tradition of subsistence agriculture to light out for the territories, pursuing a life in sports and entertainment. Throughout the convolutions of his long and patchwork careers, which until after Terry was born and he achieved financial security necessitated backbreaking supplemental work to scrape by, he always defined himself as an athlete first and foremost, his core identity inhering in his body and what it could withstand. “Whatever else happened in his life,” Terry has said, “he was a ballplayer.”


Sled played his first professional games in 1908 for the Wheeling Stogies, a West Virginia minor-league team, but ended the season in Enid, Oklahoma, with the Class-C Railroaders of the Western Association (they were so impoverished a club “they only had one baseball,” Terry exaggerates in DUGOUT). In the major-league draft of September 1, 1909, he was selected by the St. Louis Browns, a dream come true. He debuted at first base on May 4, 1910, against the Cleveland Naps, but transitioned to playing primarily as a third-string catcher. After appearing in a grand total of fourteen games for the appallingly bad Browns, the losingest team in the league, his major-league career ended unceremoniously on August 5, in yet another loss to the Philadelphia Athletics. He completed the 1910 season back in the minors, as a catcher for the El Paso Mavericks—“Sled appeared in a Mav. uniform which was about three sizes too small for the large one,” reported the El Paso Herald, “but such catching!”11—after which his contract was purchased by the Class-A Louisville Colonels, for $300 a month.12 In 1911, he joined the Class-B Houston Buffaloes of the Texas League, “the meanest of them all,” remaining until 1916, his longest tenure as a player and, at twenty-nine years old, the end of his career as a strictly professional player. His brother Roy joined him as a Buffaloes pitcher in 1914, winning 141 games, often playing with Sled as a fraternal pitcher-catcher duo, including one game in which Roy pitched eight straight no-hit innings with Sled behind the base.


The informal country baseball that Sled encountered as a boy was not only alien to him but also, as Terry describes in DUGOUT, abstract—procedurally, spatially, and conceptually—compared to today’s game. (A corresponding DUGOUT drawing renders the baseball diamond as a levitating black charcoal form, like those of Russian Suprematist painter Kazimir Malevich.) The dugout itself had only recently been introduced, and the rules were still being codified. Sled blamed his .130 batting record with the Browns on his inability to hit within the confines of the newfangled foul lines. It was also a far more savage game, with players whose itinerant existences resembled the rough-and-tumble lives of carnies. Once when a wild pitch smashed into a batter’s throat, crushing his larynx and causing him to collapse in convulsions, Sled leapt up from behind home base, yanked out the man’s tongue, and harpooned it beyond his lips with a pencil to prevent him from swallowing his own tongue. He died anyway, “purple as a turnip,” and they finished the game.


Baseball took a grim toll on Sled’s body. “All his fingers were broken a hundred times, but he stayed in the game,” Allen writes in DUGOUT. “That’s the only way the game is played… with heart and for blood. Nobody made any money.” In 1913, while playing for Houston, Sled was beaned on the head, and his skull was fractured. Terry has described the sense-memory of holding Sled’s large, calloused hands in church as a child; they’d been so repeatedly wrecked and splintered that they felt like “oak knots on a gnarled tree trunk.” By the time Terry was old enough to demonstrate any serious interest in sports, his father was no longer physically able to participate without pain, so the two played backyard catch together only rarely.


While playing for Enid and still living with his family in Geary, Sled met Viola Catherine Short (1891–1943), who had been born and raised Catholic in St. Louis but was living in Oklahoma City. They were married in Oklahoma County on September 28, 1910; he was twenty-four and she was twenty. Their only child, Fletcher Manson “Manse” Allen Jr., was born in Houston on June 30, 1913 (d. 1980), while Sled was with the Buffaloes, nearly thirty years before his half brother Terry would arrive.


After Sled’s final contract with Houston was not renewed in 1916, he appears not to have worked in baseball for five years, and when he returned to the sport on a semipro basis, he had to seek piecemeal jobs off-season to make ends meet. During this difficult period, and again during the Great Depression years, he exhibited a remarkable versatility and persistence with his ever-changing pursuit of gainful employment, leaving his wife and child to hop freight trains from town to town to find sundry work as a carpenter, at hardware stores, and for three nauseating days, at a pork slaughterhouse (he never ate bacon again). By 1921, the young Allen family had moved to Polytechnic, Texas, outside Fort Worth, and Sled was working as an auditor for an oil-refining company.


The next year the Allens relocated to Lubbock, where Sled helmed the Class-D Lubbock Hubbers for their inaugural 1922 season and quickly established himself as a genial and admired fixture of Panhandle culture. A March 31 article in The Lubbock Avalanche announced that “Skipper Sled Allen” and his teammate, third baseman Elmer “Gobe” Gober, had purchased the Busy Bee Café, one of three such establishments in town. “Baseball will be the first consideration,” Sled reassured local fans, “for that is what we’re here for, and we are certainly going to give our best efforts to that.”13 He achieved some of his greatest athletic successes with the Hubbers, whom he led to victory at the Denver Post Tournament—known as the “Little World Series of the West”—in 1925, winning the Spalding Trophy. Manse served as a bat boy.


In late October 1927, on its front page, the Amarillo Globe congratulated “Fighting Sled Allen” on his appointment as skipper of the brand-new Amarillo Texans of the Western League, who almost always lost to their Lubbock rivals due to their superior “leadership and pitching force.”14 The job separated Sled once again from his family; he moved the 125 miles north to Amarillo several months before they did. For the next fifteen years Sled embodied the road-dog ethos of Terry’s “Amarillo Highway,” “makin’ speed up old 87” between Lubbock and Amarillo as he moved back and forth for work. The satisfactions of a new player-manager position in a new town were brief. Sled’s mother, Mary Ann, died on December 12 in West Plains, where she had returned after Samuel died in 1916; Viola’s mother passed away in Kansas City, Missouri, two months later; and the Texans only survived one more season before dissolving. Despite his disappointment, and a brief return to Lubbock, the family stayed in Amarillo for five more years, forcing Sled to diversify yet again. In late February 1928, he opened a “spare rib boardinghouse” in the Carter Hotel in Amarillo, catering to ball players; he apparently even intended to serve as chef, with the Globe-Times reporting on his grocery-shopping trips.15 He and Viola took on roles as comanagers of the Hillcrest Golf and Country Club in Amarillo (Sled later was also affiliated with the club of the same name in Lubbock). With Sled presiding over its annual golf tournament, Manse excelled at the game, becoming a star at Texas Tech and one of the finest golfers in the region. In 1931, Sled began to dabble in the promotion of area wrestling matches, which would gradually become his chief occupation as he moved away from baseball and into entertainment, from one form of theater to others.


After seven years in the wilderness of Amarillo, the prodigal Allens returned triumphantly to Lubbock in June 1933. They moved right back into their home at 2020 Eighth Street, and Sled resumed his old job as manager of the Hubbers. In October, having recently been issued “a professional wrestling promoter’s license by the state department of labor,” he also assumed management of a venue called the Auditorium, a “local fight hall… formerly known as the Uptown Dance Palace, the indoor pavilion and amusement center located on North Texas Ave.”16 The Avalanche-Journal quoted his plan to hold indoor sporting events, classes, dances, wrestling, and—with partner promoter Dee Puckett—boxing matches in this “place of good, clean entertainment where anybody can feel at home and enjoy the program.”17 It was very much a family business. Viola managed the financial side of the enterprise, “keeping books, handling publicity, and selling tickets,”18 with a side hustle peddling “pedigreed Scottie and wire-haired terrier puppies, priced reasonable” out of their home.19 Manse worked as an usher. On Christmas 1938, the Avalanche-Journal ran a Christmas card from the Auditorium—“We take this opportunity to thank our friends and customers for past favors”—prominently listing Sled, Viola, and Manse’s names.20


As the business grew, Sled switched venues several times over the next two decades. The original Sled Allen’s Arena, which opened on June 5, 1935, was an open-air lot at Thirteenth and Avenue F.21 For several years in the late 1930s and early 1940s, he leased a shuttered Pentecostal church building at 924 Thirty-Fourth Street. After World War II, he briefly booked wrestling matches at a location out on the Slaton Highway and at Jumbo Webster Park, a softball field by day. In addition to weekly Wednesday-night wrestling cards, Sled began to book concerts and dances, sometimes on his own or in collaboration with other concert promoters, charging fifty cents for tickets to see the likes of Bob Wills’s Texas Playboys and Paul White’s Orchestra.22


As a sportsman éminence grise and one of the foremost entertainment entrepreneurs and impresarios of the Panhandle and West Texas, Sled was a well-recognized and well-respected figure in Lubbock and Amarillo throughout the 1930s. But the Depression years were lean even for such a relatively celebrated personage, and he was cobbling together odd jobs to provide for his family until at least the mid-1940s. The 1940 census lists him not as a promoter but as “operator, golf course” at Lubbock’s Hillcrest Golf and Country Club.


