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INTRODUCTION



OF BLOOD AND HARMONY


THE MAIN DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE FAMED AND THE REST OF US IS that so many people imagine they know them. Brothers Don and Phil Everly were performers for over sixty years, celebrated around the world, and over that time fixed ideas about who they were and vague impressions about their relationship took hold. Some of them were even true.


They made unique contributions to the popular music that much of the world has heard since, but they were products of the times they lived in, the places they came from, the parents who raised them, their ambitions and life choices and the sounds that struck them. What they’d create over those decades was deeply affected by the business they chose to work in, the collaborators they found there, and the demands of the audiences they attracted.


In the lives of Everlys Donald and Phillip, the names by which they often referred to each other, and the story of the performing act called the Everly Brothers, all of these elements were more complicated than they appeared, as were they themselves. Arriving sounding like young innocents, they were somehow expected to inhabit that image forever, in sound, and in how they related as brothers.


Those expectations could be brutal and were simply impossible to meet, but this was the hand they were dealt and worked hard to live with. They played it as best they could, to at least seem to be the pair their audiences responded to and cared about.


From their first entrance into public consciousness until the news of their deaths, Phil and Don would each be introduced as “a half” of the Everly Brothers. How is a sensitive, adult human being supposed to feel about that? And for how long?


In 1971, Don sighed, “Phil and I playing together doesn’t make that The Everlys. ‘The Everly Brothers’ are something that’s invented. When you’re The Everly Brothers, you’ve gotta sing ‘Bye Bye Love’; you’ve gotta sing ‘Wake Up, Little Susie’; you’ve gotta sing ‘Dreams.’ You gotta sing all of them.” Phil would remark, “If you’re an Everly Brother, that’s what you are. You aren’t yourself.”


Yet if it weren’t for all that hit Everly Brothers music they did make in tandem, and the impact that it had, little of the rest would matter to us now, and I doubt you’d be reading this. The resonance of their music has been unstoppable.


The “blood harmony” explanation of why that’s so can be very attractive—reducible to the idea that when their two sibling voices came together there was something virtually mystical that kicked in, where one plus one equaled more than two, simply because they were brothers with those related voices. That’s not to be dismissed, but it doesn’t consider the millions of family members on this earth who don’t sound so great together, or whose voices don’t blend at all—or that singing is about a lot more than exhibiting innate voices.


In practice, their resonant sound took work, care, and attention to get and keep the blend just right, a blend born of heredity, speech patterns in the home, and training to perform as they did from earliest childhood. Those made their shared sound instinctual, “organic,” before most anyone had heard it. So, sure; it seemed like magic.


Country music, the principal music they were performing from childhood until stardom arrived, and the rhythm and blues they came to love, too, were both firmly and intentionally adult, relating stories of adult experience and perspectives. Don and Phil could not foresee—or avoid—being forever associated with hit 1950s songs of teenage angst and longing—one more card they were dealt.


While having massive pop hits is a problem most performers can only dream of being saddled with, music makers do wish each other the best of luck with what hits may come, because they’ll be singing them forever. For the Everly Brothers, “forever” meant nearly a half century more after those hits first arrived. Some in their audience would commiserate with that and accept markedly more adult, fresh material from them. Others, not so much.


Nothing was handed to them. It’s well known by now that they came from a musical family, that they were practically raised live on the radio, and that their father, Ike Everly, was an influential guitar wizard. But that upbringing took part in challenging times, from the late Depression and World War II through the very time that the live family radio that had sustained them was dying.


Ike and Margaret Everly and their kids “Little Donnie and Baby Phil” were known regionally, and found work performing here and there, but this was no equivalent of the Nelson family, for example, with Ozzie Nelson a nationally known swing bandleader and Harriet Hilliard singing in an Astaire-Rogers movie before the family act moved onto radio, then to TV. Ozzie and Harriet could introduce the excellent performances of their boy Ricky, the Everlys’ friend, on prime-time national television. The Everly family, for all of their demonstrated talent, had never been nearly that successful or been heard so much.


The brothers Everly would be tenacious. They performed together through tremendous ups and frustratingly low downs from roughly 1945 to 2005, past a decade break about halfway through. There were times of great joy and satisfaction in their lives, and also more pain than those who only picture them as smiling young rock gods in ducktails perceive. Tensions and conflicts inevitably rose between them. They were very different individuals with sensibilities that could clash.


Phil, as quiet as he would sometimes be and as gentle as he appeared, a traditionalist by nature and a sharp observer, was relatively responsive to the thoughts and needs of those he’d encounter, deferential to them even—a reserved, considerate extrovert at heart, other-directed. He’d chat easily with those around him, happy with small talk, and he was slow to boil over. He was a lifelong collaborator with others. Almost everyone describes him as sweet. Famously, he was the harmony singer able to lock in on what Don was singing, to the microsecond. Creative, yes, but born to color within the lines.


Don, endlessly talkative in public, intense and at times explosive, a more adventurous explorer by nature and more accepting of the counterculture as that developed, was nonetheless especially happy painting at home alone, and writing solo, loyal mainly to a few close compadres. While generally polite as they were raised to be, he was markedly less solicitous of people. He would often head right to his hotel room after shows, alone—a volatile, charismatic introvert, inner-directed, not very fond of responsibilities, but the dominant lead singer in the duo.


Phil would say simply, “Our ways of life are quite different.” The most amusing shorthand observation of those differences may have been “Phil was English; Don was Irish.”


Since they’d become instantly recognizable pop stars, the “gentle” one lighter-haired, and the “intense” one darker, fan magazines and many of their most passionate fans saw them and fantasized about them as pin-up dating caricatures—Phil as the sweet, vulnerable, nonthreatening one with the big, agreeable smile whom they wanted to cuddle or mother; Don as the brooding, commanding bad boy who might do something to you, or for you, but you couldn’t be sure just what.


For all that, Don and Phil did not experience much jealousy from young men, as singing idols from Sinatra to Presley did. For one thing, with their country-style, storytelling background, they rarely sang any sort of threatening, direct-to-girl come-on songs that boyfriends might get worked up about. When they offered something close to that, such as the forever touching “Let It Be Me,” it was sung with that blood harmony working, by those “two halves as one voice,” embodying one incorporeal, crooning “Me.” That seemed to stave off focus on either one as a nemesis. Young guys didn’t resent the Everly Brothers; they more often wished they could be one.


Less often noted than their unquestionable influence on male rock and roll acts that followed is that with the especially tender vulnerability they projected with such confidence, and the songs that furthered that image, their hits were seen as perfect material for so many masterful women who followed—Linda Ronstadt, Connie Smith, Reba McEntire—or for female-male duets such as Bobbie Gentry and Glen Campbell, Betty Everett and Jerry Butler, Emmylou Harris and Gram Parsons, Carly Simon and James Taylor, Alison Krauss and Robert Plant, Norah Jones and Billie Joe Armstrong.


Their “nice, polite, family boys” image had a substantial degree of reality to it, and it stuck with them as they emerged as first-generation rock and roll stars, evidence that blatant rebellion and a sneer were not all that attracted that generation’s pop audience. Yet they still shared the animus of the determinedly rigid parts of the adult press that considered their entire generation of rock performers menacing delinquents. And that bugged them.


In truth, many of the reductive characterizations commonly applied to Don and Phil as individuals could have been applied to the other one at different times—and were. Which was the talkative one or the more settled one, or the more inventive one—those varied. They both came to understand, gradually, that what they shared and what made them the men they’d become were factors as lasting and important as their dramatic differences. These were brothers, truly brothers, playing out American lives that would have a second act, and then a third.


Their longevity as performers meant that they were intensely challenged to find a viable, comfortable place for themselves through multiple shifts in pop music trends and tastes. They’d see music makers just a few years younger and notably influenced by them—the Beatles, Bob Dylan, the Beach Boys, Simon & Garfunkel—evolve drastically in musical approach and image, be credited for that, and achieve renewed acceptance, while their own perceived identities seemed frustratingly fixed and predetermined.


