



[image: image]












[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by Michael Streissguth


Cover design by Jarrod Taylor


Cover photograph © Doc Hamilton


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Hachette Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


HachetteBooks.com


Twitter.com/HachetteBooks


Instagram.com/HachetteBooks


First Edition: August 2023


Published by Hachette Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Hachette Books name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc. 


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events.


To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


Books by Hachette Books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Streissguth, Michael, author.  


Title: Highways and heartaches : how Ricky Skaggs, Marty Stuart, and children of the New South saved the soul of country music / Michael Streissguth.  


Description: First edition. | New York : Hachette Books, 2023. | Includes bibliographical references and index. 


Identifiers: LCCN 2022061400 | ISBN 9780306826108 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780306826122 (ebook)  


Subjects: LCSH: Bluegrass music--History and criticism. | Country music--History and criticism. | Skaggs, Ricky. | Stuart, Marty. | New South (Musical group) | Southern States--Civilization--20th century. 


Classification: LCC ML3520 .S68 2023 | DDC 781.64209--dc23/eng/20221227 


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022061400


ISBNs: 9780306826108 (hardcover); 9780306826122 (ebook)


E3-20230616-JV-NF-ORI














Dedicated to participants in this book who passed before publication


J. D. Crowe


(1937–2021)


Bill Emerson


(1938–2021)


Roland White


(1938–2022)
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Hachette Books logo]















PROLOGUE



CAMPER VANS AND station wagons from as far away as Washington, DC, to the east and San Francisco to the west rumbled along the green highways of Brown County in southern Indiana to the Bean Blossom Festival, one of the nation’s marquee gatherings of bluegrass music talent. It was late spring of 1971, the fourth anniversary of the festival, and the travelers anticipated performances by young innovators such as the Bluegrass Alliance from Louisville, Kentucky, and the popular banjoist and songwriter John Hartford, along with stars from the so-called golden era such as Jim and Jesse McReynolds and the Goins Brothers, who emerged in the early 1950s. “If the audience seemed geographically diverse, the stylistic array of artists at the fifth festival was truly stunning,” wrote Bean Blossom biographer Thomas A. Adler.


Entering a wonderland of mesmerizing jam sessions and Technicolor tour buses owned by the legends of bluegrass, the fans rushed to the main stage set in a grove of straight and tall trees, looking out for fellow music lovers from previous visits, many of them bluegrass aficionados who contributed essays to fan publications and maintained discographies of old-time music.


Pilgrims with Nixon bumper stickers and those who identified with the ethos of Woodstock and the counterculture bonded over their love of organically grown music and the sovereign of bluegrass, Bill Monroe, who owned the festival. Born in Rosine, Kentucky, in 1911, Monroe and his band the Blue Grass Boys had first come to this area outside of Indianapolis in 1951 to play the Brown County Jamboree, a family-owned music park. So enamored was Monroe of the Jamboree grounds and the dedicated fans who flocked there that he bought the venue in 1952, staging his first Bean Blossom Festival in 1967.


With the help of his older brother Birch and his son James, musicians in their own right, he cared for the festival grounds with single-mindedness, cleaning up debris from the previous winter’s storms and repairing various buildings on the campus in preparation for the festival season. Proud like a grandfather, Monroe welcomed Bean Blossom visitors, many of whom had come expressly to see him. He engaged them in conversation and, to the lucky few, showed off the farm animals he raised on the property. Only the Blue Grass Boys felt the sting that he was better known for inside the country music industry, as they were pressed into service at the festival grounds to cut back brush and stock the concession stand when they converged on southern Indiana.


Monroe kept draft horses at Bean Blossom that were like children to him, recalls mandolinist Ron Thomason, who served in Ralph Stanley’s Clinch Mountain Boys for a year starting in the spring of 1970. “When one of the horses died, the old man wept,” he says, “and he was determined that that horse wasn’t going to go to his grave in a front loader on a tractor. He and Birch and Ralph and me, maybe forty of us together that day, managed to dig a grave for that horse. Monroe insisted on dragging it over to the grave. It wasn’t far, maybe twenty feet. This was probably a fifteen-hundred-pound horse, and it was amazing how he felt about it.”


A suspicious man, treated like an outsider in his own family during childhood, Monroe wandered the eastern half of the nation in the early days of commercial country music, first with his brother Charlie as the Monroe Brothers and then with his band of underpaid musicians, many of whom cycled through his employ like drivers at a busy toll booth, especially during the lean years of the late 1950s when rock and roll nearly killed country music. “In 1958, I went with Bill Monroe, and I almost starved to death,” says banjoist Eddie Adcock. “The biggest amount of money I got from him was seventeen dollars. So needless to say, I could not make it, so I didn’t stay with him very long.” Monroe toured at a scorching pace, playing the Grand Ole Opry in his home base of Nashville on Saturday nights before speeding off to weekday engagements hundreds of miles away.


Home to Monroe was an abstraction. In the early days, parents of his musicians who happened to live on his meandering concert circuit waited with home-cooked dinners to create a temporary sense of domestic life, and for long stretches he traveled with a road wife—bassist Bessie Lee Mauldin—who stood in for his lawful wife, Carolyn, at home near Nashville with his children. Brown County, too, was a nest where he could preside over a sprawling community drawn to an art form that owed its very existence to him.


IN ADDITION TO Hartford, Jim and Jesse, and other performers, the Bean Blossom Festival of 1971 advertised the appearance of Lester Flatt and his band the Nashville Grass, igniting furious speculation about whether Monroe and Flatt himself—famously enemies at this point—might reunite onstage. By this time, Flatt had done as much to popularize the bluegrass tradition in country music as Monroe himself, having been part of a one-two punch with banjo innovator Earl Scruggs in Monroe’s band during the 1940s that further developed the sound that later became known as bluegrass. But Flatt and Scruggs had left the band in 1948 and soon formed their own group, which roiled Monroe yet finally took bluegrass music into the heart of popular culture. Prone to resentment, Monroe saw their departure as the ultimate betrayal. For years, he prevented his former friends from joining the Grand Ole Opry, and when Flatt and Scruggs finally did join the cast of the radio jamboree in 1955, he routinely snubbed them.