In April 1942, Sled was back in Amarillo once again, beginning a short tenure, as the Amarillo Globe-Times put it grandiosely, as “venerable business manager of the Amarillo Gold Sox,” another young Class-D team in the West Texas–New Mexico League, and moonlighting at the Amarillo Hardware Co.


MANSE, STILL LIVING at his parents’ home at age twenty-seven, was working as a geologist for oil companies, including the Honolulu Oil Corporation of Midland, his employer when he registered for the draft in 1941, in the wake of Pearl Harbor. On Christmas Eve 1941, Manse married Eleonora Elizabeth Sokol (1908–2002), five years his senior, born in the German immigrant town of Schulenberg, Texas. When Manse was discharged on November 29, 1945, after two years of service as a gunner, including action at the Battle of the Bulge, he returned home to Lubbock, his hearing permanently damaged by artillery fire and his body convulsed by epileptic seizures. His mother was dead; his father had remarried a woman only four years older than his own wife; and he had a two-year-old half brother named Terry, the same age as his own son Sammie (1943–1995), named after his Missourian great-grandfather.
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CHAPTER 3



HOLD ON TO THE HOUSE


Ahh stand in the Den


Stand in the Bath


Make your stand in the Living Room


If you can stand to call it that


But you better HOLD ON


Better HOLD ON… TO THE HOUSE


—“Hold On to the House”


DUGOUT DESCRIBES A VIVID MEET-CUTE: “HE’S A LOT OLDER, BUT SHE LIKES his big open grin. ‘Hi there, sunshine,’ she says. Instead of going on where they were going, they go to supper. They like each other’s hands.”


The reality was rather darker and more desperate. Sometime in the summer of 1942, with the headlines screaming of war, Sled and Pauline met on the platform of the Santa Fe Depot, Amarillo’s Mission Revival–style railroad station. He was just shy of fifty-six years old, and she was about to turn thirty-eight; both had August birthdays. They caught each other’s eyes through the clarifying, brassy sunlight slanting onto the stucco and vibrating off the tracks, moving deliberately in the thick heat under the slim shade of the red-tiled roofs. The attraction was instantaneous and palpable, unsettling them out of their interiority and wounded hesitancy.


Pauline and Sled found each other at extraordinarily vulnerable, damaged moments in their respective lives. Both sought in Amarillo a city of refuge from their crumbling realities, a place to escape the unresolved anguish of their pasts. Perhaps they sensed in each other, standing there, together but alone on the baking platform in the high incandescent light of summer, their mutually unsteady demeanors, their weak and watery shadows floating unmoored over the brick paving like their attenuated and tattered souls. Pauline had recently returned to Amarillo in retreat after her second divorce ended in a maelstrom of alcoholism, jealousy, and abuse. Although he had begun working in Amarillo baseball again, Sled was technically still a registered resident of Lubbock, sharing his longtime home on Eighth Street with Viola. In fact, he was living a shadow life alone at the Ross Hotel in downtown Amarillo, and the Lubbock house stood empty.


Contrary to the timeline in DUGOUT and to what Terry has always believed based on the fragments of information his father reluctantly shared about his previous life and first family, when Sled and Pauline first met, Viola was not “recently dead” of throat cancer. Since March 1941, she had been institutionalized at Big Spring State Hospital, a psychiatric facility one hundred miles south of the home she and Sled owned in Lubbock. One year, nine months, and ten days later, on January 3, 1943, at age fifty-one, she died there of what the newspapers euphemistically referred to as “paralysis” but was in fact general paresis. Also known as general paralysis of the insane or paralytic dementia, general paresis is a severe degenerative neuropsychiatric disorder that can result in deterioration of mental and physiological functions, dramatic personality changes, delusional behavior, and psychosis. The proximate cause of general paresis is untreated syphilis—or, as Viola’s death certificate more clinically and archaically calls it, “lues,” officially diagnosed, in her case, three years earlier. When she finally passed away, Viola was likely physically incapacitated and bedridden as well as inexorably psychologically transformed and likely incoherent, if she was able to communicate at all. She may have suffered from chancres and grotesque physical, and particularly facial, disfigurement. Present in her hospital room in her final moments were her only son, Private Manse Allen, on emergency family leave from Camp White, Oregon, as well as Sled and his brothers Oscar and Roy. The end of her agony must have come as a relief to her family.


Sled moved back to Amarillo just weeks after committing Viola to Big Spring, adding more than a hundred more miles between them. He found solace with Pauline, whose vivacity, energy, glamor, sense of humor, and musical talent—as well as her mercurial temperament, sometimes erratic behavior, and emotional precarity—were as intoxicating to him as the straight vodka she habitually drank. Two broken and bereft people, they guided each other through the wilderness of their sorrow into a new, whole life together.


Their courtship was brief and ravenous; neither had sufficient time or patience to be tentative. They always said they married six weeks after they met. Perhaps they eloped. No marriage certificate exists, however, and Sled and Viola were never divorced; their marriage ended only with her death. While Sled and Pauline’s marriage may never have been formally enacted, and in any case would not have been legally binding in the timeframe they recounted—because Sled was still married to Viola—the state of Texas does recognize common-law marriages, so legally speaking, after Viola’s death they were indeed married if they represented themselves as such. When Viola died, Pauline was five months pregnant with Sled’s second son, Terry.


It is unclear how much Manse and the rest of Viola and Sled’s family knew about Pauline initially, but the torturous timing of their affair and pregnancy was eventually either revealed or deduced. Manse and his family forever treated Pauline, and Terry by proxy, with undisguised contempt and resentment when they were unable to ignore or dismiss them entirely. To them, Pauline was, understandably, the interloper and the younger, non-Catholic other woman—and even worse, an unrepentant musician and drinker—who stole Sled away from Viola at the hour of her greatest need, and Terry was the bastard spawn conceived in sin while Viola suffered in an asylum.


In the aftermath of Viola’s death, family tensions at a fever pitch, Sled and Pauline fled again, this time escaping to Wichita, Kansas, for several months in 1943. Sled took a wartime production job at the Cessna aircraft factory there, a temporary disentanglement and reprieve disguised as a financial opportunity. Pauline would have been showing, visibly pregnant to anyone who saw her, which must have made day-to-day public life in conservative Amarillo mortifying for a divorced woman involved with a married man who was a public figure. The 1943 Wichita city directory lists an F. M. Allen living in Burden, with no mention of Pauline, so she may have joined him after he moved or immediately but incognito. According to a May 2, 1943, piece in the Wichita Eagle—five days before his son’s birth—Sled had just led his new employer’s corporate baseball team, the Cessna Aircrafters, to another victory.1


LIKE MANY CHILDREN, Terry grew up in the shadows of his parents, but their shadows were pitchier and more ancient than most. Both parents were performers, albeit in different modes, who lived and thrived in the public eye—Sled on ballfields, on the golf course, at his arenas, and among his communities of Masons and Shriners. His life is extensively documented. Pauline, on the other hand, haunted obscure stages and cinemas, drifting from bar to nightclub to beauty parlor across Texas, New Mexico, California, and Colorado. Little has been documented about her life before Sled beyond the stories she herself told Terry. Pauline lived her life—to borrow a Terryism—“lying low as a snake,” living the difficult bohemian life of a female artist of her generation, and limiting her exposure to public record through multiple marriages and name changes.


Terry fell into their lives almost as an alien foundling, the “Whatsit” of DUGOUT, manifesting in time to fulfill the final chapter of his father’s life and to furnish a fateful hinge in his mother’s. In Warboy and the backboard blues, the performance that closes DUGOUT, the title character first appears on the ramp of a UFO, a 1950s rock-and-roll alien: “His body is painted completely white and he is naked except for blue jockey shorts.… He is small and wiry with hair slicked back into a greasy 1950-style ducktail.” He keeps time with a basketball, marking the hours until his surrogate father dies and he can return to his planet, tracing that “high familiar arc” that recurs as an asymptotic curve throughout the story.


ON MAY 7, 1943, at 6:31 a.m., a boy, substantial but unnamed, was born at John Wesley Hospital in Wichita, Kansas, weighing eight pounds, nine and three-quarters ounces.2 (“Terry Allen was born ‘Mr. Baby 1943’… World War Two was doing swell and he was the swell,” he wrote in 1969 in the liner notes for his first recording, the “Gonna California” / “Color Book” single.) Dr. Everette L. Cooper attended, and the whole deal cost twenty-five dollars. The birth was traumatic for Pauline and did not immediately catalyze any maternal instincts or affection. “God, what a shock,” Allen writes in Dugout.




It came right out of space… out of nowhere… right out of vapor. They wouldn’t even show it to her for three days… then, when they finally did, she passed out on the spot.


It looked exactly like a weird piece of red jelly… like it had been pulled out with a pair of pliers… or maybe a claw hammer and then beat with it.


