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Merle Haggard has always been as deep as deep gets. Totally himself. Herculean. Even too big for Mount Rushmore. No superficiality about him whatsoever… he’s probably our greatest living songwriter and he’s one of my favorite writers. And you know, the truth is, neither of us are the kind of guys who do a lot of rice-throwing.


—BOB DYLAN


My music came from a need to have something to sing, and something to say, through music, to let people know who I was.


—MERLE HAGGARD


I would put Merle Haggard’s artistic genius up against anybody in history, in terms of pop culture and chronicling human experience, love and loss, the gamut of human emotion, and his ability to transcend all the tragedy of his personal life. When I first heard Emmylou Harris’s recordings of Merle, it made me want to go to California and pursue my career there.


—DWIGHT YOAKAM


The difference between country music in Nashville and country music in [Bakersfield] is that country music in Nashville came out of the church. Country music in California came out of the honky-tonks and bars… and from the soil… it was more about pleasing a bunch of drunks than it was singing for a choir.


—MERLE HAGGARD


A lot of people would say Hank Williams Sr. [is the greatest country music artist of all time]. A lot of people would say Jimmie Rodgers. Or the Carter Family. Or Roy Acuff.… But for me it’s Merle Haggard. He epitomized everything I wanted to try to be. He was a great singer, an amazing guitar player… and a songwriter of the greatest order. He had sixty years of an impact; Hank Williams had four. That’s how many years each had to be great. Merle’s always been at the top of my list.


—VINCE GILL


I don’t think it was any intelligent thing that I developed in my life. I think it’s a gift.… Somebody said to me, “Merle, singers come and go, but writers live forever”… without writing you have nothing.


—MERLE HAGGARD


Haggard, you’re everything people think I am.


—JOHNNY CASH


There’s the guy I’d love to be and the guy I am. I’m somewhere in between, in deep water, swimming to the other shore.


—MERLE HAGGARD


Merle Haggard is the guy that hauls the timber of Jimmie Rodgers’s ghost on the blue train to anywhere he wants to take it… he was cantankerous, opinionated, he was Merle fuckin’ Haggard, and he knew it. At the same time, at the drop of a hat he could be loving, kind, in front of the right person with the right story his heart would melt like butter, he was one of the worst and best of businessmen, and he was a gifted genius.


—MARTY STUART


I think what I’ve always looked for in life is my father’s approval. I think that was the biggest thing I was robbed of, and it took me down many paths… who knows, it may have inspired everything.


—MERLE HAGGARD


You want to know what country music is? Take any Merle Haggard record, it doesn’t matter. Put the needle on any track. That will be the beginning of your education. He is country music in its purest, rawest form.


—EMMYLOU HARRIS


I’ve shot myself in the foot plenty. I don’t even have to look back at my career to see that—I can look down at my foot.


—MERLE HAGGARD


When you said, “Who’s the great California songwriter?” people would say, “Brian Wilson,” and he is, for a particular California. But Merle Haggard is the voice of another California.


—DAVE ALVIN


I find a lot of hypocrisy and double standards in America, a lot of misleading goin’ on, havin’ to do with oil, marijuana, timber, cotton, and on and on.… I’m a red-white-and-blue American, there’s no doubt about that, but I think we’ve lost a lot of our arrogance.… We need to walk tall and be free, but they want to keep us under the porch. If we come out, they run that terror thing a little higher up the pole… I think we have to take this country back.


—MERLE HAGGARD


Now they sound tired but they don’t sound Haggard


They got money but they don’t have Cash


—FROM THE LYRICS OF THE DIXIE CHICKS RECORDING OF DARRELL SCOTT’S “LONG TIME GONE”


From San Quentin prison to the Hall of Fame, nobody’s come so far.


—KRIS KRISTOFFERSON


The appeal of Donald Trump is his wanting to make this country like it used to be, and I don’t think it can be done. You can’t build a goddamn wall along the Mexican border. And if you could, the Canadians would get jealous. They’d want their wall… I think he’s dealing from a strange deck.


—MERLE HAGGARD


The right wing usually does without artists, but they’ve come up with one who is a genuine songwriter, as good as anyone around. His name is Merle Haggard.


—PHIL OCHS


Who the hell is Phil Ochs?