Over time, the perseverance paid off. They pushed on, while making some of the strongest and most fascinatingly varied, if less heard, music of their lives, and the size and nature of their musical contributions came to be better understood. It was not just catchy songs or nostalgia or sales figures that continued to attract performers and audiences to what they’d contributed. It was the texture of their performances and the path their sensibilities would take that prefigured so much of what’s come since—as preservers, creators, and reshapers of American music. They accomplished those things as a unit, together.


It’s more than time for people of this century to clarify our picture of them, and it’s possible. The Everlys came to prominence as mass media was burgeoning, youth-oriented television in particular, and since they were more than a little telegenic, there is a mass of surviving film that makes it possible to see the evolution of their style and level of enthusiasm for performing at every stop across their professional years. There is a massive trove of print interview and profile material as well, most long forgotten or not widely known in the first place. It’s now history, important for getting this story told, as is the work of dedicated Everly Brothers enthusiasts who have kept files across the decades. New interviews with people who knew the Everlys at first hand, conducted for this telling, fill in some gaps.


Their music has been part of my life at every stage. When I was eight years old, in 1958, we didn’t have much, and we were living in an ancient, tenement-like apartment building in that old coal mining town, Scranton, Pennsylvania. We didn’t have a TV at the time, since the one we’d owned had conked out and we couldn’t afford to have it fixed, but I’d been given an early transistor radio by my grandfather that became central in my young life. I recall hanging in the alley behind the place, listening to “Bird Dog” and laughing in appreciation, the way an eight-year-old could appreciate it. Because it was funny.


In 1970, at twenty, I had a college radio show in Washington, DC, that focused on American roots music, older and new, multiple flavors, electric and acoustic, a focus that puzzled some listeners then but would be a lot more commonplace and better understood later. The Everly Brothers’ LP Roots, foundational in the emergence of country rock, and their freshly reissued original hit records, too, were vital in that playlist.


In 2009, here in Nashville, Phil Everly and I had a conversation about their use and interpretation of “T for Texas” on that Roots album and in so many live shows, for my book on the legacy of Jimmie Rodgers. His comments would be among the most quoted.


The Everly Brothers have long mattered to me. I’m very far from alone in that. This is my attempt to do them and their story overdue justice. It is, I think, quite a story.


—Barry Mazor


Nashville, Tennessee, 2025















Chapter One



SOUTH BY MIDWEST: The Everly Family 1929–1952


KENTUCKY WAS THE OLD COUNTRY. FOR DON AND PHIL EVERLY, AS for so many others, it was first and foremost the place their immediate family had left, shared stories about, sang about, and sometimes, but only sometimes, would grow nostalgic about. It was a place that lived more in the brothers’ imagination than in its occasionally visited reality, just as Ireland or Italy or Germany served for millions of second- and third-generation children of American immigrants who’d grown up here, not back there.


The actual state of Kentucky had as many social class, economic, and racial divisions as any other, maybe more than its share. For every rural or urban working-class Kentucky mining or farming family that resented the unpromising situation in which they found themselves, there was another aspiring to somehow join the upper crust with the mint juleps and Kentucky Derby Day hats—or could be persuaded to fantasize about it while remaining profoundly stuck in place.


The myopic, romanticized fantasy of the state as a place of untouched, bucolic charm, punctuated perhaps by cinematically vicious hillbilly feuds, had led folklorists and other old-school song catchers to crisscross its hills and hollers in search of the music they wanted—in fact, practically demanded—to be found there: white Anglo, centuries old, maybe even speaking in utterly imaginary “holdover Elizabethan.” In any case, the music they pursued was supposed to be markedly different from the roaring sounds of the bustling urban centers and college towns the researchers tended to show up from. As music historian Charles Wolfe noted succinctly in his book Kentucky Country of the resulting irony, “Going into the age of mass media and commercialization in the 1920s, Kentucky had a popular reputation as the premier hunting ground for old ballads.… This attention had the effect of encouraging later commercial country music in Kentucky.”


Getting up-to-date, proficient, and even commercially viable was a goal for Kentucky musicians who could now picture being all three. That impulse arose from experience in the make-it-yourself music culture that still thrived there in homes, dances, schools, and churches. In the 1920s and ’30s, this was not an isolated world of never-ending backwoods hoedowns; it was the home of musical innovation and experimentation, with local sons and daughters creating sounds of their own time, while understanding that commercial success as musicians, if they were to pursue it, might have to come elsewhere.


That’s the world Isaac Milford Everly Jr., born in 1908 in Muhlenberg County, Kentucky, near the Kentucky-Ohio border, and forever known as Ike, really came from—where music was a preoccupation and perhaps an opportunity to escape from working realities. It was coal mining country, far from the more well known and strife-torn mining center in Harlan County, three hundred miles farther west. It lies halfway between Nashville, Tennessee, to its southeast and Evansville, Indiana, to its northwest.


It’s an area that would suffer the onslaught of destructive strip mining later, but was all about deep shaft mining, down in the dark, then—“dark as a dungeon,” as local boy Merle Travis would put it. Ike’s father, Isaac Milford Sr., had been a union organizer and sometime fiddler. He and wife Mary produced ten children—five boys, five girls—and struggled to feed them. By age thirteen, Ike began working in the same mine his father had worked, living and toiling in Brownie, a small mining camp settlement near Central City, Kentucky. It was the sort of no-win job where you had to load tons of coal and got paid for it only in scrip—“Brownie coins” useful only at the company store. He experienced cave-ins and underground fires, and he knew he wanted out.


“I never did like it,” Ike would recall. “My daddy always told me, ‘you should do something else; ain’t nothing to this mining.’”


The “something else” would be picking guitar and singing, at first with his brother Charlie, who played and sang close higher harmony with him, appearing, unpaid, at local dances and church socials. Later on, everyone said Charlie had sounded much like Phil would. The music they’d play was not old-time, back-porch country balladry, but a more sophisticated, hotter, and modern combination of blues, ragtime, and pop—snappy things like “Five Foot Two, Eyes of Blue” or “Yes Sir, That’s My Baby.” Ike was a Jimmie Rodgers fan, but then, Jimmie’s music was thought of as “hot vaudeville blues,” too.


These were the Charleston years, and danceable numbers were in the air, as well as friskier, even more daring stuff from black songsters that interested whites would hear on records, stuff like Papa Charlie Jackson’s “Shake That Thing.” That spunky hit was adapted by the E.E. Hack String Band, a white Muhlenberg County band that included a horn player and also Ike’s friends Slats Bethel on mandolin and Walter Cobb on banjo. Ike had to have been struck by the fact that they got to record it for the early Columbia Records label, as well as “West Kentucky Limited.” You could go places with that kind of music.


Young Ike and musicians close to him, including his mining buddy Mose Rager, would be central among those taking the distinctive Muhlenberg County thumbpicking guitar attack places they’d not yet even imagined. Another local boy, their student and disciple Merle Travis, would bring the style to a wide audience—so much so that in the folk revival decades later they’d refer to it as “Travis picking.” While the Maybelle Carter/Lesley Riddle “scratch” pick developing around the same time involved thumbing the melody on lower strings and frailing across the higher ones for rhythm, the Muhlenberg style reverses that—the thumb playing a bass line, the fingers handling often complicated melodies. What would flabbergast audiences watching Ike, Mose, and company is that besides that dexterous musical action, they could work in an infectious rhythm strum at the same time.


Ike was taught how to pick that way by his friend Kennedy Jones, whose mother, Alice DeArmond Jones, had brought the picking style to the area. Jones himself had introduced using celluloid thumb picks with it, which made the style more broadly accessible. It was the highly influential black country musician Arnold Shultz, a direct, credited influence on bluegrass founder Bill Monroe’s chopping mandolin rhythms, who’d shown Jones how to interpolate those mind-boggling rhythm strums into the picking, by analogy with the transitional, passing chords New Orleans piano players used. He’d picked that up while down there. (Shultz, incidentally, was once hired by Ike’s dad to teach an especially challenging guitar number to his sister Hattie.)