It didn’t look like anybody in her family…


A forceps baby… or more like a “spoon” baby.


Kind of a puddle.


The first time she nursed it she couldn’t even look.


She prayed deep for vodka.


The idea of a child was unsettling enough at their age… at any age… but this?


This… WHATSIT!


It was a lot closer to a Martian landing than any human birth.3





Legally, he was “Boy Allen” on paper until May 10, when they officially settled on the name Terrence Lain Allen. As a bald, bemused baby, he had the wide eyes and searching stare of Pauline but didn’t resemble Sled particularly, at least not in any obvious way she could cite in the baby book she kept.4 (According to public opinion, maybe that was for the best; in October 1942, the Amarillo Daily News described someone as “ugly as Sled Allen.”5) In fact, unlike his half brother Manse, who shared his father’s rangy physique and long, slightly gaunt, equine visage—with its flat cheekbones, thin lips, and protruding ears—Terry never grew into a direct resemblance of Sled.


They made the six-hour, four-hundred-mile trip back to Amarillo in Sled’s gray 1939 Ford a few times during their exile. Throughout the summer of 1943, the Amarillo Globe-Times reported on Sled’s whereabouts and his periodic visits home, speculating about the eventual return of the prodigal son and hometown hero. On June 28, the Amarillo Daily News mentions Sled, “a resident of Wichita,” playing golf at the Amarillo Country Club with his brother Roy.6 In July the Avalanche-Journal announced Sled’s grandson Samuel’s birth,7 predicting that Sled would return home from Wichita after the war and claiming that he was considering buying lots of land in Amarillo with fellow ballplayer and professional wrestler Cal Farley, who also employed Sled at his local tire shop later that year.8 In any case, in December 1943, they were back in Amarillo and installed at 1613 Goliad—joined by Pauline’s younger sister Zevilla (1906–2005), known as Villa, and her husband, Earl Twymann Lynn (1901–1983), known as Uncle Shorty—in time to celebrate their first Christmas with Terry and his first birthday six months later.


After a brief move to 111 East Ninth Street in Amarillo, in early 1945 Sled and Pauline purchased and moved into the home that would haunt Pauline and inhabit Terry’s dreams (and, occasionally, his artwork) for the rest of their lives: a one-story, three-bedroom, two-bathroom, 1,750-square-foot ranch house built in 1941 at 1501 South Rosemont Street. Situated on a one-fifth-acre lot on a slight incline, it faces the street shyly, its front door tucked away to the far left of its facade beneath an uneven, asymmetrical gable. Where you might expect multiple windows or a large picture window looking out onto Rosemont Street, the facade is oddly blank and somewhat forbidding, with one small casement cowering at its rightmost edge, as if avoiding the only other aperture into the structure. Though they stayed in this home barely a year, moving in 1945 into a diminutive house on Twenty-Fifth Street in Lubbock, it was here that Terry’s conscious memories begin, between the ages of eighteen months and two and a half years old—the final months of World War II.


TERRY’S FIRST YEARS, like most of ours, were shaped largely by his family and environment. In his case, that meant his childhood was at once conventional, situated squarely within the circumscribed milieu of a white, middle-class war baby born on the cusp of the Silent Generation and the baby boomers and raised in conservative West Texas, and exotic, a product of his parents’ unusual generational, vocational, and social contexts.


Sled and Pauline existed simultaneously within the culturally and morally narrow confines of mainstream Lubbock society and totally outside that world, within the alternate dimensions of professional sports, music, and entertainment, which trafficked in importing often outlandish and dangerously racialized and sexualized sounds, sights, and corporeal feats from far-flung locales to the ostensibly prudish and sometimes puritanical Panhandle. Although they almost certainly did not plan to have a child when they did, and despite Pauline’s lack of experience with child-rearing, Sled and Pauline wholeheartedly, if cautiously, embraced their new identity as a familial trio. They strove to provide a stable home for Terry, complete with the trappings of the middle-class respectability to which they publicly aspired—if only nominally and somewhat ambivalently—despite the somewhat disreputable reputations of their respective professions. Allen glimpsed evidence of his parents’ otherwise effaced past lives when their rowdy ex-colleagues would occasionally invade their house for nocturnal revelry and reminiscence, as recounted in Dugout:




They’d come late at night… all through the late ’40s and early ’50s. They’d come scratching on the screen, pounding on the door… shooting fireworks off in the yard. Old ballplayers and old musicians… come to tell their stories. She would cook and giggle and play the piano like a house on fire, and they would all sing and drink… and talk loud and colorful around the great deep gaps inside of their lives. And when it was over they would all hug each other and cry… then get in their cars and drive away. They’d come late at night, turning their memory into a story, until 1955. After that, most of them were dead.





The Allens behaved, superficially, like many other families in Lubbock. Pauline was a member of the Presbyterian Women’s Circle, even occasionally hosting meetings. Though their denominational affiliations, determined by Pauline, were rather irresolute—growing up, Pauline attended, and was married in, a Methodist church, and later in life she belonged to the First Baptist Church of Amarillo—the family attended church at Westminster Presbyterian on Sundays.9 They hosted birthday parties for Terry that were sufficiently socially prestigious, or sufficiently adorable on slow spring news days, to merit mentions, including their kiddie guest lists, for his fourth- through eighth-year celebrations, in the Avalanche-Journal. His first friends, April Showers and Bobby Jones, were among the guests at his fourth birthday in 1947, for which he wore a head-to-toe cowboy outfit, including chaps, a leather vest, and holsters, a gift from Sled and Pauline that initiated his lifelong fondness for cowboy boots—even if, as in “Amarillo Highway,” he “don’t wear no Stetson” (these days he prefers a Borsalino). By that time, the family had moved to 2118 Thirty-Fourth Street, a street that now faces a busy commercial strip but then remained unpaved.


“AIN’T WE GOT fun?” Pauline asked in a spasm of relieved joy at such conventionally happy moments as Terry’s birthdays. She dutifully enumerated, with the besotted detail of a new parent, Terry’s milestones and accomplishments in his baby book. At two years old, he was reciting both nursery rhymes and items in a hardware catalog, prefiguring, perhaps, his talents as a lyricist and maker of objects. Sled called Pauline “Big Sugar”; Terry was “Little Sugar” or “partner,” like in a cowboy movie. Pauline called Terry “kid,” like a film-noir femme fatale.


Despite their ostensibly conventional suburban appearances and impedimenta, in other ways Terry’s parents did not behave at all like other parents in their community. “I had a sense of how other kids functioned with their parents,” he recalled, “and I always felt I didn’t function the same way with mine.” From an early age they granted him an unusual degree of independence and lenience, even by the much laxer expectations of the times. He was free to roam the streets from a very young age, and like many only children he “spent a lot of time alone.” More debatable by contemporary standards was the total lack of any prescribed or enforced bedtime.


Those late nights facilitated an extraordinary introduction to public performance. At the age of four, as early as February 18, 1948, he was making special appearances at Sled’s wrestling matches, which at this point occurred primarily in a warehouse at 606 Texas Avenue in downtown Lubbock. Between matches, the referee would ring the bell, and Terry would bound up into the ring, which was slick with sweat and blood, wearing his cowboy outfit, to demonstrate a variety of outrageous wrestling moves in quick succession, much to the delight and hilarity of the audience, who laughed and shouted uproariously and threw coins. (Or as Terry wrote in 1969, in typically self-deprecating style—and in the third person—“he did zany acrobatics in the ring during intermission at the Golden Glove tournaments and people would throw money at him until he stopped.”) On at least one occasion in 1948 he also performed his favorite song, “Signed, Sealed, and Delivered” by Cowboy Copas, a hit that year. It was his first experience with a microphone and his debut as a musician.


He had been practicing the song for a tap-dancing recital at the Larrymore School of Dance, where Pauline had signed him up for lessons. The 1909 musical-theater cowboy number “My Pony Boy” fleshed out the repertoire of his first, all-Lubbock tour, shortly after his fifth birthday.10 A photo of Terry in his signature cowboy getup, grinning tentatively, eyes suspicious, hands on his belt and hat tipped back behind his curls, was reproduced for a postcard and newspaper advertisement for the Sled Allen Arena: “Terry Says: For Real Entertainment See WRESTLING Every Wednesday Night at Sled Allen’s Arena.” To drive home the family nature of the enterprise, and to prevent any confusion between Sled’s two Allen families, the photo was helpfully captioned “Terry Allen.”


Terry’s theatrical and musical activities earned the “born showman” multiple mentions in the Avalanche-Journal, including following a match on April 1, 1948—April Fool’s Day—in which the reporter praised his ability to imitate “the grunt and groaners” and Terry revealed his uncontroversial opinion that he preferred wrestling to boxing.11 The paper took to calling him “Terrible Terry” in tribute to Major General Terry Allen, a US Army hero of both world wars, claiming that he “probably does as much to make Sled Allen’s arena amusing as any one person”—quite a responsibility for a four-year-old.12 As an adult, Terry recognized that wrestling introduced him to the dramatic arts, which arguably comprises the axis of all his art (certainly according to his art-critic friend Dave Hickey, who believed that Terry is at the core “a theater person”): “As far as my early experiences with theater, well, wrestling is the last great public theater. It’s pure theater; nobody bets on a wrestling match. It has the classic good guy/bad guy tension.”