—MERLE HAGGARD
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INTRODUCTION



FOR MOST OF his adult life, Merle Haggard was haunted by nightmares. They started when he was twenty-three years old, shortly after being released from nearly three years of hard incarceration at California’s notorious San Quentin State Prison. In them, he feels trapped; his freedom, like his father, has been taken away, with no escape, return, or redemption possible. “It was always the same dream,” he said in 2012. “I’m back in jail… and nobody can understand why I’m there. I had known the taste of freedom, and now I was back again… it was an awful feeling, like being lost… the most horrible feeling in the world… that comes from losing one’s freedom, not having the right to be heard. You can scream all night and beat on the walls and rack the bars with a tin cup—and no one comes.”


Or comes back. Merle’s creative mind and emotional sensitivity served up an especially intense version of a familiar fear. On one level, the meaning of his nightmare is clear as a blue sky; it represented the fear every performer lives with—putting on a show that no one shows up to see. There is, however, another level to it; for Merle, it represented the haunting agony he suffered when, at the age of nine, his father died (the audience doesn’t show up), and the guilt he felt that he had caused it somehow (screaming all night and no one comes to his rescue). He could never resolve the tragedy of that primal event, because he was never sure who was the victim and who was the victimizer. Hence, the recurring nightmares.


While just twenty years old, Merle was sent to San Quentin State Prison to serve an indeterminate sentence of up to fifteen years, when a judge became fed up with this delinquent being arrested seventeen times for a series of petty crimes, sent to reform schools or local jails, and escaping from them. His stiff sentence was probably self-fulfilling, the need to be punished for causing his father’s death. Just as the nightmares scarred his psyche, prison savaged his soul. He was never again able to completely put his faith in anyone—most tragically, himself. He was always wary of being betrayed by others, especially those closest to him. Even his unwavering childhood love for his mother was, in adulthood, distorted by his repetitive need to marry women who couldn’t possibly compete with her, who wouldn’t love him unconditionally, or be loved the same way by him.


He was always guarded around people, even those who made it to his inner circle, and wary of strangers who tried to get in. Lance Roberts, Merle’s booking agent in later years, told me, “I don’t think Merle ever felt worthy of his fame. He carried that convict thing around inside of him all his life, and because of it always had a soft spot in his heart for the underdog. He felt a kinship there that never left.” Marty Stuart agreed. “Merle lived for the rest of his life with a jailbird mentality, after his incarceration. He never completely trusted anyone, even when he was where he felt the safest, on his custom-made bus, the Super Chief. He always sat in the rear, with his back to the front, facing away from everyone, but with a mirror rigged up like the way prisoners do in a cell block so he could always see who was coming down the aisle.”


As I worked on putting together the story of Merle’s life, to understand who he was and why he did the things he did, good and bad, I was constantly reminded of how Shakespearean the drama of his life was, how his early years echoed those of a young Hamlet, who suffers the premature death of the father he keeps alive in his dreams, dreams that produced an unshakable rage that warps the love he has for his mother and drives him to commit self-destructive acts. Merle’s later years resemble King Lear’s, who was at once both mature and immature, alone in a crowd and crowded by loneliness in an emotional prison that isolated him from those he loved most. And, of course, there’s Merle the young, handsome, and tragic Romeo, with Bonnie Owens his tragic Juliet. Merle’s daughter, Kelli, who loved him dearly, said she always felt a measure of sadness that hovered about her dad, ever present as far back as she could remember, up to the last days of his life.


What redeemed him were his talents as a singer and a songwriter. His lyrics clearly show that he was an American poet of the first rank, an original voice of the twentieth century, his melodies deceptively simple (until you try to sing them). Because he wrote songs rather than poems, he failed to receive the literary respect he deserved that his literary contemporaries continually did. Instead, he was dismissed as a tunesmith by the self-anointed cultural elite who decide who is great and who isn’t. They confined him to the tenement slum of songwriting (in its basement because he wrote country songs), while they placed such linear writers as Robert Frost, whose work Merle’s lyrics most resemble, in their poetic penthouse. As with Frost, the more you dig beneath the simple surface of Merle’s words, the deeper, darker, and more moving they become. Like some emotional itch of guilt, despair, and fear, the more he scratched at it, the more it itched. Merle’s “If We Make It Through December” resembles, and is as complex and skillful as, Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.”


His singing voice was lush, macho, and c’mere seductive, and his lyrics were edgy and hopeful, even as his self-assurance onstage hid the churning conflicts within. Like all great poets Merle’s work both defined and reflected who he was and his struggle to set himself free through music. Dwight Yoakam told me he thought that “the best part of Merle’s story was his struggle to escape, not just from prisons, which he was good at, but from the emotional prison over which he had no control. The rest of his story is a somewhat trite show-biz saga—he wrote this, he sang that, he did this show, he won that award, and so on. The real drama took place offstage, apart from the physical world, where a battle for self-reconciliation was fought.”