Performer and historian Deke Dickerson has noted an aspect of Muhlenberg-style performing that would filter through to Don and Phil Everly, and crucially so—the freewheeling “mixture of genre and styles—hillbilly, blues, pop, Dixieland, jazz, ragtime, big band, gospel—that gave it a sophisticated perch in the hierarchy of rural music.” While in practice, neither Don nor Phil would spend their careers focused on Muhlenberg-style picking, they absorbed the adventurousness, honored their father—and would find their own innovations.


As a duo, Ike and Mose Rager put the style to work on the likes of “Tiger Rag,” “Love Letters in the Sand,” and a little later, “River, Stay ’Way from My Door”—none of them hillbilly songs. In 1929, Ike, Charlie, and a third Everly sibling and guitar ace, Leonard, formed a working trio, the first “Everly Brothers” act, and took off for Chicago to see if they could get anywhere. They briefly appeared on a small radio station, but accomplished not much more, and Ike returned to Brownie, feeling homesick.


There was a family myth, incidentally, that Charlie Everly was the secret composer of a song that became Glenn Miller’s smash “In the Mood,” but the claim doesn’t stand up to scrutiny. The tune claimed had antecedents recorded before these Everlys came along, but the claim does indicate where their aspirations lay.


Each of the three brothers, family members would recall, wanted to be in charge, tensions that never were resolved, and the first formal “Everly Brothers” act didn’t last. One point of contention was that Ike’s brothers didn’t see the importance of getting on radio and staying there, as he did. He joined a local five-piece country band, the Knox County Knockabouts, and in 1932 they landed a regular program on WGBF radio in Evansville, Indiana. Ike considered that his first real job in music.


Such family-oriented Midwestern radio shows wanted down-home rural music in the mix, and so he began to learn the repertoire of old-time country songs and breakdowns he needed to have ready, music that people would later associate with him and with his sons, too. By the time Don and Phil were in the picture, still very young, Ike had whole notebooks full of those crusty lyrics that they would learn—old songs like “A Picture from Life’s Other Side” and “Little Rosewood Casket.”


Ike had never had the money to own even a used car, but he didn’t have to travel far to be aware of a girl back home in Brownie. Her name was Margaret Eva Embry. She came from a large mining family herself and had her own musical interests; she’d learned to play slap bass. Born in 1919, eleven years after Ike, she’d been right next door from his family her whole young life.


“I kind of watched her grow up,” Ike would recall. “You know; I had my eye on her.”


Even within that large family brood she received plenty of attention as a “cute” one, relished it, and would come to expect more of the same attention. Margaret was still a young teenager when Ike got interested.


“I was the girl next door and he’d carry my books home from school,” she’d relate. “We would go to church and Ike would walk home with me. He’d been out of Kentucky… I thought he was a man of the world.”


They were both particularly good-looking, with fine-chiseled features that lasted. Both stood out in a world of working-class folks who’d labored long hours in bad places for long years. Ike, everyone agreed, was gentle, funny, and attentive—when he could be found around. Margaret was exceptionally bright, seemingly unintimidated by anyone, and didn’t mind letting them know where to get off if they crossed her. Musician Ike proposed to her from a distance—in a letter sent from the road. She was fifteen and he was twenty-six when they married on August 31, 1935—her age eyebrow-raising later, but not uncommon then and there.


Their neighborly proximity meant that young Margaret had a pretty good idea what she could be getting into with him. Her “man of the world” was, after all, a traveling professional performer who, like more than one of those, drank with his road buddies, sometimes too much, and ran into plenty of women along the way who’d respond to his looks, talent, and temperament.


Those were not things she ever talked about publicly, and when their relationship was inquired about, she’d present an exaggerated picture of uninterrupted marital bliss, but also of their genuine shared perseverance through travails ahead. On the rare occasions she’d refer to their issues even obliquely, she’d carefully control the spin: “We’ve had our stumbling blocks over the 36 years we’ve been together,” she admitted to one British interviewer in 1971, “but they were stumbling blocks which became stepping stones in our lifetime.” After Ike died, four years later, she’d confide more details to close friends about how his occasional straying and ongoing drinking continued into their marriage, until Ike acceded to her understandable demands that he cut out the former, and his health issues curtailed the latter.


This was a part of the actual domestic picture the Everly brothers grew up with. Ike and Margaret would stick with performing careers just so long, but would persevere in their marriage; Don and Phil would stick with music, and for the most part, each other, through career ups and downs, but would have four and three wives, respectively. Don would more often than not go on to choose self-defining, sharp-minded women as partners and wives; Phil, by contrast, tended to choose gentler and, at least on the surface, more amenable and compliant partners. As siblings so often do, they had different responses to upbringing in that same household. As for how aware the boys were of ongoing tensions between their parents and the cause, as they must have been, Don made a revealing, offhand interview comment in the mid-1980s: “Sons don’t criticize in our family.… Fathers and sons should have more respect for each other.” Mum was the word.


Margaret had her own perspective on how her upbringing prepared her for the life ahead: “Ike would bring his entertainment friends home for breakfast, and you’d have to cook, and I took it in stride, because I grew up that way. I was a middle child… so you become a buffer.… It’s good for a lot of other people for you to keep at that—nothing falls apart.” That self-perception leaves open the question of how much of a “buffer” she’d actually be later, as the rest of the family saw it.


On February 1, 1937, the Everlys greeted the birth of their first son, Isaac Donald—Don. Far from Kentucky being where he’d be raised, they all left Brownie just six weeks later for a dramatically different home in Chicago, the beginning of a formative seven-and-a-half-year urban period, with long-term effects for their sons, too—often skimmed over and underestimated.


It has been well chronicled how African Americans from the Deep South were arriving in that city in massive numbers, hoping for better lives, if only sometimes attaining them, and spawning the spirited Chicago blues, jazz, and broader black entertainment scene in the process. There were also, if less noted, a multitude of white migrants to the city, often rough-hewn, arriving from Appalachian Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, and West Virginia, looking to land industrial jobs and better their own lives, too.


Many settled in Chicago’s Uptown neighborhood, which had been affluent before the Depression but was now a run-down, cheap place to live. Locals referred to it disparagingly as “Hillbilly Heaven.” Instructively, a Chicago Tribune reporter referred to these newcomers as having “descended on Chicago like a plague of locusts… [with] the lowest standard of living and moral code of all, the biggest capacity for liquor, and the most savage and vicious tactics when drunk, which is most of the time.”


They were far from welcomed, but these newcomers created a growing market for country music, and Ike Everly was sure he could make the most of that, with his up-to-date style and familiarity with old country ballads when those were demanded. He’d been taken on by the touring country road show affiliated with the National Barn Dance, from the city’s 50,000-watt WLS radio station, the very widely heard show featuring the likes of Gene Autry, Lulu Belle and Scotty, and the Hoosier Hot Shots.


The flavor of country music beamed from the Barn Dance was highly influential at the time and was heard throughout the Everlys’ childhood in the Midwest. The station’s manager, Glenn Snyder, called it “uptown hillbilly.” Some of the artists were blunter, referring to it as “educated hillbilly.” It’s impossible to understand the Everly Brothers’ real roots without a sense of this musical place and time—or what they were actually suggesting when they’d so often say, “We’re country.”


The Barn Dance audience was both rural and urban, many from immigrant families from Eastern and Central Europe and Scandinavia, many of them as at home with a polka party as with country music, and of Roman Catholic or other religious backgrounds than Southern evangelical. There was notably less gospel singing in the mix, and more freely expressed matter-of-fact material than on the rival Grand Ole Opry. That reflected the population the young Everlys lived among in Chicago.


Bringing modernizing pop sounds into country for broader audiences was the very basis of the music’s post–World War II explosion in popularity, and it would become a basic element in the way the Everly Brothers perceived country music and what might be done with it. Unspoken at first, more consciously over time, they’d grasp it. Country could be cool.