However, by 1971 Monroe had mellowed, at least where Flatt was concerned, and through diplomatic channels worthy of the Vietnam War peace negotiations in Paris, he persuaded his old guitarist and lead vocalist to come to Bean Blossom. Flatt performed with his Nashville Grass throughout the festival, but on closing day Monroe, in his familiar western-cut suit, addressed what his biographer Richard D. Smith called the “unbearable anticipation.” He invited Flatt to join him onstage, and they sang “Little Cabin Home on the Hill,” lifted by Monroe’s high tenor, while Flatt revealed his just-folks grin.


THE MUSICIANS WEDGED into Ralph Stanley’s bus on the way to Bean Blossom after a festival date in Canada could have been fooled into thinking they were in Kentucky horse country, the land in Brown County was so green and undulating in contrast to the flat terrain more typical of Indiana. But most of them had traveled this way before, bemusedly noting the signs pointing to the nearby village with the familiar name of Nashville.


Perched in the front passenger seat, Stanley—the dean of mountain music—had carried on the legacy of the Stanley Brothers for five years since the death of his brother, Carter, whose golden vocals had driven their prosperous act. Alone, Ralph perfected a keening tenor style to accentuate the gothic overtones of his music. He rarely failed to hush his audience. But to please the ever-present Stanley Brothers fans, he had taken to traveling with two Kentucky-born teenagers—Ricky Skaggs and Keith Whitley—who capably reproduced the Stanley Brothers’ familiar vocal blend. Skaggs’s high tenor and Whitley’s earnest lead singing transported audiences back to the standards: “I Long to See the Old Folks,” “Don’t Cheat in Our Hometown,” “The Lonesome River,” and others.


The boys—Skaggs from the community of Brushy Creek in Lawrence County and Whitley from tiny Sandy Hook in Ellicott County—had struck up a friendship barely a year earlier over their mutual love of Carter and Ralph, honing their heroes’ sound in Whitley’s garage and in high school talent shows. Stanley had encountered Skaggs—a child prodigy—on one of his frequent jaunts through eastern Kentucky where people craved the mountain ballads, and when he ran across Skaggs and Whitley at a country music park in Ohio, he invited them to the stage. But a later meeting in Fort Gay, West Virginia, sealed their collective fate. The boys had come with Skaggs’s father to see Stanley and the Clinch Mountain Boys play a beer joint, but car troubles delayed the headliner, so Ricky and Keith unpacked their instruments and gave the audience a credible tour of the Stanley Brothers’ greatest hits. When Stanley walked in like a wary outlaw, he could only take a seat while the music transported him.


On the bus to Bean Blossom in 1971, the seemingly preordained moment in West Virginia was still a recent memory. School had closed for the year, freeing the lads to travel with Stanley, although both would soon abandon formal education altogether. Long bus rides at this point still represented adventure, so they chirped about the festival, knowing Monroe was bound to be walking his grounds, greeting fans out among the tents and fireside guitar pulls.


In Stanley’s employ, sixteen-year-old Skaggs crossed paths with Monroe at festivals and other venues every few weeks and witnessed up close the idiosyncrasies of the legend whom he had first encountered a decade earlier. When Skaggs was six years old, his father, Hobert, never shy about insinuating his talented youngster on big-time bluegrass talent, took the kid to a Monroe show in Martha, Kentucky, and suggested the skeptical artist give his son a turn on the stage. When the local audience began calling the child’s name, Monroe hoisted him up among his musicians and tenderly adjusted the strap of his own mandolin before draping it over the boy’s shoulder. Skaggs recalls singing “Ruby,” his party piece, the standard associated with Cousin Emmy and, later, the Osborne Brothers. The crowd whooped and hollered, pleased to see one of their own in the spotlight, as Monroe guided him down from the stage. Undoubtedly, Skaggs touched the torch that day. But he also experienced the master’s tender side.


WHILE STANLEY AND the Clinch Mountain Boys bounced into southern Indiana in that spring of 1971, a young musician named Marty Stuart traveled up from the Deep South, shoe-horned into a late-model station wagon among a host of genuine central Mississippi characters: his father, John, a steady supporter of his boy’s talent, and a gospel trio known as the Page Family. They planned to rendezvous with the teenage banjo and guitar wizard Carl Jackson, who hailed from their part of the state and would be playing Bean Blossom with Jim and Jesse and the Virginia Boys.


Stuart—a mandolinist, though he could handle most any stringed instrument—had, like Skaggs, experienced Bill Monroe early in life, but indirectly. At home in Philadelphia, Mississippi, he had ambled into Frank Tank’s discount store near downtown and left with the bluegrass king’s “Wicked Path of Sin” on Columbia Records—the very first gospel number Monroe ever wrote.


Later in life, Stuart’s fellow musicians noticed how he reacted obsessively to a new musical stimulus, chasing it down, owning it. And this is what happened when he discovered bluegrass in the late 1960s. He picked up the mandolin and, for a while, rested his guitar, filing away the Johnny Cash records scattered around his bedroom and searching for more music by Monroe and Flatt and Scruggs. “I wanted to know more about this stuff that Bill Monroe was playing,” he says. “I just liked it, so I started hunting around for anybody to talk about bluegrass with.”


Which was a challenge in the birth state of the blues. Some people knew about Carl Sauceman and the Green Valley Boys who barnstormed through Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana and starred in a syndicated television show that aired in local markets. But few would give up their tickets to a semipro baseball game to see them. A sparse number of disc jockeys in the region spun Flatt and Scruggs and the Osborne Brothers. Yet, says Stuart, “You could have filled one car in the state of Mississippi with people that professed to like bluegrass music at that point in time.”