I’m not sure I completely agree with that precise compartmentalizing, because without the trauma of his early life, Merle might not have searched for, or needed, the liberating beauty of his unique and unforgettable music. While performances for him were, in part, an homage to the musical heroes of his childhood, they in turn made him a hero to his millions of fans. Merle was as precise a bandleader as Bob Wills, as fine a singer as Frank Sinatra, as great a songwriter as Bob Dylan, but he needed the cheers from audiences to validate himself. The show didn’t finish when the lights went down and the people left the theater, because, in the end, it wasn’t just his reinforcing need for adulation, but his ongoing battle to triumph over his own demons. That need and desire were his drug and its cure: Merle’s realization of the great American dream of success, and the nightmares that drove him to achieve it.


The great record producer and country songwriter “Cowboy” Jack Clement once told Johnny Cash, “There are two kinds of people: those who know about Merle Haggard and love him, and those that will.” What follows, then, is the lusty, rough, and ragged tale of an American original the world came to love, and how, through all his interior battles, the hits just kept coming.


And he kept hitting back.















PART I



REBEL CHILD













ONE



THIRTY-SIX-YEAR-OLD JAMES FRANCIS Haggard (Jim to everyone who knew him), his thirty-four-year-old wife, Flossie Mae, and their two teenage children, James Lowell and Lillian, left Checotah, Oklahoma, at 11 a.m. on July 15, 1935. All four were squeezed into the family’s beat-up ’26 Chevy. Checotah, twenty-two miles south of Muskogee, was part of the Creek Nation’s land ceded to the United States after the Civil War and designated by the 1889 Indian Appropriations Act as being open to non-Indian settlers. Thus began the Great Land Rush. Thousands of acres of official Indian territory were taken by migrants from the east to the Midwest. John Alford Haggard, Jim’s father, staked his land claim and raised his family in what became McIntosh County. Having settled in, the Haggards were living well as Checotah farmers. In 1907, Oklahoma officially became the nation’s forty-sixth state.


Jim had spent his last few days before leaving fixing up the automobile as best he could, hitching a hastily made but sturdy wooden two-wheel trailer to its rear, filled with everything the Haggards had left after a suspicious fire burned down their barn. Now, they joined the mass migration of Depression-disenfranchised Oklahomans, Arkansans, Kansans, Missourians, and Texans headed like lemmings for California, the latest incarnation of what they believed was America’s newest promised land. As Jim slowly backed out of the dirt driveway, floating bits of ash smudged his cheeks. He could still smell the burnt wood, melted rubber, and charred ruins of what once was his barn—fingerprints from the fire, remnants of a failed dream that had begun seventeen years earlier with a one-night pickup job as a fiddler at a local wedding.


IT WAS IN 1918 when the easygoing nineteen-year-old fiddle player first met the pretty seventeen-year-old Flossie Mae Harp, Oklahoma’s State Penmanship Champion and devout member of the Church of Christ. Jim was tall, skinny, and strong, with a full head of thick brown hair and a handsome square-jawed face. As Merle later recalled, his dad was “a large, gentle man [who] could smile so easy and make everybody feel everything was all right.”


His nimble hands were fast and skilled, whether fingering his fiddle or crosscutting pine boards for the neighborhood housing projects where he found steady daywork as a carpenter. On weekend nights, his own time as he called it, he managed to find a pickup musical gig or two down at the local saloons or a wedding reception in the Eufaula District of Checotah. That night in Eufaula, from the bandstand he first spotted the lovely, dark-haired, brown-eyed Flossie Mae, who was attending her cousin’s wedding.


The Harps, like the Haggards, were of Scottish ancestry. When Flossie was sixteen, her family relocated from Boone County, Arkansas, some 197 miles southwest to Checotah. Not long after, that Saturday night in the summer of 1918, at her cousin’s reception in Eufaula, where the music was loud, the lights were bright, and the hardest thing served was stale wedding cake, Flossie couldn’t help but notice the good-looking fiddle player in the band, who’d quickly caught her eye the same time she’d caught his. No matter. That was as far as Flossie was willing to go. She had definite plans for her future and they didn’t include, of all things, a musician. When she wed, it would be to a dependable man willing to “settle down in one place, at one job, and make somethin’ of themselves.” She had even thought about going to college at one point, on the scholarship she had won for her perfect cursive handwriting, but the notion was vetoed by her father, John Bohannon Harp. He insisted she forget all this education nonsense, get married, have children, and devote herself to her husband and family. That night at the wedding, despite her dreams for the future, she found she couldn’t look away from the handsome fiddler with the big smile and those bright-blue eyes.