Ike himself, it turned out, was never promoted to the Barn Dance cast proper, as he’d hoped, but he did appear on tour with comedian Whitey Ford, the “Duke of Paducah,” and with George Goebel, later a national TV star as “Lonesome George” Gobel, in the Barn Dance–connected live road shows.


It would be his appearances in the rowdy honky-tonks along Madison Street in the Chicago Loop that began to bring him attention, joints with names like the Domes Stables, the Club Flamingo, and the Southern Inn. In country, as in rhythm and blues, the small group with an electric guitar lead was now a loud and spreading musical setup, cheaper to hire than big bands, and pulling crowds just as well or better; club managers sought them out. But those colorful country bars in Chicago had not yet seen that newfangled electric instrument in action. As Ike would recall, “I had the first electric guitar on Madison Street.” It had cost him thirty-five bucks—the equivalent of about $775 today.


As Margaret described, “He played two nights a week on Madison Street in the nightclubs, and you could hear him a block away; they’d open up the doors!” (They lived just that close, in what was an Italian section.) Ike often performed wearing a suit, with Margaret encouraging him to look sharp, which would become a continuing Everly family theme. He was more likely to be found playing electrified blues and rags in those dives than country music, but it was precisely in places like this that “hillbilly” evolved into harder-core honky-tonk, with its loud songs about drinking and cheating and slipping around. These were not locales for hymns or sentimental ballads of home and hearth. Ike was quite at home there.


By summer 1938, Baby Don was already showing signs of being musical. Just eighteen months old, he would respond with the answering “Haa-lo” in “Little Sir Echo.” He was about to get virtually permanent musical company. On January 19, 1939, the second Everly son, Phillip, was born at Cook County Hospital. For years on end, promulgators of the “pure Kentucky roots” fantasy who wished Phil had been born in Brownie would report that he had been, to the point that he started to just go along with the story rather than correct them.


The Everlys’ Chicago reality improved around the same time, when Ike landed a regular radio stand with the city’s much-followed country music station, WJJD, a half-hour show at six o’clock in the morning, plus occasional appearances on the popular mid-morning Sunshine Jubilee program hosted by “country” Randy Blake. By 1940, he was paired with red-haired Thomas Greene, known professionally as “Red Green,” a member of the Oklahoma Drifters family band. They soon had their own morning show, performing as the harmony-singing duo the Carolina Boys. (These alleged state origins were highly malleable.)


Margaret would recall, “Red was a very, very good singer, and they blended… Ike and Red Green would do like ‘Barbara Allen’ and ‘Rocking Alone in an Old Rocking Chair,’ so Don and Phil heard all that even when just cutting their teeth in the Forties.” Red apparently became a boarder with Ike and Margaret at their apartment for a time, and would sometimes babysit little Don and Phil.


In 1942, of course, the overarching fact was that there was a war on, with recruits from all over America housed in Southern military bases and exposed to more country music than they’d heard before—live in bars, on local radio, or on the snazzy jukeboxes that were turning up everywhere. Segments of the Opry broadcasts were now heard nationally on the NBC network, and rebroadcast by Armed Forces Radio across Europe, too.


With so many Americans off in uniform, and so many from the South hanging in bars like those in Chicago, often alienated and homesick, there was a decided upturn in sentimental songs that spoke of people and places missed and longed for, whether that was Karl & Harty’s “Kentucky” (they were on WJJD, like Ike), Gene Autry’s “That Silver Haired Daddy of Mine,” or Bing Crosby’s “I’ll Be Seeing You” (in all the old familiar places). That sentimental trend would still have a hold on the Everly Brothers’ memory and repertoire later.


Ike and Margaret were already beginning to see Don, age five, and Phil, age three, as potential performers. Ike was taking Don with him to some of his honky-tonk gigs. “I remember,” Don told Kurt Loder, “he played this Greek-owned white club that catered to migrant workers from Kentucky, Tennessee… all those places. They had pool tables in the front and then the club in the back, with a little stage.… One time around Halloween I went down there with him, and we took along this little papier-mâché pumpkin I had, and he put a sign on it, and that was the kitty.… People would walk in off the street and just ask for whatever was on their mind, and Dad and the band would try to play it.”


Don made his first recording at about that time: “I remember learning to sing ‘Paper Doll,’ the Mills Brothers song—this was during the war—and I remember my dad taking me down to one of those little record booths where you could make spoken letters to send home. He took me down there with his guitar, and we recorded that song.”


The choice of that quite current pop song is revealing. The four Mills brothers—Donald, Harry, Herbert, and guitar-playing leader John Jr.—were among the most popular harmony singers of the time. “Paper Doll,” their signature hit, had been written in 1915 but never recorded until it jumped out at Mills brother Harry when he saw it in a catalog because, he said, people go for songs with stories, and strong pictures in those stories. Perhaps it was fated that Don Everly would be attracted enough to that song to sing it; the Everly Brothers would put those country-like lyric attributes to work themselves, again and again.


They would hear other successful black pop vocal groups favored by Ike, too. Phil would recall, decades later, “I like to hear the Ink Spots, because I listened to them with my dad when I was a child.” That influential outfit’s lead and bass vocal stylings on records such as “If I Didn’t Care,” “I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire,” and “To Each His Own” set directions for the black vocal groups of Don and Phil’s generation.


Pre-school, Margaret had both boys attending dance classes, and provided dance shoes that would eventually wind up in the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame’s Everlys exhibit. Ike would take the boys with him when he performed out on Chicago’s historic Maxwell Street—the famously busy, bustling shopping area where Chicago blues players often got noticed, playing to the crowds out on the street between the motley shopping stalls in front of mainly Jewish-owned stores.


Don would recall, “Dad was very aware of black blues and gospel, and he’d listen on the radio in Chicago. And I remember going down to Maxwell Street with him, with the little flea markets and people playing, passing the hat for money—all kinds of people playing.” The kid noticed something out there on that street that would prove important. As he’d detail for Guitar Player magazine in 1990, “They were playing tunings, and all kinds of bottleneck sounds. Mostly old black blues, you know.”


With his ragtime guitar pyrotechnics, Ike would get noticed, and he had his electric guitar and amplifier out there pretty early on, too. (The merchants would let electrified musicians run extension cords out from their shops. It was good for attracting business.) He began to let “Little Donnie” sing along with him out there, and have Baby Phil, too young to join in the singing, dance around a little. Don would eventually use varied guitar tunings as players on that street did, but, somewhat ironically, this member of the first rock-and-roll generation didn’t emulate his dad’s electric guitar playing but became renowned as an acoustic rhythm guitar whiz.


Despite her rural upbringing, Margaret, at twenty-three, was seeing to it that a certain level of urban sophistication would come to her two young kids early, which surprised people later on. “I’d dress them up real pretty,” she’d recall. “We’d take them to the nicest restaurants, so they were used to doing that, going to a Chinese restaurant. They’d sit there and they had their meal like we did, and they acted like little people that knew what they were doing.”


By 1943, with the boys reaching school age, Margaret and Ike made a joint decision that Chicago’s tough Uptown neighborhood was not where they wanted their sons to grow up or go to school, and they relocated to Waterloo, Iowa, three hundred miles to the west, where Donnie and Phil attended first grade and kindergarten, respectively. Ike had been offered a job at KASL radio there, to sing with a country quartet called the Blackhoff Boys. If there’s any doubt that Donnie was a well-urbanized little kid already, Margaret would relate that on their first night in town, staying at a hotel, he was in bed when he telephoned down for ice water from room service.


During that winter in Waterloo, Ike and the country band would rehearse in the Everlys’ home, and now Don and Phil were encouraged to join in, at least during those rehearsals. Ike began using a Wilcox-Gay home disc recorder to record and test songs he was working on—numbers like Jimmie Rodgers’s “T. B. Blues” and the instrumental “Cimmaron.”