Fortunately, Stuart found himself in that one car, snaking up north through Tennessee and on into Kentucky via the new US interstates. He was twelve years old.


In the vehicle, the Page Family—featuring Marzell and his wife, Audean, and daughter Kathy—lived close to Stuart’s home, and on his way to school, he often noted the Pages’ old tour bus, purchased from Jim and Jesse, who had bought it from Flatt and Scruggs, though the bus didn’t run and weeds climbed up to the windows. The boy could discern the faint lettering of the original owners’ names under Jim and Jesse’s more recent paint job, but as far as anyone could tell, the Pages neither added their name nor drove it very much.


The Page Family had made records produced by Carl Jackson’s father, Lethal, who also promoted live shows, hosted a bluegrass radio program, and played country music himself. “I would go to their house,” says Stuart, “and spend two or three days at a time after I bought a mandolin from his dad. They were really patient and really kind and showed me how to play, and Carl and I loved talking about baseball and girls and dreaming. And he was already working on the Grand Ole Opry and on TV with Grand Ole Opry acts. So he was like a superstar to me.”


From the backseat, Marty longed to see the many Bean Blossom giants in one place: Lester Flatt, Bill Monroe, Jimmy Martin. Fantasizing about playing on the stage, he carried his mandolin, but he was destined only to ogle the tour buses with famous names emblazoned on the side and help sell Jim and Jesse albums with Carl Jackson.


“The first two people I laid eyes on were Keith Whitley and Ricky Skaggs getting off Ralph Stanley’s bus in those tuxedo coats,” he recalls. “I thought, ‘Wow, there’s young people. Who are those boys?’ Ralph Stanley was like somebody from the Old Testament to me, and here’s these young guys with him. And over the weekend I heard them play, and I said, ‘I don’t know where these guys are from, but they’re the real deal, absolutely.’”


Throughout Stuart’s childhood, the future appeared unrelentingly, powerfully in concerts, country music television shows, and the long touring buses splattered with mud barreling past his house on their way to Jackson or Meridian. In Bean Blossom, a compelling, perhaps urgent, notion of the future appeared again, this time in the body of Skaggs and Whitley, young unknowns traveling with one of the top names on the southeastern bluegrass circuit and beyond.


Incredibly, Stuart would join Lester Flatt’s traveling bluegrass band little more than a year later.


SKAGGS AND STUART at Bean Blossom were heirs to a bluegrass tradition transmitted to them early in life. One part mountain soul and another African American–influenced blues, the music they received would be alternately celebrated and neglected in the more than fifty years after the two met in 1971, but it has never stopped evolving and influencing the wider American culture thanks to the prodigies of Bean Blossom and other actors in this book, such as Jerry Douglas, Tony Rice, Keith Whitley, and Emmylou Harris.


Molded by forces in postwar southern culture such as racial conflict, economic and political ferment, evangelicalism, growing federal government influence, and stubborn patterns of Appalachian living and thinking, Skaggs and Stuart injected the spirit of bluegrass into their hard-wrought experiments in mainstream country music later in life, fueling the profitability and, more important, the credibility of the fabled genre. Skaggs’s new traditionalism of the 1980s, integrating mountain instruments with elements of contemporary country music, created a new sound for the masses and placed him in the vanguard of Nashville’s recording artists. When new traditionalism as a marketing label faded in the 1990s, Skaggs returned to bluegrass, while Stuart—frustrated by his own experiences in the mainstream—embraced seminal influences and attitudes from the riches of American culture to produce, starting in 2005, a line of significant recordings, including Badlands: Ballads of the Lakota, an album containing some of the sharpest social commentary anywhere in popular music.


Skaggs and Stuart formed a friendship that jelled only in recent years, but their similar pathways reveal a shared dedication to the soul of country music and highlight the curious day-to-day experiences of two lads growing up on the demanding rural route in bluegrass culture. Their journeys—populated by grizzled mentors, fearsome undertows, and cultural upheaval—influenced their artistic creations and, ultimately, cut life-giving tributaries in the ungainly, eternal story of country music.
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Get the Music Out


IN THE LATE 1950s, when John Marty Stuart was born, residents in central Mississippi and beyond converged on the city of Philadelphia once a year for the weeklong Neshoba County Fair, known from Horn Lake to Hattiesburg as the state’s “Giant Houseparty.” An exclusive colony of shabby summer houses on the fairgrounds buzzed on weekends throughout the season, reaching fever pitch during fair week’s carnival amusements, harness races, and political campaigning. Musicians from as far away as Nashville came, too—stars Skeeter Davis and Jean Shepard and Shepard’s husband, Hawkshaw Hawkins, performed in the summer of 1959, sharing the bill with local rock and rhythm bands such as Andy Anderson and the Dawn Busters. The gospel-singing LeFevres from Georgia rousted the crowds, too, their purring message of Christian love in stark contrast to the antigovernment, anti-Black rants of politicians that had been a mainstay at the fair since its founding in the late nineteenth century.


As the civil rights movement gathered momentum in the late 1950s and early 1960s, white candidates for state office in Mississippi competed for the white crowd’s loyalty with loud invective, fearful of being branded a “moderate,” particularly on the subject of race relations. “Either you believe in states’ rights, or you believe in turning over this state to a black minority,” shouted Lieutenant Governor Paul B. Johnson in his 1963 address, which was laced with epithets in common circulation in white Philadelphia. His audience roared in approval, “chuckl[ing] at the anti-Negro obscenities,” reported a visiting journalist.


When the fair dispersed and rabid politicians moved on to other parts of the state, Philadelphia could seem quintessentially suburban—charitable, mindful of image—for a town set in the middle of endless pine forests, offering middle-class white citizens a golf club, public swimming pools, Cub Scout packs, twirling contests, and at least three grocery stores. The VFW hosted chicken dinners, while the Chamber of Commerce sponsored Christmas decorating contests and spearheaded support for a new hospital. In rural parts of the county, where Marty Stuart’s parents had grown up and courted, farmers bonded over church suppers and home demonstration clubs. And with every new year in the 1950s and 1960s, that binding wire of middle-American life, the telephone, appeared in more and more homes, forecasting what seemed to be greater prosperity.