A year later, in the spring of 1919, against her daddy’s wishes, eighteen-year-old Flossie Mae Harp married James Francis Haggard. Although it was Jim’s good looks and fancy playing that had first attracted her to him, once they were man and wife, everything changed. First, there’d be no more fiddlin’ around, in saloons or any other places where people drank and did things that went against the teachings of the church. Or smoking in the house. Jim, not one to argue, put his fiddle in its case, tucked it away in the back of his closet, and made sure he only lit up a hand-rolled outside on the front porch.


However, music didn’t disappear completely from their lives; Flossie played chords at the local Sunday morning Church of Christ services, and most weekend evenings Jim and Flossie sang at the living room piano while she played tunes from the Stamps-Brumley household Songbooks of Brumley Favorites, with Four-Part Harmony Arrangements. Weeknights, after Jim came home from work and had dinner, he liked to sink into his favorite easy chair in the living room and turn on the radio. He’d stare at the mahogany console as all types of music came from its speakers. Once the sun went down, nighttime skip waves traveled all over the Midwest flatlands, and they allowed him to pick up stations all the way north up to Canada and south down to Mexico, providing an eclectic choice of music.


In 1921, Flossie gave birth to a baby girl they named Lillian, and a year later the Haggards increased in size by one with the arrival of baby Lowell. Then, in 1924, Flossie became pregnant again, but their third child, a girl they planned to have christened Agnes Juanita, entered the world stillborn. After the infant’s remains were buried in Arkansas, Flossie, who believed that God must have punished them for being sinners, solemnly declared to Jim they would have no more children. Agnes was never spoken of again. Sixty years later, when Flossie passed away, somebody at her funeral (no one knew who) placed three full-bloom roses in her casket, and one rosebud that had not opened.


IN THE YEARS leading up to the great crash of ’29, it had already become increasingly difficult for Jim to find work in Checotah, so he decided to move the family up north, to western Pennsylvania, where the steel industry was booming and good jobs were said to be plentiful. He soon found work as a plant foreman in a steel factory, earning a steady paycheck until he was seriously injured in an industrial fire, with burns that temporarily left him unable to use his hands.


After a brief stay at a local hospital, he was transferred to a burn center in Chicago and left Flossie behind at their home in Pennsylvania to care for the children. Alone up north, where she never felt comfortable in weather that was too cold, too damp, and too windy, her physical health began to deteriorate and her mental state grew increasingly fragile. The local physician recommended she take the children and move to Chicago; it would be better for her to be near her husband while he recuperated.


They left the next day.


Jim’s recovery was slow, but eventually he did regain the use of his fingers, and in the winter of ’29, he moved the family all the way west to the five-square-mile city of Arvin, California, “the Garden of the Sun,” near the southern end of the San Joaquin and Central Valley regions, some thirty miles south of Bakersfield. Flossie’s younger, married sister, Flora Agnes Newton, had relocated there from Oklahoma when her husband, George William Newton, found lucrative work in the oil fields there. They lived in a big house and were happy to take in the Haggards until Jim was fully able to get back on his feet. Also living in the house was Flossie and Flora’s father, John Bohannon Harp, still angry—and not shy about showing it—about his daughter’s decision to go against his wishes and marry the fiddle player, who now couldn’t even do that.


In August, Jim was finally well enough to go back to work when the stock market crashed and the housing market collapsed, crushing any hope of his finding carpentry jobs. The work from the Arvin building boom that had started after the oil rush ended, and even daywork in the fruit fields, was difficult to find. Not only were decent-paying jobs scarce, but the great influx of more than a million migrants from the Midwest had turned native Californians hostile; they didn’t like these migrants invading their home turf, settling on their land, taking the few jobs available because they were willing to work for lower wages. They also didn’t like them for bringing all their misery, poverty, filth, and squalor with them to what had once been a peaceful, God-fearing valley. The native Californians (and Arizonans) called them “Okies” and “Arkies” the same way they referred to African Americans, migrant Mexicans, and Asians as “niggers,” “wetbacks,” and “chinks” in the bars at night and after church services on Sundays. They often played cruel jokes on them, like putting out fresh fruit on the side of Route 66, with the police staked out behind the bushes and arresting those that stopped and took the bait, mistakenly believing it was a welcoming offer of free food.