By the tender age of six, Terry was regularly working at Sled’s events, selling “Cokes, popcorn, candy, and peanuts every night” as well as the all-important “set-ups”: wink-and-a-nod citrus-and-soda fixings intended for surreptitious cocktail mixing in dry Lubbock County: “They dressed me up as a Hee Haw idiot.13 I had a metal Coke holder, a tub with straps around my neck, full of ice and Cokes.… I’d sell cardboard buckets with lemons or limes and Cokes, and someone else would haul the ice bucket, because I was so little. Everybody brought their own alcohol and left the empty bottles under the seats.” On fight-night Wednesdays, he often worked alongside stoic Manse, who picked up shifts as an usher after returning home from the war—as if nothing had changed, when in fact everything had changed, on both home and battle fronts, as evidenced by his own ruined body. Relocating to Lubbock brought Sled closer to his business interests and to his older son and grandsons—primary motives for the move, now that Terry had ratified, if not exactly legitimized, his relationship with Pauline. The proximity perhaps felt somewhat less poisonous after the exile in Wichita and the sojourn in Amarillo. But palpable tension festered between his two families, whether Sled acknowledged it or not.


It must have galled Manse, as a grown man and a wounded veteran struggling with hearing loss and epilepsy, to watch his younger bastard half brother, thirty years his junior, assume poster-boy status for the business he had helped his father build. Why wasn’t his own son Sammie, Sled’s first grandson, in the ring and on those posters? It must have been excruciating, from his perspective, to watch Terry monopolize Sled’s time and occupy his new home, his new heart, to behold his father bewitched, corrupted, and unrecognizably metamorphosed by Pauline, Manse’s new stepmother only nine years his senior, while his own children were comparatively snubbed. Pauline supplanted not only Viola’s role as Sled’s wife and Manse’s mother but also Viola’s position in the family business. The new Mrs. Allen began selling tickets to matches and concerts at Wiley Drugs downtown, a block away from the deposit box where Sled would drop cash revenues from ticket and concession sales late at night after events. She also sold tickets ringside, the smiling face and wry wisecracking mouth of Sled’s entertainment empire. Manse and Eleonora’s second son, Jimmie (1946–2012), a few years younger than Terry and Sammie, was born with severe mental challenges. Little evidence of Jimmie remains among Allen family ephemera or official records, but his presence likely contributed to the tensions among the two families, not only complicating Manse and Eleonora’s home life and compounding their feelings of competition and jealousy but also throwing Terry’s golden boy status into sharper relief.


Until 2022, when I informed him what my research had uncovered, Terry remained utterly unaware of the timing of Sled and Pauline’s affair and of the nature of Viola’s illness. But he retained disturbing memories of his ill treatment by Manse and Viola’s side of the family. What then, and thereafter, felt like inexplicable, petty cruelty came into focus as understandable, and even forgivable, behavior once he was able to consider Manse’s position, the visceral pain and betrayal he must have felt. Pauline and Terry were the obvious scapegoats, deservedly or not, and unfortunately, Terry, as a child, could not comprehend or exonerate, let alone respond or retaliate, as Pauline could. Although Terry liked Sammie and considered him a peer, more like a cousin, he was technically Sammie’s uncle, despite being only two months older than him. But an inevitable imbalance of power and perception created what Terry experienced as mysterious “friction in the family,” dooming their potential boyhood friendship. The two boys enjoyed their time together at officially sanctioned, and increasingly rare and overwrought, family gatherings, but they were not allowed to play together otherwise. When Sled would occasionally drop Terry off at Manse and Eleonora’s home for babysitting, they treated him spitefully, like an unwelcome second-class citizen, or neglectfully, like an inconvenient phantom. “They didn’t want a bastard in their house,” Terry realized retrospectively, “so they dealt with me like I didn’t exist.” He was ignored, or worse, deprived. They would serve milk to Sammie but refused it to Terry, who was given, if he was lucky, a glass of water. He sensed that there was something wrong but did not understand what he had done to deserve this. At the time, “I never felt secrecy as much as I just felt stoic about the whole situation,” he mused.14


AS OF 1950, Sled’s bifurcated family life mirrored the architecture of his two Panhandle houses. In February 1949, he and Pauline took out a mechanic’s lien from First Federal Savings and Loan to buy a double lot and build a new house at 3701 Twenty-Eighth Street, on the corner of Twenty-Eighth Street and Louisville.15 The location was out on the western fringe of Lubbock, which was steadily expanding, creeping into the immense cotton fields that were then only a few blocks away. The terrain was flatter than the Rosemont Street rise in Amarillo, but the neighborhoods, both quiet and working-class, were otherwise not too dissimilar, rigidly gridded and punctiliously rectilinear.16


Pauline had secured the plans for the Rosemont Street house, which they used to design the Twenty-Eighth Street house. It was identical in every detail of its floor plan and exterior, though its facade—again featuring that unsettling, reticent blank between door and lonesome window—was brick instead of siding. The decision to duplicate their prior home may have been purely pragmatic—they knew from firsthand experience that they already liked the design and layout—but much later, Pauline would eventually make an inconveniently protracted move back to the original Amarillo home, revealing a totemic fixation, something approaching architectural obsession. These uncanny twin houses provide a metaphor for the singular strangeness and creativity of Terry’s childhood, suspended, in a condition of adolescent awestruckness, between the performative worlds of children and adults, sports and show business, a constant spectator—and aching to leave it all behind. In DUGOUT III: Warboy and the backboard blues, Allen traces a memory map of their home’s interior, a perfect exemplar of “a typical… and absolutely vicious… Panhandle Geometry,” an insipid symmetry that he reproduced in DUGOUT II: Hold On to the House, both sculpturally and in song: “Make your stand in the Living Room/If you can stand to call it that… you better HOLD ON… TO THE HOUSE.”


THE NEW HOUSE was right next to Terry’s new school, Overton Elementary, which he attended for six years. He only had to cross an unpaved alley, ride his bike across a field and parking lot, and walk through the front doors. “I was always late anyway,” he smiled.


For Terry’s eleven years of public education in Lubbock, ages seven to eighteen, the mere prospect of going to school in the morning filled him with revulsion and dread. The only thing that got him out of bed and out the door was imagining pencil on paper, “that great feeling”—the scratching sound, the clean mineral smell, the dull pressure on fingertips as the graphite tip dragged dark, shiny lines across cool white paper, diminishing itself to a sweaty nub in the process, transubstantiating carbon into image, into word, into meaning. “So there was something there,” Terry supposed, “some kind of need to make a mark, even from the time I was a little kid.”17 With no enforced bedtime, he was often up—and later, out—late into the night, meaning he was perennially exhausted at school, revived only by art class or baseball, basketball, or football practice.18 Until he died, Sled was always the parent to wake Terry for school; some mornings he was the only parent present.


As for Pauline, who had “arranged everything in what she called ‘The Most Profoundly Baptist Manner,’” as Terry writes of Her in Warboy, “periodically she’d just disappear.” That hard “Panhandle Geometry” to which she aspired—both in interior design and psychology—closed in on her from time to time. In Dugout, the He character realizes that “the piano in the living room was not enough” ballast to anchor Her at home. She was not, ultimately, able to hold on to the house. At first, Sled, like his fictionalized avatar, alternately panicked and brooded, torturing himself with agonies of distress and jealousy, but eventually he resigned himself to her periodic absences, both physical and emotional. She always came back, sequestering herself in the dark bedroom, offering few explanations but emerging hours, or a day, later from the haze of tobacco smoke, restored and reconstituted to her beautiful, charming, gregarious, put-together self. There were always two Paulines inhabiting those fastidious twin houses. In his age and wisdom, Sled was equipped to cope with two Paulines. After Sled died—and the gulf between his two mothers widened—teenaged Terry was not.
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CHAPTER 4



WIND AND DISTANT ENGINES


A vacant see


A vacant sea


A vacant sí


Yeah for you and for me


On the highway


—“Honeymoon in Cortez”


IN 1541, WHEN THE SPANISH CONQUISTADOR FRANCISCO CORONADO encountered the Llano Estacado, he described the “sea of grass” as limitless, “with no more landmarks than if we had been swallowed up by the sea… not a stone, nor bit of rising ground, not a tree, nor a shrub, nor anything to go by.”1 An 1852 US Army field report similarly described the bleak mesa at the heart of the Comanchería, the once-mighty but crumbling Comanche empire, as “a treeless, desolate waste of uninhabitable solitude… almost as vast and trackless as the ocean.”2 Neither correspondent was aware that millions of years ago the Llano was indeed beneath a shallow inland ocean, the Western Interior Seaway, or that it had for twelve thousand years hosted dispersed human habitation and hunting—although even among those adapted to survive in this harsh tableland terrain, it was primarily a place to hide, to cross, or to raid without lingering long. Stealing a rider’s horse was a death sentence in a barren, unvarying topography that lacked water, shade, and even a natural echo.