Such optimism was not unfounded even as rural families in the county abandoned the farms and lumber mills to join common migration patterns to cities and towns outside the South. Along with recreational amenities, Neshoba County boasted manufacturing companies that produced gloves and furniture, minimizing the flow of citizens relocating to St. Louis and Chicago. Stuart’s father had found work in the brand-new US Motors plant that, according to the company, “employed 400 people who turned out 10,000 motors and components per month.” His mother, Hilda, tapping into the thriving service sector, worked in a bank.


The young couple had married in 1952 and relocated to central New Jersey, where John was stationed in the army. Their first time living outside Neshoba County, they merged into a culture more tolerant of racial mixing than in their segregated hometown and explored sites and cities throughout the region, Hilda all the while snapping photos of the people and places they encountered. Hilda recalls their Italian landlords who treated them like family, and nobody blinked when she took a job in an airplane factory. Riveting photos from Hilda’s portfolio reveal a couple coming alive while exploring the world together.


Hilda’s photography, shaped by her work at uncle George Day’s prosperous portrait studio in downtown Philadelphia, revealed an artist’s soul. A trained eye could appreciate in every new image her attention to composition, depth of field, and the personality, if not the spirit, of her subject. Her framing of baptisms and family reunions in Neshoba County would not have been out of place in the archives of the Library of Congress with the work of photo documentarians Walker Evans and Dorothea Lange. Closer to ground, Hilda made sure her children—Marty born in 1958 and daughter Jennifer in 1960—were amply portrayed in her photo albums.


Set against the assigned roles of women during the 1950s and 1960s, rigorously defined in Mississippi, Hilda’s photography communicated a certain modernism. Her choice to work outside the home and delay starting a family until six years into her marriage implied the same. When John was discharged from the army in 1953, they headed back to Neshoba County, where Hilda would prove to be the family’s most reliable breadwinner and, in her son’s eyes, a reasonable adjudicator of childish controversies and a sound font of advice. “I think Mama was my ally because Daddy was busy. It seemed like work always took him away, and when it came to important decisions that mattered, she was readily available and would hear me out and consider it and not just cave in and give me my way. There were some stern ‘no’s’ along the way, but it was always halfway reasonable. I could always count on Mom to consider it.”


The couple rented a small house at 407 Choctaw Gardens, and John went to work as a runner in George Day’s studio, and then a brick mason, before landing at the US Motors manufacturing plant.


Stuart paints a picture of an obliging father, amicably following his son wherever the music took him and prone to innocent missteps recounted around café tables for years and years, like when John’s brother accidently shot him with John’s own gun on a deer hunt. And he was frequently kind, says Stuart.


I remember Daddy coming in and waking me up one morning, and his sister’s husband, Charles, was down in southern Mississippi working on a construction job. Somehow, the boys were out having fun in a café and a remark was passed to a deputy’s girlfriend. Bottom line, they wound up in jail, and one thing led to another, and Charles was shot and killed. I remember when Daddy was telling me he had tears in his eyes. Until he got old, I never saw him cry hardly ever. Daddy was not a hard-hearted person. Like a lot of guys during those days, he ran his mouth a lot as an overlooked southern man probably still does, but I didn’t see any malice in his heart.


In 1961 Hilda and John purchased a new brick rambler on Kosciusko Road and hired a Black woman named Jimmie Richmond to watch the kids during the workweek. In the new home, they were close to their friends Jane and Norford Hodgins, who had served in the army with them in New Jersey. “We would get together on Sundays after church at Marty’s house because Hilda had a piano,” remembers Butch Hodgins, Jane and Norford’s eldest son. “A lady named Lillian Killen would play the piano, and we would gather around the piano and sing old gospel hymns out of the church songbook, like a quartet.” While coffee and cake were passed around, Hilda, Jane, and Lillian would break out into their church trio to practice for the following week’s services. Sacred songs recorded by the Chuck Wagon Gang and the Singing Rambos, beloved throughout the South, rated among the favorites of all living-room warblers.


Sharing in his family’s prosperity, Stuart had received an acoustic guitar by 1967, when Johnny Cash and Buck Owens had sunk into his brain, and he then graduated to a Japanese-made Teisco Del Ray electric guitar, which clung to his body as he wandered throughout his house. Still marveling at the memory, Hilda Stuart recalls the day her son sat down in the kitchen just picking and singing while she cooked dinner. When he finished, he glanced up and predicted he’d play the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville. “It made me stop and think, ‘Well that was a dead serious statement. I better listen.’”


Like Elvis Presley, born a generation earlier in Tupelo, Mississippi, who loved the sacred melodies of church and the blues in the Black houses around his house, young Stuart gravitated to the religious and secular songs permeating Philadelphia. A neighbor who owned a dry-cleaning business downtown used to perch Marty on his front counter and let him flail away on a guitar made of cardboard, and when the boy finished there, he scampered down the street to a Black-owned luncheonette and barbershop called the Busy Bee Cafe. Hanging on the joint’s screen door, often with sister Jennifer, he perked up at the jukebox’s alluring rhythm. “We’d be looking in,” recalls Jennifer, “and it was all Black people and they’d get so tickled at us. But they always had good music, and they always had the best-smelling food ever.”


By the late 1960s, Stuart formed a little trio with Jane and Norford’s boys, Butch and Ricky, which evolved into another group of five or six young people, including his sister and a kid who played the trombone. Now brandishing a Fender Mustang electric guitar, Marty called the band the Country Kids. “Marty and I were also in a talent contest at the Neshoba County Fair,” says Jennifer. “It was just he and I. He played guitar. But we lost to a baton twirler.”