By November, Jim had had enough of his father-in-law’s insults, the lack of decent work, the oppressively dry desert heat, and the burnt air from the oil wells that blanketed Arvin from mid-June to mid-September. Most of all, Jim had had enough of the chips on the shoulders of the native residents. He packed up his family and headed back to Oklahoma to try farming again. Before leaving Arvin, Jim had made arrangements with a Native Checotan to sharecrop a plot of twenty acres. After the nearly weeklong drive through the dry dust and arid lands of California, New Mexico, and north Texas, the Haggards arrived in Oklahoma early in 1930. To his dismay, he discovered the land he’d arranged to work had already been leased to someone else. Fortunately, he was able to find another twenty-acre plot to tend and moved his family into small, unheated, wooden living quarters, and as soon as they were settled in, he started to work the land.


While many Oklahomans were deserting their home state for lack of work to chase down their dreams of a promised land in California, Jim, who’d tried and failed to make that work for him, had managed to find salvation back in Checotah. His crops soon yielded abundant harvests, and the family thrived. For the first time since Pennsylvania, Jim made enough money to feed his family, to buy real beds for everyone, and, two years later, to purchase a brand-new, black, water-cooled 1931 Ford “A-Bone” sedan for the then enormous sum of $385. For the next four years, Jim worked the fields of his leased farm and Flossie happily cooked, cleaned, washed the family’s clothes, and got James Lowell and Lillian, both now in their teens, well fed before leaving for school in the morning.


Then, one day in January 1935, tragedy struck the Haggards again and, once more, upended their lives. The official story was that during an especially heavy summer thunderstorm, lightning struck the barn across from the main house. It caught fire and burned to the ground, killing all the farm animals, decimating their feed supply and the dozens of bags of seeds and fertilizer intended for the coming fall planting. Perhaps most painfully for Jim, it destroyed his prized Ford. The real story may be darker and more sinister.


During his second go-around in Checotah, Jim, an avid fisherman, went out most weekends with a friend of his he sometimes described as the “colored man,” an unusual pairing for that time and place. It was likely a Checotan, probably the Native American from whom Jim had leased his forty acres. Just past dawn on the day of the fire, with supposedly much-needed rain falling, a man who lived in the farm’s big main house, knocked on the door. Jim was about to head out for the fields. He opened the door and the man, holding a newspaper over his head to try to keep dry, said in a panicky voice that his wife had fallen ill and he needed to take her to a doctor. Could he borrow the Haggards’ car? No, Jim said, the car wasn’t running right and would never make it through the muddy, unpaved roads to town. Instead, he offered to take the man’s wife to the doctor in the family’s horse and buggy. He refused and ran off. Late that same night, the Haggards were awakened by the smell of smoke.


Everyone in Checotah believed the fire was arson, set by the man Jim refused to lend his car to, but nobody could ever prove it. No matter, the damage was done and so was farm life for the Haggards. They moved into a small house in town behind a Mobil gas station Jim and a partner bought. They tried, without success, to make it profitable. Flossie later recalled that after they moved to town “Mr. Haggard,” as she always referred to her husband in public, “ran a service station through the winter and spring of ’35.” Unfortunately for the hard-luck Haggards, gas was cheap and plentiful, and there was not nearly enough traffic to sell it to, or the dry goods stocked inside the station. Not long after they opened for business, Jim was hospitalized with a near fatal attack of appendicitis, had emergency surgery, and was forced to sell his share in the gas station to pay for it.


WITH A FEW borrowed dollars, that morning of July 15, 1935, with his family and their few belongings in the makeshift trailer, Jim left Checotah and joined the never-ending caravan heading west to Route 66 that would take them back to California, where, once again, he hoped to start over. He’d thought about returning to Pennsylvania, where the work was steady and the pay was good, but Flossie wouldn’t hear of it.


Much of the roadways out west had not yet been blacktopped. Jim managed to move cross-country by driving on railroad ties until he picked up Route 66, the so-called ghost road of the Okies. With the $40 her sister sent her, Flossie later remembered how she’d stocked the car with “some home sugar-cured bacon in a lard can, potatoes, canned vegetables, and fruit. We camped at night and I cooked bread in a Dutch oven… the Good Lord was with us and we made it in four days.”


The trip was not without incident. The car broke down driving through the scorching Mojave Desert and, except for the kindness of a stranger who stopped, gave them water, and helped Jim fix the radiator, they might never have made it to Flagstaff. Once there, they camped on the edge of town, just outside the Grand Canyon. Flossie was running a fever, and needed to rest an extra day before she was strong enough to set out on the last leg of their journey.