The Llano has always been a landscape in which to disappear. In his body of work JUAREZ, Allen, a compulsive punner, repeats a three-way homophonic pun, three “vacancies” that offer a formula for his adolescent perception of Lubbock’s landscape of desire and distances—a sea of grass grown over an ancient ocean, a Great American Desert devoid of indigenous visual and cultural stimuli, demanding existential acquiescence to its emptiness:3




Vacant See


Vacant Sea


Vacant Sí





As below, so above: there was, in those long Lubbock days of Terry’s childhood, an oppressive atmosphere of peril and fear in the air—the actual air, rife with not only freak meteorological catastrophes but also airborne contagions of the viral and chemical as well as the cultural and geopolitical varieties (as Terry puts it, both disease and “dis-ease”). The boundless sky above the Llano contained imminent menaces both natural, like tornados and dust storms, and unnatural, foremost among which was the constant threat of the atomic bomb, as delivered by the wrathful and bewildering Soviet Union. Terry and his classmates, as early as first and second grade, practiced regular atomic bomb drills at school, similar to their tornado drills but more abstract and Disneyfied. They watched cartoons produced by the Federal Civil Defense Administration starring a dopey, Eeyore-ish existentialist reptile in a military helmet named Bert the Turtle, who encouraged them to “duck and cover” if they saw the blinding flash of a nuclear explosion.4 Terry rehearsed this absurd kabuki of Cold War security over and over, alternating with the similarly prone postures that would supposedly keep him safe from natural disasters. Tornados and dust storms seemed more likely, since he’d seen them sandblast and rend any vertical anomaly on the endless horizon, as if actively enforcing its monotony. But adults warned that either cataclysm could strike at any moment, so he had to be prepared. There were, however, certain aerial phenomena above the Llano for which one could never prepare.


ON THE NIGHT of August 25, 1951, three Texas Tech professors sighted an unidentifiable U- or V-shaped formation of rapidly flying blue-green lights and reported it to the Avalanche-Journal. Several more sightings of these “Lubbock Lights” were reported over the course of the next month, and on August 30, a Tech student managed to capture the UFOs in photographs that have still never been debunked as fakes. A subsequent official air force investigation ventured a prosaic (and preposterous) explanation involving some magical coincidence of vapor streetlights and plovers, which no one in Lubbock believed.


Conspiracy-mongering proliferated among those convinced that if not actual space aliens, it was a secret government project, or perhaps, as Allen ventures in Warboy, “Jesus… or Russia.” On one of those hot late-August nights, Terry was with his parents at the Sunset Drive-In (until 1952 known as the Five Point Drive-In) at the end of Thirty-Fourth Street, at the intersection with Slide Road and Brownfield Highway.5 While his parents were buying popcorn, Terry, gazing out that “perfect planetarium” of their 1949 Hudson Hornet’s curved rear window, witnessed the event itself: “Tiny blue V-shaped lights… WHATSITS streaking across the sky!”6 The family in the next car over peeled off, dust spraying behind them, their daughter’s terrified, pale face visible in their own rear window. Driving home from the drive-in that night, the Sled and Pauline characters of Warboy are “jittery… like this [had] happened before.”


THE PRIMARY MENACE of Allen’s childhood, however, was something more elemental—the air itself, and how the eerie, elevated flatlands, unwrinkled by topography, twisted and funneled it into destructive shapes that scraped and scoured the land.7 Terry, like everyone in Lubbock, lived with a persistent, ambient fear of tornados, often freighted with the suggestion of divine retribution. The Allens kept extra mattresses to pile up in the southwest corner of the house, frantically fort-building like kids with couch pillows, and they’d open the appropriate windows to prevent implosion or explosion. At school during drills, students would huddle under their desks, taking advantage of any scrap of shelter, however meager, pathetic, and practically useless. Tornados were long the default Halloween costumes for Lubbockites: “You just wrap yourself up with two hula hoops in a sheet and tape and sew all kinds of junk and shit to yourself, then spin like hell. Only problem is you get dizzy and sick with all that candy.”


More common, however, were dust storms, enabled by the ideal conditions on the Llano of near-constant turbulent winds, low relief, lack of vegetation, and loose caliche topsoil. The most dramatic example hit Lubbock on a Friday afternoon in 1954, the result of three years of accumulated drought. Terry’s entire fourth-grade class had been, as he writes in MemWars, “suckled and weaned on the awful stories of when the dust came before… people eating tumbleweeds, coughing from dust pneumonia until their ribs popped out of their skin, little sick blue babies blowing out of cribs and flying like leaves in the air.” The fluorescent lighting popped and fizzled, and the green wall of wind hit the brick walls of the school “like a freight train” that “sounded and looked like the end of the world.” His teacher closed the blinds and, in abject terror, at a loss for how to comfort herself and her students, perversely began reading Joel Chandler Harris’s Tar Baby stories to the children, querulously declaiming at the top of her voice over the wind and whimpers, her hair “sticking straight out of her head like The Bride of Frankenstein,” static electricity sparking from her head down her bare arms. The air outside the windows was displaced by a roaring tidal wave of brown plasma, as if a wet brown paper bag had descended over the entire school. As dust filled every nook and cranny of the room, the hysterical, blinded students sobbed, coughed, and prayed together, faces pressed to their desks, wheezing laboriously through wet paper towels, spitting and drooling fine grit.


That night, back at home, still paralyzed by fear, Terry listened to the wind howl and the pyracantha thorns scratch the glass outside his bedroom. The next day, bandanas over their faces, he and his pals reenacted desert military operations like the British Eighth Army’s defeat of the German Africa Korps outside Cairo. By Monday, the wind had dissipated, and he was back at his silt-blanketed school, listening to stories of the casualties as he traced lines in the dust still covering his desk, his books, and every other horizontal surface. One kid, taken by surprise on the street, had apparently been blown over while riding his bicycle, cracking his skull open on the curb. “Another kid,” he reports in MemWars, “climbed up the scaffolding inside the bell tower of the new Church of Christ that was under construction, and the wind blew him off the edge and he fell forty feet to his death on a pile of bricks. Several of us talked about the ins and outs of the religious nature of this last event. Did God do it on purpose because he was messing around in the church before it was finished?… ‘He was a mean little shit and probably even a Catholic.’”


The 1954 dust storm had been “scarier than polio”—the ultimate metric of fear and paranoia for Terry and his friends. Quarantines were a regular precaution at Lubbock’s public schools, and everyone knew someone who had been paralyzed. It was rumored that the virus was spread by minorities and their unsanitary living conditions, which added an even more virulent edge to the racism and institutional and practical segregation of Lubbock. White parents warned their kids to steer clear of Black and Tejano children, and the pool at Mackenzie Park was designated as a particular danger zone to avoid, a cesspool of germs and viral miasma. Terry swam there in the hot summers anyway. (He excelled at swimming, and at nine, he was the youngest kid in Lubbock ever to earn a lifesaving certificate, “which shows how much they know about water in that part of the world.”)


The South Plains Fair was held every autumn on a generous sixty-five-acre fairgrounds located at the southwest corner of Mackenzie Park and the western rim of Yellow House Canyon, Lubbock’s sole fold on the landscape. (Fair Park Coliseum, where Sled booked his biggest matches and concerts, was part of the same complex.) One year the most popular attraction was the March of Dimes trailer, where, as emblazoned on a banner whipping in the wind, you could “SEE THE GIRL IN THE IRON LUNG!”—a dire augury of what would happen if polio got you. Terry paid his dime and waited in line; as he writes in Warboy, “he want[ed] to look polio right in the eye.” He took a deep breath and squeezed inside, disoriented for a moment. The mechanical girl was not above him, as on a stage, but below. You had to look down, as if peering into a grave, at the sickly cyborg. Waxy, wan, and only speculatively human, she looked like a priestess encased in a science-fiction bathysphere. It was like visiting some impassive, mute oracle:




Inside the trailer, there’s barely enough room for the big iron spaceship-looking lung, pumping and wheezing with a head sticking out.


When it’s his turn, he leans over a tiny rope barrier and looks straight down at the upside-down face.


It’s pale as death and never blinks… like a zombie in a trance.


During the day, stuff has fallen out of people’s mouths while they file through to look at her.


Chili and mustard and cotton candy are splattered all over her face.





After their pilgrimage to the Girl in the Iron Lung, Terry and his friends were frightened into immediate compliance, dutifully lining up for their polio vaccine shots when they finally became available—by that time Terry was in fifth grade—just as they had for the smallpox vaccine.