The Iowa location, farther into the Midwest, meant that the family could travel relatively easily to appearances throughout the region, especially in the summers, then return home so the boys could find some stability during the school year. That would be the family routine for years to come, but the location didn’t last. “We wanted to raise the boys in a small town,” Margaret recalled, “but Waterloo wasn’t the right place. Ike talked to some people who had worked in Shenandoah at KMA, and they said if we’d go down there, we’d be sure and get a job.”


Shenandoah, in southwest Iowa, with Omaha and Lincoln, Nebraska, the closest cities, and Kansas City to its south, was small but prosperous, the money mainly derived from successful seed nurseries that sold retail and wholesale seeds across the country. One of those concerns, founded by Earl May, a young man from nearby Nebraska, continues to this day, and May had some employees performing on a regional radio station. In 1924 he’d built a studio right in his Shenandoah company headquarters, and his KMA radio station became an ongoing operation a year later, many of its commercials hawking May seed products. In the two decades since then, the small 500-watt outlet had grown to 2,500 watts daytime, 1,000 at night, and given its location, it had reach. The programming was varied, even multiethnic, but serving local farmers was the main mission.


KMA radio was successful enough and competitive enough to build its own auditorium for live shows—incongruously in the style of a Middle Eastern mosque—and independent enough to resist joining the rising national networks. It reluctantly gave in and became an NBC affiliate in the late ’30s.


Ike was hired by them as a staff musician at first, appearing in on-air outfits with names like the Utah Rangers and the Ozark Mountain Boys. With his sense of humor, “Cousin Ike,” as they called him, became a regular on two long-running programs that called for it, Stump Us, a “stump the band” musical request show, and the Country School, pure hoary vaudeville in which all of the adult cast members played wiseass schoolkids, with snappy comic questions and answers.


When the whole family appeared on the station’s Christmas show in 1946, nine-year-old Little Donnie, after being interviewed, sang “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town,” all notes hit and with fairly swinging, if declarative, phrasing, and a clarinet playing behind him. Baby Phil, seven, is said to have rehearsed his number, “Silent Night,” the night before, even in his sleep. His voice is already the higher of the two. And thus, two careers of performing—and of being interviewed—began. They would go on for some sixty years.


The money from KMA was not great; the Everlys lived in a trailer, then found a small house out on the countryside. Ike and Margaret supplemented the family income by working at May’s seed house on the side, Margaret working at the candy counter part-time. Ike also played some live shows around the area. He needed help with rides to go back and forth from the station or to gigs, but by 1949 he had a daily fifteen-minute morning show of his own, and could finally acquire his first car, a used Ford. Stories of his early problems driving it were regular comic fodder around the station. The jokes only ceased when the Everlys rented a place back in town, closer to work.


Ike started to have Little Donnie make spot appearances on his show, with song and chatter, and he brought him along on full-cast station specials such as the Cornbelt Jamboree. Then KMA, which had had success with child performers before, gave young Don a weekly spot on an ongoing Saturday show, for which he was paid five bucks. The special attention probably felt like the best part.


“It was just a ten- or fifteen-minute show, part of another show, actually,” he’d recall. “I had a little theme song: ‘Free As a Little Bird As I Can Be.’ Dad… was the instigator.… He and a fellow on accordion and another on clarinet backed me up. I’d sing three or four songs, read a commercial, and go home.” Neither that instrumental backup nor the songs were particularly “country.”


It seems remarkable in retrospect, but this little regional farmers’ station already had two other families appearing regularly that would have lasting musical fame. There was the Southern gospel-singing Blackwood Brothers quartet, who would become a dominant, massively popular group in their field, so adept that young Elvis Presley would say he’d have given anything to be taken on as a member. They’d go on to sell over fifty million records.


Secondly, and more specifically intriguing for Margaret and Ike, there was the large Haden Family act, with their youngest son the same age as Don. He’d been a solo yodeling vocalist in the group since he was two, and yes, that precocious toddler would grow up to be Charlie Haden, the great jazz bass player and father of the Haden Triplets blood-harmony trio—Petra, Tanya, and Rachel. The intriguing part: the Hadens got paid more because everybody was performing.


The Everlys proposed doing the same thing, and the Ike Everly Family show was born in late summer 1950, with Don and Phil as regulars along with Ike and Margaret. Everyone in and out of the immediate family agreed that she was not a performance-capable singer, certainly not a harmony singer, despite all the family practice on home recordings. Margaret didn’t like the estimation, but she acceded to her role on the show as announcer and reader of commercials and audience mail. Their 1950 family pay reached the neighborhood of some $60 a week—the equivalent of a very nice $750 a week in today’s dollars, and they would make more by doing live shows in small towns around the area from the back of a flatbed truck.


The sheer frequency of the Everly Family show—a half hour at 6 a.m., six days a week, plus an extra half hour on Saturday afternoons—meant a lot of music needed to get made, in varying ways, to keep it all interesting for regular listeners. For two young boys, this was extraordinary training; they’d perform solos, duos, trios, and there was plenty of spontaneous or rehearsed patter to boot.


That flexibility and spontaneity of it all would remain a fond memory for both Don and Phil, and they would mention the ways of the show in early interviews and reports when they became famous, not for that broad musical range, but narrowed to just one—their blood-harmony duets. Since the format of the family show allowed neither guests nor backup musicians, and the audience was understood to be early-rising farmers, there was one other aspect of the show format the station required, and it would have consequences. It veered toward country music of varied flavors.


In the earliest going, Baby Phil was limited to telling jokes, unable to hold a tune consistently, but they were working on his singing as a family. Margaret would recall, “Don and Phil had some talent; it was a matter of developing it… Don would do a solo, then they’d do a duet. Then Phil would. So, it started like that.”


There was a wide variety of station talent the boys could watch at work. Those surroundings, the preferences of their Midwestern friends and neighbors, and in particular the music Ike exposed them to would all be imprinted in their tastes and interests ever after. The music they were struck by, from World War II through the early postwar years, would be their true musical starting point.


Don and Phil were very specific in citing which of country music’s brother acts of the day, a full generation older than they were, would be most influential for them—the Grand Ole Opry–starring Delmore Brothers, and the less widely recalled Bailes Brothers, York Brothers, and Milo Twins. Whether guiding the boys toward those suggests Ike was already envisioning a potential future for his sons as a working pair, we can’t be sure. Maybe so.


Alton and Rabon Delmore bridged country styles from the days of Jimmie Rodgers to electrified, near-rockabilly at the turn of the 1950s. Their vocal harmony would often be tight; they could swap their blues-inflected vocal leads. They kept evolving their sound as styles changed, into the postwar country-boogie years, with numbers such as the charged-up standard “Freight Train Boogie” and the loping number-one hit of 1949, “Blues Stay Away from Me,” later a regular part of the Everlys’ live act. Alton lived long enough to say of the Everlys in his memoir, “If they had been on the scene when we were, you know what the label would have been? HILL-BILLY.”


The four Bailes Brothers, from Charleston, West Virginia, were signed by the Opry in 1943, and with Shreveport’s Louisiana Hayride later. They sang in a plaintive, declarative old-school style, and were much more gospel-focused than the Everlys would ever be. Their hard-edged “Dust on the Bible” would last, but for the young Don and Phil, the Baileses’ secular heartbreak numbers made the strongest impression, most obviously “Oh So Many Years,” which would be one of the numbers chosen for the Everlys’ Songs Our Daddy Taught Us album.


The York Brothers and Milo Twins are not household names today, but both were reflecting country boogie’s modernizing drive. George and Leslie York were Kentuckians with backgrounds as miners, a point of connection. They’d migrated to Detroit, where there was a hunger for country music from the many who’d headed up the “hillbilly highway” to work in the auto industry. Their 1939 small-label single “Hamtramck Mama,” a suggestive country blues, was their most well-known recording; their ’40s records had stinging electric guitar by Zeb Turner and tended to concern hot dates.


The Milo Twins, born Edwin and Edward Miolen in Tennessee, became nationally known when they were signed to the fledgling Capitol Records’ “Americana” roots music line in 1948. The Milos recorded songs with such forward-looking themes as “Truck Drivers’ Boogie,” “Love in an Aereoplane,” and the bayou-located “Swamp Woman Blues.” On ballads, you can hear their own blood harmony at work, and some resemblance to the Everlys’ sound to come.