The local postmaster, Bobby Barrett, often showed up at the Stuarts’ house for country music jam sessions and helped Stuart and the Hodgins boys and the rest of the Country Kids to score gigs at the Rotary Club and the Lion’s Club, in addition to Cub Scout meetings and birthday parties, where they played Johnny Cash, Merle Haggard, and Buck Owens. “We thought we were great,” says Butch Hodgins. “All of us played the guitar, and we’d be arguing over who was going to take the lead on ‘Folsom Prison Blues,’ that break that Luther Perkins played. I guess whoever was singing ended up taking it.”


On Kosciusko Road, Stuart was an unusual playmate. He organized football games in his family’s backyard, only to retreat inside with his guitar to observe the competition from the window. And there were very few male schoolmates interested in fashion, but he and Jennifer took note of the flashy visual motif of The Porter Wagoner Show, especially Wagoner’s trademark costumes that shimmered like a Las Vegas casino. “Doc” and “Sis,” their nicknames for each other, sketched out designs for stage costumes while Jennifer patched them together on her grandmother’s old sewing machine. Early pictures of the children bear witness to their adventurous tastes, Marty in bell bottoms when they came into style, with a scarf tied carefully around his neck.


IN ONE INTERPRETATION of Stuart’s suburban-like childhood, children played freely, adults swam and golfed in public facilities, and fathers and mothers raised families with a sense of unlimited possibility. But no such scenarios were accessible to the Black citizens of Philadelphia who were often denied the simple freedom to walk the streets without fear of harassment.


In Neshoba County, the most dangerous threat to Black people was the Sheriff’s Department. Nominally concerned with busting moonshine production on the nearby Choctaw Indian reservation, the department’s side hustles were skimming from annual tax payments and terrorizing Black people. Deputy Lawrence Rainey was the worst offender. For no apparent reason, while serving on the city police force in 1959, he had shot dead a Black man named Luther Jackson, born in Philadelphia and back in town visiting from Chicago. When a Black woman named Frances Culbertson, who had witnessed the senseless murder, complained to Deputy Cecil Price—a member of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK)—Rainey arrested her, threw her in jail, and beat her.


Having moved to the Sheriff’s Department in 1961, Rainey answered a call from a Black family whose son was apparently in the grips of an epileptic seizure. Rainey drove out and picked up the twenty-seven-year-old to bring him to a state mental hospital. His father tried to come along, but Rainey rebuffed him, leaving unwitnessed what happened next. When the son lashed out on the ride, Rainey shot him like a dog, and the court ruled it “justifiable homicide.”


While accommodating Rainey, most of the Philadelphia community also tolerated citizen brigades on the streets of downtown, their guns in plain sight, and regular cross burnings by the KKK. On an ominous night in 1964, twelve crosses burned simultaneously in Neshoba County, half of them in Philadelphia proper. Commented a federal investigator probing racial violence there, “In spirit, everyone belonged to the Klan. And as far as what we were hoping to get at, there proved to be no difference between a real Klansman and someone who was not a member but whose friends and neighbors were. Even if they themselves had declined to join the klavern, they identified totally with those who had.”


Local customs freed white lawmen and white hate groups to kill or maim Black people, destroy their property, and unlawfully jail them. Any admission of Black humanity or civil rights would be an affront to the white way of life. The murder of Emmett Till in Money, Mississippi, and the assassination of Medgar Evers in Jackson were but two of the outrageous warnings white Mississippians issued to Black people who might be inspired by the liberation message of Martin Luther King Jr. Hundreds of Black people in the Deep South who somehow affronted the established order had met their deaths out of the public eye, their bodies dumped in hidden swamps or burned like tree stumps in the dark woods.


But change was rustling the branches of Neshoba County’s loblolly pines. By the early 1960s, intensive voter registration and education projects planned by groups such as the Congress of Racial Equality and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee had stirred the hopes of Black citizens across Mississippi, inspiring many to shed their fears of retribution and assist reform efforts in their cities and towns. Members of the Mount Zion Methodist Church in the Longdale community of Neshoba County were one such group of citizens embracing an attitude of assertiveness. They offered their building to young volunteers, many from the North, who were organizing freedom schools where individual rights as outlined in the US Constitution and voter registration would be discussed, a crucial task as not one Black person had been registered to vote in the county since 1955. The training would take place during the Mississippi Freedom Project in the hot months of 1964, known familiarly as “Freedom Summer.”


Among the corps of young people participating in Freedom Summer were James Chaney, from nearby Meridian, and Michael “Mickey” Schwerner and Andrew Goodman, both from the New York City area. Chaney and Schwerner had worked together since the spring of 1964, teaching poor Black children in Meridian and recruiting disenfranchised people to register to vote. They had also met a number of times with the members of Mount Zion Church in Longdale, their visits not unnoticed by allied civil authorities and hate groups.


On the evening of Tuesday, June 16, masked night riders in search of Schwerner attacked members as they emerged from a meeting in the church sanctuary, and then they torched the building. The Neshoba [County] Democrat newspaper refused to report on the arson and beatings, but even when the story finally broke in an out-of-state news outlet, few in the white community cared.


Although the marauders missed Schwerner—he’d been in Meridian that night—they remained on alert, and five days after the arson, June 21, less than forty-eight hours after the Civil Rights Act had passed in the US Senate in Washington, they spied him on the Mount Zion grounds with James Chaney and Andrew Goodman, who had arrived in Meridian only the day before.


The events that ensued over the next six weeks would count as one of the bleakest chapters in the struggle for civil rights in America. Following an elaborate plan devised by Edgar Ray Killen, a prominent Neshoba County resident who called himself a preacher and had received the honorific “colonel” from the governor of Mississippi, and with the assistance of others, including a former high sheriff named Ethel Glen “Hop” Barnett, the three civil rights workers were arrested by Deputy Sheriff Cecil Price while driving back to Meridian, ostensibly for speeding. Price jailed them and then released them once darkness fell. Only they weren’t free. The young men’s appearance with Price on the courthouse lawn signaled to the other conspirators that Chaney, Schwerner, and Goodman would soon be back on the road to Meridian in their station wagon, easy prey in the pitch-black night.