IN DUGOUT, TERRY tells a true story about a classmate who, as a result of his mother taking the tranquilizer Thalidomide during pregnancy, was born without eyes or eye sockets, “just smooth skin stretched across his forehead with a sheet of bone underneath and some hair on top.” Most kids embraced him in his difference, and he became “a kind of living canvas”—a real live Disney character—on whom they drew “human eyes, dog’s eyes, cat’s eyes, Mickey Mouse eyes, Martian eyes. It didn’t bother him.… He had no concept of what an eye was anyway.” He moved away for a few years until junior high, and when he returned, as Terry writes, “he was radically altered”:




They’d broken into his face and made these huge holes and then, in some convoluted partnership between parental country club paranoia and the medical marvels of the day (probably along with advice from the local pastor as well), stuck very spooky large glass supposedly-eye-looking balls inside these holes in his face and then threw some stupid horn rim glasses on top of that.… All they really achieved was totally stripping him of his identity and completely destroying the most unique thing anybody ever remembered him by.… They just wanted another little puppet.





Exposure to dangerous chemicals was a regular occurrence in that era. Riding up and down Lubbock’s barren, dusty axes on their bicycles, Terry and his gang would get “lost in great plumes of white smoke… chasing the DDT truck down the alleys.” In DUGOUT, the Terry/Whatsit character has just emerged from a session of DDT-surfing when his parents tell him about his father’s cancer diagnosis.


Young Terry gravitated to outsiders and outcasts. In third grade he befriended Danny Parrish, who suffered from hemophilia, and volunteered to push his wheelchair when he was able to attend school. For Anterabbit/Bleeder, his “fictional ‘autobiography’ of an enigmatic Texas gambler, religious fanatic, possible gangster, magician, and hemophiliac” modeled on Parrish, Allen explained: “I did a lot of drawings, because one of the things I remember when he was a kid is going to the hospital, and [Danny] would be on his deathbed and giving all his stuff away, all his toys. He would write these wills, and he did these drawings—elaborate, goofy drawings. In a way the drawings that I did were like a child’s drawings too, even though they were much more horrific.”


THE WACO TORNADO, the deadliest tornado since 1900, hit downtown Waco—like most things, five hours from Lubbock—on May 11, 1953, a few days after Terry’s tenth birthday, killing 144 people and injuring 597:




A tornado had devastated Waco. No telling how many were dead, and a statewide plea was out for blankets and canned goods.… I remember… hearing this broadcast crackle in from the living room, and outside the wind moaned through the weather stripping, and it sounded like ghosts trying to get inside the house. The whole house moaned like a spook. But that same wind seems to be in every radio show I’ve made, and in a way, being raised where I was raised, you can’t hear a radio without it.8





Like many postwar families, for many years the Allens’ primary source for home entertainment was radio. They all sat and stared at “the big maple console radio” to absorb their favorite programs from this “box of stories,” communally “watching the radio, watching the sounds, anticipating television,” which was anticlimactic in comparison. Many of Terry’s indelible childhood memories were accompanied by the radio’s constant murmur: The Shadow, Sky King, Sergeant Preston, and eventually the shows Sled himself produced.


Unlike most kids his age, who relied exclusively on faraway radio stations for their musical exposure, Terry’s experience was firsthand—immediate, in-person, and often intimate, backstage at Sled’s venues and at makeshift remote radio studios. January 28, 1950, marked the first Western Jamboree radio broadcast on KSEL, live from Allen’s Arena on Texas Avenue. The country music talent show and weekly Saturday-night concert and broadcast continued through 1953 at the newly christened Jamboree Hall, a derelict hangar at Reese Air Force Base, and featured country stars like Hank Locklin, the Delmore Brothers, the Maddox Brothers and Rose, and Minnie Pearl, as well as local aspirants like Tommy X. Hancock, High Pockets, Buddy Holly, and Sonny Curtis.9 On Sunday mornings, the artists who had played the previous night often joined Sled at the John Halsey Drugstore at 2424 Broadway by Texas Tech, where they played, chatted, and pitched their records live on air.


For over a decade, Sled maintained a regular weekly schedule of entertainment: wrestling matches, his bread and butter, on Wednesday nights (and often other nights as well); Black music, mostly blues and rhythm and blues, on Friday nights; and white music, mostly honky-tonk and Western swing but occasionally bluegrass bands or pop orchestras, on Saturday nights. In his final years, he increasingly booked rock-and-roll and soul acts too; ultimately a businessman more than a music enthusiast, he’d book anything that would sell tickets.


Given the harsh climate of segregation in Lubbock, as well as Sled and his partners’ and radio sponsors’ greater financial investment in the country and western concerts, Terry had more direct access to the white artists his father booked than to the Black artists. But the range and caliber of the legendary figures he saw, across race, culture, and genre, were phenomenal. As a kid born into the business, he naturally took his front-row and backstage access to these musical giants for granted for years, until he eventually started telling his new art school friends in California where and how he came up (sheepishly at first, like many from the middle and south of the country divulge their origins to coastal urbanites, and then with increasing confidence when he saw their awed reactions). On Saturday evenings in the early 1950s, he saw honky-tonk icons Hank Williams and Ernest Tubb at Jamboree Hall. On Friday nights, he managed to catch, among many others, Lowell Fulsom, T-Bone Walker, Fats Domino, and Little Richard, whom he particularly idolized. Terry harbors a dim memory of handing B. B. King (“back when he was ‘Blues Boy’”) a bucket of ice in the dressing room of Jamboree Hall. He was probably six years old at the time; King would have been twenty-four, bemused by this enthusiastic white kid decked out in his piebald cowboy duds. When Sled booked Jimmy Reed at the Cotton Club—a long-standing, but periodically burnt and rebuilt, Lubbock institution—Terry witnessed the bluesman in a compromised, but still utterly fascinating, performance, assisted by his wife. He recounts the scene in the text of his 2019 drawing Storm on the Ghost of Jimmy Reed: “One Saturday night when it was storming they snuck us into the backdoor of the Cotton Club and let us peek in at him from the dressing room door behind the stage. He was slumped over in a metal folding chair slurring out his deep slow hypnotic heroin groove.… A large woman wearing a gold dress and green high heels was standing behind him bent over whispering lyrics in his ear while he was nodding out a harmonica ride.”10


Pageantry and outlandish fashion were a weekly experience for Terry at Sled’s concerts and even more so at the wrestling matches, those exemplars of “the last great public theater.” In one of his notebooks, he recalls a particularly memorable blockbuster fight between Gorgeous George and Danny McShane at the Fair Park Coliseum in October 1952. George was then at the peak of his powers and popularity, one of the highest-paid athletes in the world, despite approaching forty years old. Sled and Gorgeous George worked together throughout the 1950s, an unlikely odd couple—the lanky, dour-faced, paternal Skipper and the swollen, vain, golden-tressed “Human Orchid”—and the 1952 Lubbock fight cemented their business and personal bond. Thereafter, every Thanksgiving until Sled died, the Allens received gorgeous tributes in the form of turkeys stuffed with George’s signature gold-plated “Georgie Pins.”


Terry’s appreciation for the flamboyant style and showmanship of wrestlers may be part of the reason why he gravitated more to rock and rollers like Elvis Presley, Little Richard, Chuck Berry, and Bo Diddley than Buddy Holly. (In his surviving early notebooks, he periodically refers to himself as a “heel,” appropriating a common wrestling term for a villain, usually in reference to guilt over bad behavior with girlfriends or with Pauline.) But country artists modeled their own enticingly rebellious behavior. On December 4, 1954, Tex Ritter played the Fair Park Coliseum, and there was a loud heckler in the crowd. “Finally he had enough, I guess,” Terry chuckled. “He sat down and pulled off his boot, threw it and knocked this guy out cold. He finished the song in one sock, then got his boot and put it back on, all while the band was playing. I was selling Cokes at that gig.”


IN DUGOUT, ALLEN links rock and roll to the specter of the atomic bomb—for him, the music “really did hit like a bomb” at a very impressionable age, when its evocations of sexuality, violence, and the potential (if not actual) transgression of racial roles and divisions made a powerful and permanent impact in conservative, segregated Lubbock. In some of Allen’s earliest and most formative musical memories, music was articulated with art as well as with the frisson of illicit sexuality. Music, and musicians, could be dangerous, wild wreckers of civilization—especially once rock and roll hit—and the associated images and styles were also salacious and proscribed. For an avid dancer like Terry, rock and roll was the ultimate body music—and completely seductive. At Jamboree Hall he’d often shirk his duties and hide out in a bathroom stall, listening and drawing: “At my dad’s dances, I remember hearing that pounding music and seeing these elaborate porno drawings on the bathroom walls—which I later started to draw my own version of in other kids’ notebooks, for a quarter—so I guess I always associated making music and making marks as the same kind of act.”