Never wanting to return to Arvin, Jim decided to try earning a living in the town of Oildale, twenty-eight miles north of where his sister-in-law lived: close enough to visit, far enough away to escape the oppressive summer heat and Flossie’s angry father. Oildale, on the north border of the Kern River, was the wrong side of the railroad tracks, three miles from downtown Bakersfield, named for the oil fields of Colonel Baker. Oildale was a charter city, the county seat, and the largest town in Kern County. In 1899, the discovery of oil attracted a large number of rough-and-tumble, mostly single migrant fortune seekers looking for work in the city’s three large pumping fields. Within a year, Oildale was filled with thousands of southwest Dust Bowl migrants and itinerants—most of them from Oklahoma, Arkansas, Missouri, or Texas—who couldn’t quite afford to live in Bakersfield proper, much to the relief of Bakersfield’s longtime native residents.


Oildale, on the north side of the Kern River where it turns east-west, was considered the poor side of town. A few years earlier, the train tracks were laid by the Chinese during the last half of the nineteenth century—before they were heckled, hustled, roughed up, and eventually run out of town on the very rails they had put down. Jim soon discovered the natives of Oildale, like those of Arvin, resented Okies in the same way they had all the others who’d wanted to settle in their town. But Jim was determined; he wasn’t going to be driven out of any more places he called home.


The senior Haggards soon found work milking and tending Holsteins at a nearby dairy farm on Panama Road. Jim found a house to rent on Sixth Street near the Brethren Church at Palm and A, so Flossie could worship there every day. Haggard picked up some extra carpentry daywork for the Santa Fe Railroad. Their daughter, Lillian, later recalled, “He would take care of the dairy duties, then work all day at the railroad and return home for the evening dairy duties.”


At the Brethren Church, Flossie met Marianna Bohna, granddaughter of pioneer Christian Bohna. When Miss Bohna learned that Flossie’s husband worked as a carpenter for the Santa Fe railroad, she asked her if he could create a house out of an old refrigerator car she owned sitting at the back of a vacant lot in Oildale. Flossie arranged for Jim to meet Miss Bohna.


During the course of the conversation, Miss Bohna asked, in her best schoolteacher manner, where he was from. Jim proudly answered that he was from Oklahoma. She firmly replied that she understood the Oklahomans would not work. Jim looked straight at her and said, just as firmly, that he had never met one who wouldn’t. She was impressed. Moreover, he had been working on boxcars as a carpenter and understood what she wanted.


The boxcar was actually a refrigerated train car, or a “reefer.” Marianna wanted it renovated and moved to 1303 Yosemite Drive, three hundred feet from the Santa Fe Southern Pacific oil line that transported the freshly pumped crude oil from the Oildale wells.


Because of his other job, Jim could only work on the boxcar all day Saturday and Sunday afternoons after church. “Father took on the job with no intention to live there at all,” Lillian later recalled. But eventually, while renovating it, “he saw the wisdom of buying the property and living in the ‘box car’ house while building a more permanent home there. He added two ‘pop-out’ rooms extending the living space. It was cozy and energy efficient. He cut window spaces for it, put in some doors, and built an extension out from one long side, creating a 1,200-foot living (and livable) space in exchange for nine months free rent. He then added a front bedroom, screened back porch, and, later on, an enclosed second bedroom; he built the living room, kitchen and bathroom into the main body of the original car. It was soon surrounded with a lawn and trees and fence covered with climbing red roses.”


On the fifteenth of September, two months from the day the Haggards had arrived in Oildale, he moved his family into the converted refrigerator car. Lillian continued, “My father had no intention to live there [permanently] at all… it was supposed to be a temporary dwelling until they could build a [real] house at the front of the property.


“By then, my parents and Miss Bohna had become good friends. Eventually, Jim said to my mother, ‘We’d be smart to buy this.’ He and Flossie purchased the property for $500, paying $10 per month. Miss Bohna gave Flossie a small organ and a treasured oval mirror to grace the interior of the ‘box car.’”


Their cherished home did not have a front door key. No need, Jim told Flossie, assuring her that no one would believe there was anything of value in a converted boxcar. Nothing they could steal, anyway.