A convoy of stalkers, with Price back in the picture and in the lead, pulled the young men over and pushed them into another car. At this point, Price headed back toward the city limits, while the remaining conspirators drove their captives to a desolate road and shot them one by one. Their bodies were stuffed into their own station wagon, and they were brought to a nearby farm—with Schwerner still breathing—and buried in an earthen dam.


Acting on tips, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) coordinated the search for the civil rights workers, drawing in sailors from the Meridian Naval Air Station, while Department of Justice officials on direct orders from President Lyndon B. Johnson pressed agents to solve the case. Finally—after six weeks of silence, speculation, and international media coverage—the young men’s bodies were pulled from their damp grave on August 4, 1964. In trials that dragged on throughout the rest of the decade, nobody was convicted of murder. Deputy Cecil Price and six others were convicted only on charges of conspiracy.


WHILE FEDERAL AGENTS poured into Philadelphia to investigate the disappearance of Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman, coinciding roughly with the debate and passage of the aforementioned Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Voting Rights Act (1965) aimed at states like Mississippi, another brand of federal influence appeared in eastern Kentucky, home to young Rickie Lee (Ricky) Skaggs.


In that consequential year of 1964, President Johnson introduced the Economic Opportunity Act, the first salvo in his War on Poverty and the impetus for programs such as the Job Corps, Head Start, and Volunteers in Service to America. The following year he signed the Appalachian Regional Development Act, sending millions of dollars to improve highways running among isolated communities in the region.


These initiatives targeted urban and rural areas that were bereft of opportunity, but no region of the country felt the expectant gaze of Johnson more than Appalachia, the heart of which lay in eastern Kentucky and Tennessee, western North Carolina, and the Virginias. His predecessor, President John F. Kennedy, shamed by the poverty he witnessed while campaigning in West Virginia in 1960, had convened the Appalachian Regional Commission in 1963 just as journalist Harry Caudill’s best-seller Night Comes to the Cumberlands hit the bookstores of America, painting the stark environmental and economic degradation in parts of eastern Kentucky as a result of decades of coal mining. Caudill had encountered miners facing starvation while pecking at the edges of exhausted coal pits. He wrote, “With low wages, lack of union membership and protection, and in most instances without even Workmen’s Compensation coverage, such a miner is fortunate to keep cornbread and beans on the dinner table in the poor shack he so often calls home.”


Parts of Skaggs’s home county, Lawrence, though situated north of the abundant coal veins of Harlan, Leslie, and Letcher Counties, nonetheless resembled scenes in Caudill’s book. More than 20 percent of the adult population in the county was functionally illiterate, and mining deaths, particularly in out-of-the-way pits such as Caudill described, were frequently reported in the county. No amount of federal dollars would dissolve Appalachia’s rust, but within months of the passage of Johnson’s welfare initiatives, Lawrence County residents sixteen to twenty-one years of age could sign up for paid job training in the Job Corps, and hundreds of thousands of dollars were dispersed to improve education and housing. In the spirit of Chaney, Schwerner, and Goodman in Mississippi, young idealists from Appalachia itself and other parts of the nation taught children, repaired and modernized homes, and brought medical and counseling services into the tiniest hamlets and hollows. Some were veterans of the Freedom Summer.


Headlines in Lawrence County’s weekly newspaper hailed the American taxpayers’ contribution to local development, but paradoxically warned of charity’s corrosive effect on individual initiative, sentiments echoed even today by Ricky Skaggs:


We never really saw at the time that it was bad. We saw the government wanting to help the poor, and maybe Bobby Kennedy in his heart wanted to help the poor people because he was from such a rich family, and that’s very noble for someone like he and his brother to have compassion for the poor. But in many ways some became worse off than they were even before they came in. If people would let people work, they’d rather work than to have a [welfare] check.… I started seeing that after I moved away and people were getting worse off. It takes faith away from you, and it just erases our dependence on God.


Naturally, the influx of national media coverage, money, and volunteers sparked controversy in the 1960s, as many people of the mountain regions found newcomers patronizing or an affront to their religious and political convictions. Many suspected local officials and contractors of pocketing some of that abundant federal money. In some cases, the backlash reached Mississippi-like terror, especially when outside volunteers were thought to be communists. “A lot of them would be caught out driving and they would be run off the road into ditches,” said a Kentucky musician who lived through those times. “The reason they did that was because they had these kids here starting to think. Starting to read material other than what we had been handed out in the classroom.”


THE SKAGGS FAMILY prospered indirectly from the federal government’s focus on eastern Kentucky inasmuch as schools and roads were improved, but Skaggs’s people—with 150-year-old roots in the region—eschewed government assistance, relying on their small farms and temporary work in industrial Ohio and other states. Though a few of Skaggs’s cousins and friends got caught up in the boom-and-bust cycle of coal mining, his father, Hobert, avoided that kind of work. “He just didn’t like being back where there was no sunshine or where it was just so dark you had to take a carbide lamp,” explains Skaggs. “So he just said to himself, as he’s growing up, he never wanted to be a miner.”


Hobert and Dorothy Skaggs, with their four children, Linda, Garold, Ricky, and Gary, lived on fifty acres, much of it on a hillside next to Hobert’s parents, in a community known as Brushy Creek, or just “Brushy” to the locals. Their tract emerged near the bottom of a long hollow that awoke in a sweet glow just before the late-afternoon sun disappeared over the ridge. They raised milk cows and tended a considerable vegetable patch that yielded tomatoes, corn, watermelons, cantaloupes, and cucumbers. “I’d go behind Dad and put seeds in the ground,” says Skaggs, “and drive stakes in the ground—about four feet high—for beans to climb on. They were a lot easier to pick when they’re hanging up in the air.”