The two sensory experiences became inextricable to him: “I always thought that was my first real introduction to music and drawing together, the idea of artmaking in different media at the same time.” The pounding throb of a live band’s backbeat as heard through rudimentary, often distorted amplification (often an inadequate PA system) and muffled through concrete walls, divorced from most of its harmonic and melodic content, was as viscerally somatic and architectural as auditory. Accompanying it was a very specific iteration of imagery—the sexually explicit, and anatomically uninformed, drawings conjured and created by sexually inexperienced boys. “I had a brief career as a pornographer,” Terry joked, “though there were several competitors.”11


IN THE SPRING of 1954, at age sixty-seven, Sled suffered a heart attack, which slowed him down considerably, and from which he never completely recovered. His doctor advised him that, in order to convalesce completely and successfully, he should send Terry away to a sleepaway camp or risk another, worse heart attack. Or in Terry’s blunter words, “If you want to live through this summer, you need to get rid of that little sonafabitch.” So on June 9, Terry boarded a bus to Camp Davis in Rociada, twenty-seven miles northwest of Las Vegas, New Mexico, for what the Avalanche-Journal called a monthlong “camping session.”12 The landscape and location seemed terribly exotic to Terry, and he was excited, if apprehensive, about his first extended trip away from his parents. Photographed standing by the bus, Terry is decked out in a slouchy cowboy hat tipped back on his head, jeans rolled eight inches up his calves, a giant belt buckle, a fringe jacket over a Western shirt, and a shy grin.


His carefully curated cowboy fashion sensibility was in for a rude surprise when upon arrival, all the boys were issued matching white camp T-shirts as uniforms. Activities included horseback riding, rowing, capture the flag, and shooting. It was all utterly alien to Terry and, at least initially, intriguing. For someone who spent so much time outdoors, Terry was a city boy, not an outdoorsman—due more to circumstance than inclination. Other dads took their kids camping, hiking, or fishing, but Sled had never expressed any interest in any outdoor activity other than golf and yard work. In retrospect, Terry suspected this was because his father had endured such a rugged life already—playing ball, hopping trains, doing manual labor—that hiking or sleeping outside felt like a preposterous and counterintuitive leisure activity when he finally had a perfectly comfortable home and bedroom.


One late afternoon at the rifle range, Terry wandered off up a hillside to pee. He soon became utterly disoriented, mystified by the creased, forested mountain landscape. It was so unlike Lubbock, where, as he wrote to his mentor H. C. Westermann in 1979, “the only tree is in front of the courthouse (farmers drove in from hundreds of miles to look at it) and the only mountain was on a postcard up in a frame over the counter in the Mr. Spudnuts shop.”13 The camp was situated in a valley or depression, “like a bowl surrounded by mountains,” but he could no longer see it beyond the trees. Terry rambled farther and farther in the wrong direction; each time he caught sight of the camp between the rocks, it appeared more distant. “I don’t remember being afraid of bears or starvation, but that feeling of being completely disoriented, that was terrifying to me,” he shared with a palpable shudder. “That freaked me out the most. It was like a dream.” He spent the night and the next day hopelessly lost, foraging for berries and searching for water, until the second night, when he saw the miraculous flashlights of a search party winking over the mountain. This misadventure traumatized him, and he quickly buried any burgeoning fantasies of cowboying, exploring, or soldiering, and like Sled, he refused for the rest of his life to engage in camping or even hiking, which, he regretted, “played hell with [his] kids.”


“My comment about the great outdoors,” he told me, “is that I usually limit it to the distance from the pool to the bar.”
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CHAPTER 5



THE HI-D-HO HIT PARADE


Pink and Black is comin back


For you and me


—“The Pink and Black Song”


ELVIS PRESLEY FIRST CAME TO LUBBOCK IN JANUARY 1955, AND HE PLAYED there six times through 1956, always at Fair Park Coliseum (except for one ignoble show at the Johnson-Connelly Pontiac dealership), sometimes decamping to the Cotton Club afterward. The first Elvis show that Terry saw was not even a headliner tour but an opening slot for Little Jimmy Dickens, to a rather sparse audience. The King played early singles like “Milk Cow Boogie” and “That’s Alright, Mama,” both released in 1954. In February 1955, he returned to the Coliseum with Buddy and Bob, Buddy Holly’s country duo with Bob Montgomery, and by that October, Holly was opening again with the Crickets. Each concert grew exponentially, attracting a bigger and more frenzied crowd, until Presley’s final triumphant Lubbock performance, for an audience of ten thousand at the Coliseum in April 1956, in the wake of “Heartbreak Hotel.” Terry was in seventh grade at Hutchinson Middle School at the time, and he distinctly remembers, the day after the show, sitting in class behind a girl who was showing off Presley’s debut LP. The iconic cover image—the posture, the suit, the guitar—influenced him as much as the concert to try his hand at rock and roll (as well as record collecting, which became a lifelong hobby).


Although he always did his bedroom posing and miming with a broom guitar, there was a real piano in their living room, and he begged Pauline for a lesson.1 “She taught me how to play exactly one song, ‘St. Louis Blues,’ and then said, ‘That’s it—now you’re on your own.’”2 “Blue Suede Shoes,” both Carl Perkins’s original (released in January 1956) and Presley’s cover (released in September), which was played incessantly on KSEL’s The Hi-D-Ho Hit Parade, made a big impression, superficially because Allen himself, a budding follower of fashion, owned a pair of the eponymous footwear himself—part of his precious arsenal of dancing shoes.3 But the attraction went deeper. In his 1994 “Self-Interview,” Allen writes: “This song had a major impact on me when I first heard it, because it was one of the first songs I was conscious of that did not address your parents, your church, your school, any institutions. It addressed you directly.”4 “Suddenly music became a very important presence in my life,” Terry recalled. The newfound urgency resulted in his first original arrangement for piano, a rock-and-roll version of Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood.”


Sled booked most, if not all, of Presley’s Lubbock appearances, and on one of the earliest shows, Elvis and his band—at that point, just the classic original trio with Scotty Moore and Bill Black—pulled up outside the Allens’ home on Twenty-Eighth Street and knocked on the door. They had just driven in from Clovis, New Mexico, all piled into a single unremarkable station wagon, pressed against their gear. They’d managed to find their way to Sled’s house but needed directions to the fairgrounds for a sound check. Sled and Pauline invited them in for supper. Elvis was not yet the mononymic cultural monolith he would become; twelve-year-old Terry perceived him and his band as polite teenagers, older and interesting, but not terribly exotic or impressive. He’d met many much more famous and flamboyant musicians.


The next time they played Lubbock, Elvis had an entourage and his famous pink-and-white Cadillac, and rabid fans—lustful girls and their hostile boyfriends, steamed the scandalized citizenry—reportedly tore up the touring party’s cars in Amarillo. These concerts catalyzed a musical revolution in Lubbock and a moral backlash that included ritual record burnings.5 Many local artists of Terry’s generation—notably the Flatlanders, Bobby Keys, and particularly Mac Davis, who wrote several hits for Elvis, including “In the Ghetto” and “A Little Less Conversation”—revered Presley, and subsequently Holly, and some eventually followed in their idols’ more famous footsteps, though only after peripatetic travels away from Lubbock. But in the immediate wake of the rock-and-roll explosion that Elvis detonated, other, now forgotten, bands were more conspicuous on the local scene. “There was a guy named Jerry Burgess” who provided Allen with something of a musical role model. “There was a band called the Four Teens, with a drummer named Brownie Higgs, Kelmer Key on saxophone, Jerry on piano and vocals, and Joe B. Mauldin—who later founded the Crickets with Buddy Holly, Jerry Allison, and Niki Sullivan—was the bass player. They were the hot teenage band who played covers. Jerry was a phenomenal piano player to me at that time.”


In 1958, Terry finally discovered some of the Black artists who were the true architects of rock and roll but whose visibility among white teenagers in West Texas was eclipsed by the fame of their white disciples. That fall, at the beginning of his sophomore year, on a barn dance date with Janita Kinard, he first heard the mesmeric rhythm that would captivate him for the rest of his life. The couple had just settled into a cozy, if itchy, corner nook on the hayride when he heard “Bo Diddley” blaring from a car radio. Released in September 1955, it was not a new song—it was already ancient by pop-music standards—though it may have been new to Terry’s social circle, or perhaps his ears were finally receptive to its infectious, syncopated clave rhythm, articulated on Diddley’s guitar and Jerome Green’s maracas, which became synonymous with the artist’s name and the eponymous song. “Bo Diddley” hit Terry with the power of revelation and the force of prophecy. He was transfixed; the scales fell from his eyes (and ears). At that moment, “something changed inside me,” he remembers. “Bo Diddley” sounded like a direct broadcast from an alien culture—at that point, the West African, African American, and Afro-Cuban musical wells from which Diddley drank were almost as alien to Allen as the Lubbock Lights—and animated his imagination beyond even the fiery rockabilly and raw sexuality of Elvis and his Sun Records cohort. “Bo Diddley” gave him his “first permission and necessity to play music.” That year, Terry had been playing Ersel Hickey’s “Bluebirds Over the Mountain” (one of the first records he bought with his own money, and another breadcrumb in tracing his bird fixation) ad nauseam, but compared to Bo Diddley and the thundering rhythms he banged out on his signature box guitar, former fixations like Hickey, Elvis, and Perkins suddenly seemed a little less cool and a lot less dangerous (and danceable). For the rest of the evening, Terry, dumbstruck, proceeded to ignore poor Janita, who ceded her temporary romantic advantage to her friend Jo Harvey Koontz.