The quality of his carpentry skills on the unusual and distinctive home was evident to anyone who passed by. It was also noticed by the operators of the Santa Fe Southern Pacific Railroad that ran through Oildale several times a day. One day, an executive of the company paid an evening visit to the Haggards and offered Jim a job as a carpenter for the then more-than-hefty sum of $40 a week. Jim was thrilled; so was Flossie. Their days as cow-sitters would come to an end.


Jim worked for the Santa Fe Southern Pacific for the next two years as the family settled into their new Oildale home. During this time, Jim drew up plans to build a big house on the front part of the property, after which he intended to tear down the refurbished reefer. All of that changed one day when, according to Lillian, “they got sidetracked when my mother blushingly announced to the family that she was expecting another child.” Jim was surprised; the last thing he expected was Flossie to be expecting. James Lowell, now sixteen, and Lillian, eighteen, were in their last years of school, and both Jim and Flossie believed their child-rearing days were long over. Flossie was embarrassed at first for all the pregnancy implied, but that soon changed when she realized this was a reward from God for all their hard work and unshakable faith in Him. After taking from them the soul of Agnes Juanita, Flossie was convinced that God would see to it this baby was blessed.


She wasn’t wrong.















TWO



MERLE RONALD HAGGARD came into the world kicking and screaming. He made his grand entrance on the morning of April 6, 1937, at Kern General Hospital in Bakersfield, California. It wasn’t long before Flossie and Jim realized he was not only a loud baby but also one with a keen sense of hearing. From the day they brought him home, he loved the sound of music. Lying in his bassinet, her baby, Flossie noticed, moved his feet in rhythm whenever country music was playing on the radio. If she turned off the music, baby Merle’s feet stopped. When she turned it back on, he started up again. “He’s got it,” she told daughter Lillian. She was referring to musical talent. Lillian later remembered how Flossie frowned when she said it. As the baby grew into a toddler, Lillian found her little brother so much fun, even when he was being mischievous, and she had to shoo him out of the house to make him stop misbehaving.


Merle grew up with the music he’d heard since his infancy, and he lived for the evenings, when his dad came home from work. After dinner, Merle turned on the radio to hear some music, especially the songs of Jimmie Rodgers, his favorite.


Rodgers was country music’s first superstar, Stephen Foster with a record deal. His vocals were unique and fit the songs he wrote for himself, at times plaintive, rough-hewn, brokenhearted. His tuneful tales of woe made men shake their heads in commiseration and women want to soothe his troubled soul. In their imagination, the voice came from a Hollywood heartthrob who resembled Rudolph Valentino, but in real life Rodgers looked more like Buster Keaton. Always frail and sickly, he died in 1933 of tuberculosis, before Merle was born, but his music lived on through the recordings people bought and heard on the radio.


“The Singing Brakeman,” “Blue Yodeler,” “Railroad Song,” “Waiting for a Train,” “T for Texas,” and “In the Jailhouse Now” were young Merle’s favorites, and he listened to them over and over in the big easy chair while sitting on his father’s lap while the evening trains passed outside. The songs seemed to keep in time with the clacking and whistles. Jimmie Rodgers was the first to plant the seeds of what would one day become the music of Merle Haggard. Mississippi-born bluegrass legend Marty Stuart says, “Jimmie Rodgers was the man, he gave all of us who followed in country music the fundamental building blocks, the essential subject matter still relevant.”


Indeed, what came to be known as country music is inconceivable without Rodgers. Generations of country singers built their careers on at least one or two of Rodgers’s five primal themes: movement and travel as expressions of freedom, hopping freights; melancholic songs of a lost idyllic youth; laments of lonesome, brokenhearted losers drinking themselves to death; men who did something or someone wrong and wound up in jail; the love of mother and family above all else. All five inhabit much of Merle’s lifelong body of work.


Many years later—after befriending Merle and hearing stories about his early life and how he grew up living in a converted refrigerated boxcar right next to the trains that went by constantly—on the way to Hollywood, Marty Stuart took a detour to Oildale and Bakersfield to see it for himself. “I walked out of the Haggard family’s driveway, turned right, and at the end of the street I saw the train tracks. I stood in the middle of them and looked down as far as I could see, and that’s when I understood a whole lot more about who Merle Haggard was and where he came from. It was all right there on those tracks and the dirt around them. There was an authenticity about his music that came right out of those tracks and that soil.”


THE DAY-TO-DAY LIVES of the Haggards didn’t change much, not even with the outbreak of World War II. After Pearl Harbor, Jim just missed the age of the new, compulsory draft and, at forty-one, was also considered too old to enlist. As a result, the shortage of local manpower made it easy for him to pick up extra jobs. He worked every day, morning to night, except Sundays, when, after church, Flora, her husband, and her parents, the Harps, drove up to Oildale for the weekly family dinner. If Jim had any thought of taking it easy on his day off, they disappeared in the crowded and noisy sounds of cooking, kids, and kin.