There was more fun when the boy with the thick auburn hair ambled next door to see his grandfather.


If he was going to go fishing, I would watch him put new line on his reels and get the hooks ready or I’d watch him milk in the mornings. He’d put his bucket around his arm, put him in a fresh plug of tobacco, and walk down toward the barn to milk.


There was this big old cat that kind of hung around the barn and caught mice all the time, and that cat sat there every morning, which I could never figure out because my granddad would walk up kind of close and get his chewing tobacco real good and wet and he would spit and hit that cat right in the eye and it would take off at ninety miles an hour. But he had an old hubcap down there in the barn, and he would turn it over and he’d pour that cat some fresh milk.


After sunset on Saturdays, Skaggs called on his grandfather one last time for the day, jumping up into the old pickup truck parked by the barn where they listened to crisp transmissions of the Grand Ole Opry broadcast on WSM from Nashville. In the dark, while Bill Monroe galloped through “Molly and Tenbrooks,” a classic based on an old folk song, the dim dashboard light revealed Skaggs’s fingers in the air trying to keep up with him.


THE YOUNG BILL Monroe fan had known music from an early age. Dorothy—a devout Christian—loved to sing old hymns, and Hobert, who had picked guitar with his mandolin-playing brother Okel before Okel was killed in the Second World War, idolized Monroe and other musicians who played bluegrass music, although, as many experts have pointed out, Monroe’s music had yet to be decisively labeled “bluegrass” when Ricky was born on July 18, 1954. Ralph Stanley in southwestern Virginia called his art “mountain music,” distinguishing it from Monroe’s style, though both lived under the bluegrass tent. Some ballad collectors and urban fans in the 1950s and 1960s simply labeled the bluegrass sound as “folk,” while Skaggs himself preferred “mountainish country.”


Almost everybody up and down the hollow and throughout the county knew Hobert’s love of music, trading stories about the many trashed guitars he salvaged and his friendship with fiddler Paul Johnson when the two men lived in Columbus, Ohio, for a spell in the 1940s. Banned from picking in the tight quarters of their rooming house, Hobert and Paul jumped on a city bus with their instruments and tramped toward the back. “They’d buy transfers,” says Larry Cordle, a neighbor of the Skaggs family, “and ride until way up in the night, sometimes until two or three in the morning. I said, ‘Did you have people who were listening?’ And he said, ‘Yeah… sometimes people would get transfers and ride around with us so they could hear us play.’” Later, Hobert introduced Paul to Ricky, who would count the older man among his primary influences on the fiddle.


Like the Stuarts, the Skaggs family played at home and in their church, the Low Gap Free Will Baptist Church. But his parents also hosted serious jam sessions known to stretch deep into the night, fueled by Dorothy’s cooking and bottles of moonshine tucked under the seats of visitors’ cars to be sipped from on breaks because any form of booze was forbidden in the house. Cordle—who played guitar with Hobert’s encouragement—mostly remembers the aroma of brewing coffee and the chatter of women playing Rook in a back room.


“People would start gathering in just about dark, and there’d be visiting on the front end of it,” he recalls. “But Ricky’s dad just couldn’t hardly wait until the jam session got started. There’d be a houseful.” Young Cordle—who would grow up to be an award-winning songwriter and performer—choked on the thickening cigarette smoke as he waited for the musicians to, as he says, “get the music out,” as if the songs themselves had been carried in boxes like precious gifts. “Sometimes them things would go from early evening to the wee hours, until there wouldn’t be but two or three of us around, you know. Hobert nearly had to fall over to call it off.”


And in the center of the clutch of pickers was the half-pint Ricky, whose instrumental proficiency was discussed in the same breath as Hobert’s attentiveness to music. The assumption was strong in observers’ minds that father was grooming son for a life in music, perhaps even living vicariously through him—for the lad could sing harmony parts and his hands moved with exceptional dexterity on the fretboard of the mandolin, and he took surprising control of the fiddle and guitar. “People would come to the house and listen to little Ricky,” laments Skaggs. “It was like, ‘What’s the big deal?’ I’d have cousins or friends come by, and all the boys and girls my age would get out and run around outside and just have a great time and I’d be sitting in there entertaining grown-ups.”


Together, mom, dad, and son played churches and community picnics and climbed onstage with national country stars passing through the region, including at least three times with the Stanley Brothers—in Prestonsburg, Paintsville, and Olive Hill. The family, with cousin Paul “Euless” Wright on fiddle, also trooped to radio station WCTR in nearby Ashland as the “Skaggs Family” for a weekly broadcast, where they performed an array of songs, including two George Jones originals: “Window Up Above” and “Cup of Loneliness.”


“Euless could have been a really, really great fiddler if he’d been able to stay off the bottle,” says Skaggs.


I remember Bill Monroe came to Ashland, Kentucky, and bailed him out of jail to go play with him. I don’t know how many nights he played with Monroe, but it wasn’t long until Bill had to let him go. Euless would come down to [Brushy Creek] sober as a judge, and Mom would tell him, “Now, Euless, I love you, but you can’t bring your whiskey in my house.” So Euless would get up every so often and take a swig and come back and fiddle a while.… When I started playing fiddle at thirteen or fourteen we would go over to his house, and sometimes we would get to the door and he and his mom both would be sauced, and sometimes we would go over there and they would be sober as could be and it was a wonderful experience. So I learned a lot listening to him play. He loved jazz and swing and Stéphane Grappelli and Joe Venuti and Stuff Smith.


The family, sometimes with Wright, also performed on WGOH, located in Grayson, Kentucky, pretaping their show at home. A regional band named the Bluegrass Playboys joined them to record while Hobert set up the microphones and plugged in his Wollensak reel-to-reel tape machine. Neighbor Cordle—who made guest appearances on the show—recalls Hobert as engineer, player, and producer.