From there, Allen’s musical tastes attuned increasingly to Diddley and the three others in his holy tetrad of electric guitarists, Chuck Berry, John Lee Hooker, and Jimmy Reed. He began buying records more regularly (everything from Eddie Cochran to Jessie Hill) and learned how to play “Bo Diddley” and “Who Do You Love?,” which remain late-night, after-hours, jam session staples and encore fodder to this day.


IN THE WINTER of 1958, the same year as his Diddley epiphany, Allen’s secret antihero was the psychotic nineteen-year-old Charles Starkweather, who, with his girlfriend Caril Ann Fugate, embarked on a vicious eleven-victim murder spree across Nebraska after fleeing the Fugate family home, where they’d shacked up for six days after Starkweather slew Caril’s entire family. The bizarre story, with its potent whiff of existentialist grotesquerie—Starkweather never provided any rationale for the killings except “fun”—sparked frantic news coverage as well as Allen’s own JUAREZ. Allen remembers a dead- and hollow-eyed Starkweather—who was handsome in a blocky, broad-faced, slightly feral way not dissimilar to Terry himself—mugging for the cameras like a homicidal James Dean doppelgänger, a long-ashed cigarette dangling limply from his lips, as limned in Dugout: “his greasy hair and ducktails and Levi’s hanging below his ass and punk collar sticking straight up with a Lucky Strike burning in his face.”


Preachers and parents in Lubbock conflated Charlie’s evil rampage with sinful rock-and-roll culture (“they were exactly what came from listening to that twisted Commie slave devil music”) and teen sex (“his nasty girlfriend Caril has egged him on with sex… laughing like a wild hyena”). Before the couple’s arrest, Lubbock’s upright authorities worried that the duo might head south to the Panhandle. Rumor was that Charlie had “killed everybody in Nebraska, most of the people in Iowa, and was presently working his way through Oklahoma… headed for Mexico and looking forward to murdering everybody in Texas along the way.” The Highway Patrol erected roadblocks, and Lubbockites armed themselves to the hilt. It all hit Terry “way down low inside himself”: “It really connected with rock and roll, the wild romance and danger of it, making that run with your girl… and the incredibly conservative reaction in Lubbock to rock and roll. I can remember in school having my head down on my desk, mumbling, ‘Go, Charlie, go!’ to myself.… It definitely played into Jabo and Chic [of JUAREZ] manifesting.” Rock and roll, in Terry Allen’s teenage world, was inextricable from darkness, danger, and death—and therefore irresistible. He embraced it and never looked back.


IN 1957, SLED Allen announced his cosmopolitan dance, the first of its kind in Lubbock.6 He booked Ray Charles at the Fair Park Coliseum for the occasion. The year after his “Drown in My Own Tears” and “Hallelujah I Love Her So” singles, Charles, twenty-seven years old, had just released his self-titled debut record as well as an instrumental jazz album called The Great Ray Charles. Sled hoped Charles’s self-professed greatness would carry the night, proving sufficiently captivating to distract the audience from the very fact of who they were, where they went to school, and who was dancing next to them. The concert’s “cosmopolitanism” was a euphemism for its delicate and highly controversial concept: an event where the audience of kids—some adults too, but mostly teenagers, who would shout along more loudly with Charles—would be racially integrated, effectively a night off from Jim Crow. White, Black, and Latin communities would attend together, all under one roof, with no separation by rope, room, balcony, or any of the other usual architectural barriers. Six years after the Lubbock Lights, the cosmopolitan dance promised another, arguably equally exotic, if more terrestrial, alien encounter.


It was more of a publicity stunt than it was a gesture of goodwill or integrationist attitudes. Terry has readily acknowledged that his father, despite effectively, if not intentionally, integrating Lubbock concert audiences for the first time ever, never evolved beyond the deep-seated “separate but equal” segregationist attitudes of his border-state, fence-riding Red Leg Missourian origins. The cosmopolitan dance was ultimately a crafty business decision, a calculated wager. “I think he saw an opportunity, that’s all,” Terry supposed. It was a historic experiment nonetheless and a risky move for someone doing business in such a conservative and racially entrenched town. Terry suspects that Sled was only able to avoid the wrath of racists and enforcers of piety outraged by the rock-and-roll brush fire he helped ignite in Lubbock due to force of personality and the momentum of his public persona as a beloved local athlete.


Terry and Jo Harvey attended the cosmopolitan dance with a small gang of friends, a triple date situation. Jo Harvey’s best and oldest friend, Janita Kinard, was technically Terry’s date that night, though their relationship never progressed beyond cursory and casual, particularly after Terry’s Bo Diddley obsession took hold. The tension was palpable. Ray Charles put on an electrifying show, “up there singing his ass off,” but few fully enjoyed it, because they spent most of the night surveying each other suspiciously and fearfully and waiting for trouble, or a fight, which never happened. The crowd effectively self-segregated. “There was this huge open floor, and these three little distinct, paranoid knots of people who wouldn’t get near one another, just dancing among themselves and watching,” Terry laughed. Janita was so ill at ease being in such proximity to Black and Mexican American bodies that “she went into shock and threw up,” providing the cosmopolitan dance’s most notable moment of real drama and release.


It was the longest interaction that Terry had ever had with Black people, surpassed a few years later dancing with Jo Harvey at the Palm Room in Lubbock, until moving to LA. He had few opportunities to cross color lines that were heavily enforced, both officially and unofficially. Although he regularly observed and interacted with Black performers hired by his father, and loved their music, he was a child, and they were adults; there was a social barrier that Sled did not encourage him to cross.


IN OCTOBER 1959, Sled, on his deathbed, knowing that the end was near, dreamed that his only child would inherit the family wrestling and concert promotion business. Summoned to his father’s bedside with a gravity that sank his stomach, Terry listened respectfully to his pitch, a request stained with the frank formality of the dying. Sled had been reduced from 200 pounds to an unrecognizably wan and crooked 130. He resembled an elm root. “He called me into his hospital room,” Terry recalls, “and said, ‘I have to offer you this. You don’t have to take it, but I can put this business in trust.… You know it’s a good business; you can make a living.’” In a 1976 notebook for RING, in which wrestling serves as a central symbolic schema, Allen described the incident, then decades more recent, in more detail: “He told me it was ‘a good living’ and that he had been happy for it. He asked me to think about it—but would not hold any feelings against me if I turned it down. I explained to him that I couldn’t do that—that I would never know how—that I wanted to do other things (fortunately he didn’t ask me what—I didn’t know—but I’m sure he knew I didn’t know). The last live wrestling match he saw was also the last I saw.”


The prospect of remaining in preternaturally flat and featureless Lubbock precipitated a kind of reverse zero-altitude vertigo, an existential unease and stultifying stupefaction. He didn’t know what he wanted from life, but, at sixteen years old, becoming a West Texas wrestling and music promoter was toward the bottom of the list, at least on that bright fall day. Anguished by his seventy-three-year-old father’s imminent death and addled by the incompatibility of Sled’s generous offer with his own uncertain future, hopefully in one of those imaginary elsewheres beyond the bleak horizon, he looked down into his father’s searching, hollowed-out eyes and quietly declined the proposed succession, instinctively shaking off his inheritance in a piercing, breathless moment.


In that pivotal instant in Methodist Hospital, he turned his back on his father’s legacy and the possibility of a homegrown career in entertainment and finally, formally forswore Lubbock, a place whose absence of natural echo he experienced acutely. His teenaged ears heard nothing native to his hometown that entranced him, that shook his bones, like the dangerous sounds of his idols Bo Diddley and Jimmy Reed did. To be fair, most local musicians left as soon as they could drive—the Hub City is spoked with highways to take you away to anywhere else, to anyone else. Those routes provided the existential exit from West Texas for which Terry longed. Staying stranded on the Llano Estacado felt to him like a death sentence.


Doc Sarpolis and his partners purchased Sled’s wrestling promotership on September 2, 1959, expanding their Amarillo empire, and the entertainment industry of Lubbock limped on.


Four decades later, thinking about his elderly father’s once powerful body lying desiccated in that bed, ravaged by bone cancer—or possibly, as his death certificate read, multiple sclerosis—he would truss a taxidermy coyote with neon glass tubing, glowing red, as a totemic figurehead to crown a sculptural tableau he called Ancient.7
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