Besides recommending records, Ike was showing young Don and Phil guitar moves, but it was Margaret who’d enforce practice time and, naturally, they didn’t always appreciate that. They were kids, working on their instrumental capabilities, Don on guitar, Phil on mandolin. The radio station’s quite professional monthly magazine, The KMA Guide, mentioned that Ike was having the boys, both left-handed as he was, learn to play from the right side, as a practical necessity: “Left-handed guitars and mandolins? There are no such things, so the two Everly boys… had to learn to play their string instruments right-handed.… Donald has been playing guitar for sometime but made his first public appearance… in Council Bluffs—and before over 800 people!”


KMA would regularly lay acts off during the summer, because the farmer audience was out in their fields more of the day and listening less, so the Everlys had to find other things to do. In 1949, that gave them the chance to take the long trip back to visit family in Muhlenberg County. Ike very much wanted to show the boys what Brownie was like, since they’d never seen it. The KMA Guide reported how excited young Don was to get to see the place and grab a photo of it, which he told classmates he’d bring back for them to see, but “imagine his amazement when they reached Central City, drove to the spot where he was born, and THERE WAS NO HOUSE. Out of the large group of houses formerly owned by a coal mining company, only four remained standing. After the company had ceased operating the mine, the houses were sold and moved away. Poor Donnie…!”


Before long, there’d hardly be a trace of evidence that Brownie had ever existed at all. Something from that trip did last—Don and Phil’s lifelong friendship with their uncle’s Central City neighbor, Bill Harlan, just Don’s age. He’d grow up to be a rockabilly recording artist himself and name his first son Phillip Don. With another local boy there, Tommy Payne, they formed an informal country band, the Green River Valley Boys, with Phil playing bass. A “summer off” for the Everly boys already meant just finding other people to play music with.


“At that point in time,” Bill recalled for this author, “they were just trying to follow what their dad wished for them. When I first met them, they wanted to sing like the Delmore Brothers; that’s the kind of stuff they were doing.… They were ten and twelve, and that’s a pretty big difference then, but we were all thinking of going on and being Grand Ole Opry stars.… We were doing Hank Williams songs, and of course, Don and Phil were doing those Delmore Brothers. They were very important to me, and they referred to that time often as something that was meaningful to them.”


A full half-hour Ike Everly Family show from 1950, preserved on audio transcript at the Everly Brothers Childhood Home museum now operating in Shenandoah, illustrates how far things had come along for Don at thirteen and Phil at eleven. After family chatter about laundry and such, Ike leads off with the upbeat traditional gospel “He Set Me Free” (an obvious predecessor to Hank Williams’s “I Saw the Light”), with Ike on his guitar and vocal and the boys joining in on the chorus. There’s an ad for a genuine vinyl toy pony, available by mail order, which Ike encourages listeners to report having heard about on their show. (“I wouldn’t tolerate it if I didn’t support it!” he says of claims made in these on-air offers.)


“Donnie boy” then sings “I’ll Sail My Ship Alone,” a hip country hit for Moon Mullican just a few months earlier, singing it with confidence, panache, and some carefully placed vibrato, with Ike on electric guitar. Margaret introduces Don and Phil duetting on “Teardrops Falling in the Snow,” a recent weeper recorded by hillbilly queen Molly O’Day, and dedicates it to listeners who’ve written in. Their voices and their singing had clearly grown together, more squawky declarative and higher-pitched than they will sound five years later on records, but the basic duet elements are in place.


Ike banters with “Phillip,” as he now calls him, about being in the safety patrol at school and having bawled out the son of the station’s newsman for “crossing outside the yellow line,” then Phil solos on “John Henry,” which he’s just learned, following the pattern of Merle Travis’s recent version. They finish with Phil, Don, and “Mom” trading verses on the comical “Molasses, Molasses (It’s Icky Sticky Goo),” described as “a cute song for all the folks making molasses this fall.” It had to have been funny then, because it’s still funny now. What’s notable is that the repertoire has become overwhelmingly outright country—not heartwarming, retro, old-time material, but of the most current and up-to-date sort. It’s what radio wants, and they’re very ready to deliver.


By that point, Margaret had the whole family dressed constantly in matching black cowboy suits for on-air and public appearances that so many find charming and cute looking back, but which preadolescent Don and Phil couldn’t stand at all. The suits just reinforced some schoolmates’ perception of them as peculiar hillbillies who performed corny music—though many weren’t even aware they worked pre-school-day mornings on the air. It wasn’t just perceptions of their contemporaries that could be bothersome about this childhood job, however much they enjoyed it and sounded like they did. They’d basically been assigned to it and could not quit.


As Don would confess to music journalist Robert K. Oermann in 1990, “I don’t think it’s a natural state of being, being on stage.… You’re taking your life in your hands. You can embarrass the hell out of yourself out there; I had a bit of that in Iowa with my father.” He was apparently recalling the time he was standing on a chair to get closer to the studio mic while singing “Put My Little Shoes Away” and it folded beneath him. He somehow finished the song anyway. “There was always the radio job,” he told Oermann, “and it separated me from my friends.”


Evidently, that separation from nonperformers was still gnawing at him some forty years later, which suggests that the adult, famed Don who’d rather retreat to a hotel room than mix with “civilians” or media, and typically felt most at ease with some select group of similarly experienced performers, was as much forged by this sometimes separating upbringing as by his own temperament. He was this way, and he stayed this way.


The radio emphasis on country music added to that sense of disconnection, because what Shenandoah kids their age were listening to was current pop—Teresa Brewer, Tony Bennett, and soon Eddie Fisher. Don would recall checking those out because his peers were, but Hank Williams was his own definite favorite, as Lefty Frizzell was Phil’s. They’d be thrilled to meet Lefty when he visited the station. However scary it all could be, or isolating, Don had nevertheless already formed a picture of a life for himself in music: “None of the other kids my age knew what they wanted to be when they grew up—but I did.”


Don eventually made some complicated comments that were utterly reflective of being raised in the Midwest in this era, reaching his early teen years in country’s “Age of Hanks,” as in “Hanks” Williams, Thompson, Snow, Locklin, Cochran, and Garland. No doubt many latter-day country and rock fans have found his word choices puzzling:


“I wanted to follow Hank Williams,” he noted. “Hank Williams wasn’t country to me. Country was Roy Acuff.” That “country” nails how Acuff sang old-school, declaiming hillbilly style, proudly and ever after. Hank was admired within country music of the time precisely for his ability to create songs that bridged the gap from country to much broader pop audiences—Tony Bennett having a smash pop hit with his “Cold Cold Heart,” Jo Stafford with “Hey, Good Lookin’,” Guy Mitchell with “I Can’t Help It.” Williams’s role as a pioneer of roots-pop convergence was central to what the Everlys wanted to emulate. Don would add, “Hank Williams, to me, was the first real rock and roll star.”


An important part of what would make the Everly Brothers singular when they hit was that the music from white America that moved them was almost exclusively country. Nobody has tried to make a case that they were influenced at all by the post-glee-club/barbershop pop of the swing era, the Pied Pipers and Modernaires sorts of 1940s vocal groups, or the Four Aces–Four Freshmen–Ames Brothers harmony groups that followed, as brothers Brian, Carl, and Dennis Wilson of the Beach Boys were, for example.


One early fifties pop duo did give the Everlys food for thought, though. “The Bell Sisters,” Phil recalled, “had some interesting stuff… very modern things.” The now largely forgotten, lively teenage siblings Cynthia and Kay Strother, who sang close harmony and recorded under their mother’s maiden name, were discovered when they appeared on a Los Angeles TV talent show in 1951 singing “Bermuda,” an exotic, pounding number Cynthia had written at age sixteen. Phil said, “We always thought ‘Down in Bermuda’ was really good, really unique, and very innovative.” Recorded for RCA Victor, the song went top ten, and the sisters were soon on national TV with Bing Crosby and in multiple movie musicals—all intriguing possibilities for Don and Phil. In the years just before fame came, Phil would recall, “We did wind up being compared a little to the Bell Sisters and the Delmore Brothers.”