They’d get in the living room, and once they turned this thing on, the show from start to finish was taped without turning the tape recorder off. I’ve heard [Hobert] holler back through the house, “Dorothy, you all be quiet back there because we’re fixing to tape”—because Ricky’s mom might be back there fixing something for people to eat. He turned the tape on and Walter Adams [of the Bluegrass Playboys] emceed the show, and he would make it sound like they were in the studio at Grayson, and they had three or four sponsors.… It was seamless. When it was over, they turned the machine off.


Around this time, the six-year-old Skaggs had his storybook first meeting with Bill Monroe in Martha, Kentucky. Cordle, who had witnessed one or two of his friend’s cameo appearances with the Stanley Brothers, was on hand to bear witness.


I remember Mr. Monroe coming there with some kind of big car, like a Buick or a Pontiac. And it had that bass fiddle on top. Bessie Mauldin played bass. They came [into the school], and we people were packed in there like sardines. I think it was fifty cents to get in, and he sings three or four songs—and I knew Ricky and Hobert were there—and Monroe said, “All right, this young man wants to get up here and sing a song with us. His name is Ricky Skaggs.” A huge cheer went up because everybody in the area knew him, a lot of people were related to him. He gets onstage and plays “Ruby.” We thought, “Can you imagine, our neighbor playing with Bill Monroe?” The next year he got on the TV show with Lester and Earl.


LIKE ELSEWHERE IN rural America, many eastern Kentuckians had fled to urban life when the industrial machine of the Midwest and Northeast cranked up earlier in the century, thanks to world wars and, later, skyrocketing global demand for American consumer goods. The heaving engine demanded workers into the early 1970s, emptying pockets of the South, including parts of Appalachia. In faraway cities to the north such as Baltimore, Chicago, and Dayton, migrants turned neighborhoods into unique enclaves awash in homegrown music and regional accents. The smells of home cooking fanned by white banners of drying laundry over the neighborhood streets attested to the tricky magic of jamming the spirit of rural freedom into a two-bedroom flat. But as volumes of oral histories and country songs make clear, the northward trekkers missed their old homes. It could be heard in the lonesome timbre of the Stanley Brothers’ “I Long to See the Old Folks” and was visible in the snarled traffic on weekend highways pointing to southwestern Virginia or eastern Tennessee. In the summer, families sent children back to grandparents or aunts and uncles who had stayed, hoping to preserve inside them something deep and ancient that could not be articulated and, without nourishment, might wither and die.


The Skaggs family played it both ways. A welder by trade, Hobert disappeared with his tools into the urban jungles of Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New York, leaving his family behind in Kentucky sometimes for weeks before returning home. He briefly moved the family to Bay City, Michigan, where he worked on a Dow Chemical plant, but he could not tame the call of Brushy Creek.


Moving permanently to Ohio would have seemed like the natural next step for the family. There were always plenty of jobs for Hobert in the state’s industrial cities, and Dorothy’s folks lived in the Columbus area, where her father worked on a stud farm. But while his neighbors and countless other Kentuckians moved north, Hobert in 1962 chose Nashville, Tennessee, so his son might reach a major country music audience. In no way an industrial center like Dayton or Columbus, it was fast becoming a music business capital, thanks to national recording companies and music publishing concerns that had set up shop in town beginning in the late 1940s. Radio station WSM reigned over all, blanketing much of the nation with country music in the evenings on a clear channel and dealing in ancillary activities such as concert promotion and artist management. However, among loyal audiences, WSM meant the Grand Ole Opry, the country music jamboree staged in the Ryman Auditorium that rode the station’s nighttime clear-channel frequency. It was the very destination Hobert envisioned for his son.


Renting initially in the city, the family bought a house in the suburban town of Goodlettsville, home to stars such as Bill Monroe and Patsy Cline. Hobert struggled to find regular work locally and had to work far afield at the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) plant in Paradise, Kentucky. On weekends, father and son campaigned for attention behind the high curtains of the Opry. The backstage was part bus station, part family reunion, with artists on the show hustling to and fro, listening for their cues, while strangers—admitted by a sympathetic guard—wandered about. Like many youngsters before him and after him—Carl Jackson, for example—Ricky sat down like a sidewalk busker and picked his mandolin until somebody influential noticed. Finally, Hobert won an invitation for his son to perform on Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs’s show on WSM-TV. Sponsored by Martha White Flour, it was a morning staple in Nashville. But although Ricky confidently chimed in on the legendary duo’s “Foggy Mountain Special” and belted out his old standby “Ruby,” father and son could not capitalize on the exposure. They resorted to playing in churches as the “Skaggs Family,” like back home, and made a few master recordings should they ever decide to press albums to sell on their own.


Ricky just shrugged, the goal of making it big more his father’s than his own. “I wanted to be in [show business] in one way,” he told a writer in 1974, “but in another way it was boring to me because my dad wouldn’t let me go out and play football and baseball. He knew what it might do to my hands and my fingers. I guess if it hadn’t been for him, though, I probably would have laid out a long time ago.” When his father severely injured his back on the TVA job in Kentucky, the family moved back to Brushy Creek on Dorothy’s condition that Hobert install indoor plumbing.


But there would be more departures and arrivals at Brushy Creek in store for the family as Hobert’s work and love for the hollow tore him in two. “Sometimes we would only stay away maybe for four months, like we’d just rent an apartment,” says Skaggs.


But we were always going back to Kentucky, and then having to go back into that school system again, and things I’d learned in Tennessee may not have been something they were teaching in Kentucky, mathwise and that kind of stuff.


But to be with Mom and Dad together every night, no matter where we were, was worthwhile, ’cause he and Mom together was the family. At night we could play music together. Mom would sing and Dad would sing and I’d sing with them, even though he had to get up at four in the morning, to be at work. He just loved music and he loved his family and he just never liked being away, didn’t matter how much money he was making per hour.
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