As they became working performers, the brothers Everly were basically two shy early adolescents who, in Margaret’s words, “kept a very low profile,” avoided most parties, and signed on for just a few group activities—choir and the glee club for Phil; the Shenanigans, a school band (using the term loosely), for Don. There were stacks of games at home, the family would go on picnics and out hunting and fishing together. They could hold their own playing baseball, had some passing girlfriends their age, and fit in as best they could.


They were hard at work perfecting the close harmony they’d be famed for. They were not twins, of course, though they were increasingly being dressed in those unloved matching outfits, and Margaret even had them celebrate their birthdays—several weeks apart on the calendar—together. As the older brother, Don was inevitably more annoyed by the forced pairing, and he’d admit that musically he was already attempting to dominate the duo. Shades of the previous generation Everly Brothers’ tensions.


Don and Phil were emerging as temperamentally different from each other in daily life—though their performances very much emphasized their connectedness. In her 2011 PhD thesis “The Roots and Influences of the Everly Brothers,” musicologist Paula Bishop pointed out a vocal commonplace Don and Phil would not exploit, even as the practice became more common in both country and R&B duets—the “he said” so then “he—or she—answered” alternating dialogue of theater-like character duets, a chance to perform good-natured clashing musically. Ironically perhaps, for mass audiences raised outside of down-home vocal traditions, that they were not singing that back-and-forth Broadway style would be exceptional—very old-time country.


Don borrowed Ike’s electric guitar for use in that school band—playing shockingly loud there, as the others saw it. He won a safety-themed poster art contest for a painting based, amusingly enough, on Roy Acuff’s grim, scolding song “Wreck on the Highway.” Painting would be an important expressive hobby for him for years; a later family home would feature many of the paintings on the walls. Ike had drawn cartoons and painted for pleasure before him; Don’s Christmas gift to Dad around that time was a new paint set. He already showed a strong interest in cooking as well, in particular the Italian food he’d loved at neighborhood restaurants in Chicago and couldn’t get in Shenandoah.


Phil, meanwhile, would go to Sunday school and sing in the church choir, and was writing poetry and rudimentary songs by age nine. He tended to save money from their work diligently—and sometimes lent some to perpetually short Don, who only occasionally paid him back—a sort of “ant and grasshopper” situation.


The summer breaks, with Don and Phil out of school and radio work cut back, provided further chances for family appearances out of town. When they were home, both boys worked jobs detasseling corn. (This was Iowa, after all.) On one occasion, Don came home early from that job driving the boss’s car and explained, “Well, he kicked me out—so I’ll leave the girls alone.”


The summer layoffs were challenging to the family’s otherwise stable way of life, as they’d find themselves trekking from small-town outlet to small-town outlet looking for work, auditioning for county fairs, sleeping in parks and such. They even had a short stand on the other Shenandoah station, KFNF. The KMA ownership, like many in broadcasting, was now paying most attention to their growing TV outlet, and more and more stations the Everlys checked in with were turning to record-playing deejays rather than live shows. If things were thin in summer 1951, they would be thinner in 1952.


“Around ’52 and ’53 it was pretty rough,” Ike would recall. “There were no bookings and the ones you got were on a percentage, so you didn’t make any money anyway.” They came to the reluctant decision that they’d have to leave Shenandoah.


Their answer, at least for a while, was found in Evansville, Indiana, where Ike had obtained that first professional work years before. It was a new version of the family show, on daily from 12:30 to 1 p.m., sponsored by Nunn-Better flour and advertised as “a new program of Old Fashioned and Homespun Music.” The flour company would send them out to regional fairs to promote the brand in their booths, and they could occasionally visit family in Kentucky, who were now not so far away.


Don and Phil could look back at these Midwestern years and say, “Dad was blues; we were country.” That distinction was true, though their “country” was a flexible variety with permeable borders. The country focus, as we’ve seen, wasn’t so much a result of their family roots or even their geographical location, as so many commentators suggest, as it was a response to demands of the place where they’d truly grown up as performers—on country-hungry radio.


For the rest of their careers, it would be characteristic that they would raise their guitars up high for emphasis on a hard strum—an artifact of how you got those riffs heard better on AM mono radio. Like most everybody their age, they were beginning to hear other incoming and rapidly changing sounds arriving from outside those country confines. What music they played would soon demand some new sort of identification.















Chapter Two



GIVE ME A (COUNTRY) FUTURE 1953–1957


KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE, SITS ABOUT 550 MILES SOUTH-SOUTHEAST OF Evansville. As of the summer of 1953, it was to be home for the Everly family, on and off the air, until events of 1955 changed their lives again—dramatically. Circumstances dictated that this would be the site of their last stand as a family radio act, and the time and place Don and Phil Everly began evolving into the gifted, immensely successful, and sometimes troubled entity known as the Everly Brothers.


Knoxville had a lively musical scene for a city its size. Its reputation as a talent incubator for country music developed in no small part because of the machinations of the shrewd and imaginative but prickly grocery-store magnate Cas Walker. A legend in the region, he promoted the stores on his Farm and Home Hour shows, broadcast on multiple local radio stations and on TV, too. Such stars-to-be as Roy Acuff, Tennessee Ernie Ford, Carl Smith, Dolly Parton, Carl and Pearl Butler, Mother Maybelle and the Carter Sisters, Don Gibson, and Chet Atkins all worked in Knoxville for a time—before leaving for Nashville.


“We drove into Knoxville on a balmy day, and it was a beautiful place and I felt like I made the right decision,” Margaret recalled. “We put everything on the rack of a Chevrolet, and we drove into Knoxville and went up to ask Cas Walker for a job, and he hired us. It was a miracle.” That Chevy, a 1952 model, was the first new car the Everlys had ever owned. The four of them had saved up together to get it, and they owned and shared it jointly.


Although Ike had always been reluctant to have her sing, with plenty of justification, Margaret would now be contributing her voice and playing bass, besides doing commercials, for the same reason she’d become their announcer—more money. The four of them were to be paid ninety dollars a week for a substantial amount of work. There were two daily shows, early in the morning and at the boys’ high school lunch break, and another on Wednesday nights, with occasional work on Walker’s TV station as well, their first TV exposure. In this fading time for radio entertainers, that all sounded pretty good. As Phil put it, “We were mostly busy trying to stay alive and have enough to eat.”


Don said, “I really did like Knoxville… I felt I’d found someplace really wonderful. I made a lot of friends in school very quickly.” The comfort level in high school seems to have been more mixed than that sunny later assessment suggests. Don was sixteen to eighteen in those years, Phil fourteen to sixteen. They managed something approximating a conventional high school life while darting in and out of all those radio obligations—dances, drive-in movies, keeping up with the evolving pop sounds, and in Phil’s case, playing multiple sports. But it wasn’t all that easy.


In a 1986 Playboy feature on various brothers’ relationships, Don would describe the situation more pointedly: “I couldn’t go out late… because I had to be up at five A.M. for the radio show. Our dates could always stay out later than we could. Phil was on the track team and the basketball team and got better grades. I was an average student, because it didn’t interest me. We had morning shows and noon shows, and there really wasn’t much time for social life.”


Phil recalled one aspect of that social life: “When we were on the radio in Knoxville… I was going with a girl whose brother was in Donald’s class.… She broke off with me because her brother had told her parents that Donald was real fast with the girls, and it was a bad idea for her to be going out with me. I was not old enough to have a reputation—so I got his.”


This is not a particularly unusual story for two siblings in high school, a couple of years apart. Phil added, “When I started dating, I wouldn’t want to hang out with Don. What kind of chances does a 14-year-old guy have getting a girl with a 16-year-old guy hanging around? I had no chance if Don was there. Zero.” That an older brother might not want the younger one hanging around in the same circumstance will strike many as just as understandable.


Several decades later, a more worldly Phil would admit about the family, pointedly, “We were all theatrical, which means you lie all the time. I never took girls home. I went in the back seat like everybody else… but I didn’t have any fun sex until I was old enough to afford it.”


All indications are that their relationship in these years was pretty typical for high school brothers. Phil, with all of his athletic involvements, was beginning to fill out some. Margaret would recall a time when Ike took him to buy a new jacket, and looking into a three-way mirror, Phil complained, “Look, Dad, I don’t have a neck. My neck is too full.” And Ike replied, “Don’t worry about that; Robert Mitchum don’t have a neck, either.” Don would find “No Neck” a good instant tease, but then Phil would call him “Ski Nose” in return.


If their lifelong stylistic differences were beginning to cement into place as adulthood neared, they were often perceived as a pair. They both wore conspicuously unconventional pegged pants, walked around with their collars turned up—and there was the hair, in those famous high-piled ducktail cuts. Nobody in town had seen anything like those in person before. Margaret had seen photos of the unorthodox style in magazine stories about young Hollywood actors, and while that look was still viewed with great suspicion by more conventional folks, she began cutting her boys’ hair that way herself.


A year or two later, ducktails would be commonplace enough in town that they’d be thought of as trendsetters, but in the beginning, they were looked on with suspicion as probable “juvenile delinquents,” despite the fact that they were not particularly rule breakers.


One of the girls Don dated at West High demands at least a footnote for history. Though he’d make clear the song’s story had nothing to do with their relationship, he did date one Catherine Coe at the time, taking her to parties and football games. She could recall Don and Phil playing rock and roll at one of those parties—the first time she’d heard them play that. He was not her clown, but he would find use for that name “Cathy.”


The Everly Family’s on-air appearances in Knoxville were just an extension of what they’d been doing on radio all along—quartets, solos, duets at times, some hymns and old-school hillbilly numbers, and commercials for cough medicine and seeds. It was designed to be a country show, but frictions were developing.


Ike described the program’s increasing built-in tensions in a first-person 1958 profile in Country Jamboree magazine, self-bylined “as told to Ben A. Green.” His sons, he recalled, “got to playing tunes and singing songs that were difficult to follow on the electric guitar, and I was considered a pretty good country guitar player.… We’d sing hymns like ‘I Saw the Light’ and [other] Hank Williams songs and… what we thought was good. The boys would sing them, but they would go after other types of songs. Sometimes it didn’t please the sponsor. Don or Phil would say, ‘I’d like to play something with more of a beat to it.’ Our sponsor called the boys ‘bobbysoxers.’” That tag and attitude seems only to have increased Don and Phil’s determination to sing what they liked and to look as they pleased.


That “music with more of a beat” was in the air. They were paying particular attention to black vocal groups that were presenting ballads in ways that were rhythmic, dramatic, and fresh, yet also cool and relatively understated—the Orioles with “Crying in the Chapel,” Clyde McPhatter and the Drifters with “Money Honey,” and especially the Clovers, whose vocals on “Lovey Dovey” and “Blue Velvet” put sweetness and close harmony right up front. “Rock and roll started while I was in high school,” Phil recalled in 1971. “The Clovers and things like that started. It was so close to what we’d been doing that we picked it up.”


Phil’s involvement with the school choir would be brief. “They weren’t singing anything like I sang,” he remembered. “I’d always had trouble with music teachers. I was singing professionally and maybe the teachers resented it; I had a different attitude about what we were doing.”


It seems that most of the brothers’ classmates still had no idea or particularly cared about their ongoing performing work; they were known simply as a couple of pretty nice guys, despite their suspicious looks, and in Phil’s case, for school fame as an athlete. The look and basketball met in an incident people in Knoxville still talk about.


The junior varsity Rebels team coach, Walter Ganz, kept riding Phil about the big hair, which would get wet from sweat and block his eyes during games. “The coach said we can’t have it flopping around,” recalled teammate Oliver Chavannes. No one’s sure whether Ganz was joking or serious, but he warned Phil that he either had to get that hair cut or wear a hairnet—not a very macho way to be seen. Mocking the suggestion, Phil showed up at the next practice wearing said net. “He had the girls falling out of the stands,” high school mate Gene Easterday recalled. “He’d be running down the court and he’d just stop and pull that hairnet out and stuff his hair back up in it when it’d come loose. He was just doing it to aggravate Coach Ganz.”


All of this was happening at the very time the changes roiling popular music were accelerating. In 1953, Bill Haley and the Comets (known then as Haley’s Comets) broke through to pop radio with the mildly rebellious “Crazy Man, Crazy.” And the Everly brothers were regular listeners to the groundbreaking 50,000-watt Nashville R&B station WLAC, home of the famously white but musically hip deejays Hoss Allen, John R., and Gene Nobles.


Don would recall, “Between the Grand Ole Opry and WLAC in Nashville, you could listen to the best of both worlds. I hated it that you had to choose which field you were in because of the color of your skin.” The brothers’ lifelong buddy, rockabilly musician Bill Harlan, would add, “We all listened to WLAC.”


At night, the historic R&B station was beaming records by such specific Everly influences as the Orioles, the Drifters, and the Clovers. In their various sizes and shapes, Big Mama Thornton, Big Joe Turner, Little Junior Parker, and Fats Domino were all getting airplay there, too, as were harder-core blues artists—Howlin’ Wolf and Muddy Waters. Soon, there’d be Chuck Berry’s “Maybellene.” By 1954, in the South at least, breakthrough rock and roll artists were beginning to be heard.


When Bo Diddley’s beat-defining, self-named single was released, the Everly boys picked up a copy at Knoxville’s Dugout Doug’s record store. It carried a sound that was nothing less than transforming for Don. As he noted in the introduction he’d write for George R. White’s biography of Bo in 1995, “After hearing Bo Diddley for the first time in 1955, my idea of music was forever changed. He opened the door to rhythms and music that reached to the very soul of me. His original sound is evident in all forms of music—rock and roll, rhythm and blues and country.”


Don and Phil’s music had clearly evolved. As Phil would put it, “We were doing that strange brand of country and some other things we’d been listening to.” The change had showed itself very quickly, and there was simply no way Cas Walker was going to assent to the trend.


Self-made, wealthy, and powerful, Walker was politically involved enough to be elected a councilman, then mayor. He was the subject of endless regional stories and legends as a master of stunts and hype that included burying a man alive in front of a store to attract press attention and throwing frying chickens off the roof to attract customer attention. He made it into Life magazine in a photo where he’s attempting to punch out a fellow city councilman. He was just plain ornery, and not a man about to look kindly on rocking or rolling.


From the first, he hadn’t liked the brothers’ look. Ike remembered Walker’s growing irritation with the direction of Don and Phil’s music, as well: “The sponsor liked the ‘real country’ with the banjo.… We realized that the real country music sold groceries to the older people, while the beat-type music appealed more to the younger folks.”


In mid-1954, the Everly Family was fired. Walker’s explanation? “I told them that wiggle wouldn’t sell groceries.”


Don would stress how much they’d learned, working so hard and so often there, but also recalled, “I remember being really depressed.” As for Walker, Don reckoned, “We worked about a year and a half for him, and he couldn’t have picked a more inconvenient time to let us go.” It was the year Don was to graduate from high school. Ike tagged this time the beginning of the end for the family act: “Rock and roll was just coming in, and I guess they started growing away from us, musically and otherwise.… We saw the writing on the wall. We didn’t think we’d make it, and we thought they would, so we just kind of stepped out.… We knew it was time for them to be on their own.”


A broader nail-in-the-coffin factor was that live performance radio was coming to a virtual end. When comedian Milton Berle’s hour-long TV variety show had first aired in 1948, there were an estimated half million TV sets in all of the United States; when Elvis Presley performed his historic incendiary version of “Hound Dog” on the same show in 1956, that number had exploded to thirty million. It was not worth looking for one more local radio gig someplace.
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