During the day while her husband was away at work and Flossie cared for their home, she always kept the living room radio console on, and in the days before preschool, it helped Merle learn to talk. As he later recalled, one of the first words he ever spoke were “Stewed Ham.” Every afternoon at four o’clock, Stuart Hamblen’s daily radio show out of Los Angeles came on the radio, and the excited boy always tried to say his name.


The radio, more than anything else, kept the boy feeling secure and happy, especially when he sat on his father’s lap, rested his head on his dad’s stomach, and felt his cigarette breath cover his face and made it feel warm as a baby’s blanket. Most nights, they waited together for the Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys 7 p.m. “live” radio show to come on San Francisco’s KGO; it was recorded in Texas and syndicated nationwide. Wills’s lead vocalist, Tommy Duncan, had a sound that reminded Merle of Jimmie Rodgers, but Duncan was softer and more mellifluous, and Merle loved it when Wills added his high-pitched “Aaaahaaas.”


Right up there with Wills for Merle was the raucous Alabama-born, California-based band the Maddox Brothers & Rose, “America’s most colorful hillbilly band!” When they first relocated to the West Coast, they made their livings as fruit pickers until their music caught on; they were soon performing live every day on the radio. Their style of music, “Hillbilly Boogie,” both celebrated and mimicked the popularity of more traditional country music. Merle especially loved their pounding cover of Jimmie Rodgers’s “Mule Skinner Blues,” which featured Sister Rose, “the Sweetheart of Hillbilly Swing,” on lead. According to Marty Stuart, “Merle would be the first to tell you that one of the people he, and I, looked to when we were starting out, was the Maddox Brothers & Rose. One time years later, I called Merle and I said, ‘We all have to thank the Maddox Brothers & Rose’ for shining the light on the path for everybody who followed them.”


If Merle loved listening to country music with his dad every night, he was less thrilled about having to go to the local Church of Christ on Sundays. Flossie attended church by herself twice during the week, and every Sunday morning with Jim and young Merle. It was one of the few times Jim was able to play and sing music. He could handle a number of instruments to accompany Flossie, and he also sang bass in the choir. The only one who didn’t play anything or sing was Merle. He hated being dragged along when he could have been listening to the radio. The one thing he liked about it was hearing his mother play the organ. As Lillian later remembered, “We always went to church and Mother had to caution her little boy, ‘Now, this is God’s house and you have to be quiet,’ because he, Merle, was not normally a quiet person.”


As Flossie walked him to the church door one Sunday, Merle looked up at the pastor, who always greeted his parishioners, and said sarcastically as softly as he could so as not to upset his mother, “Hello, God.”


As he got a little older, he came to love going to church. He even thought he might become a preacher when he grew up. He even practiced his sermons standing on an old apple crate at the corner of the street where they lived for anyone who stopped and listened, which was no one. His only audience was his beloved dog, Jack, that his father had given Merle for his third birthday, a full-size half–fox terrier mutt with a black-and-white face like the old RCA Victor dog. Even though he had a brother and a sister, they were both out of the house and Merle grew up like an only child, Jack the substitute brother for the real one he barely knew.


Merle and Jack were inseparable. One of young Merle’s favorite things was to stand by the railroad tracks with Jack at his side and watch the trains go by, and the men working on them. Sometimes one of them was his dad, who always waved to the boy. On Sundays after church, Jim often took his boy for a car ride and sped along with the two left wheels on the tracks, Jack sitting and panting on Merle’s lap. Sometimes Jim took his son fishing in the Kern River, where they spent the afternoons together in peaceful silence. Jack came too.


When old enough, Merle was enrolled in Oildale’s Standard Elementary School, which he hated from the first day. He paid no attention to his teachers in class, slumped down in his chair, bored, his knees up against the small, folding wooden desk in front of him, his eyes half-closed as he daydreamed instead about trains and music and Jack and fishing. After school, he wasn’t interested in playing with the other boys and girls. Even though he was smaller than most of his classmates, he appeared older than them and preferred being with Jack. He went through the first grade failing to learn his ABCs.


Concerned about her boy’s social skills, little concentration, and lack of interest in learning, Flossie dug out Jim’s old fiddle and arranged for private lessons, hoping some of her husband’s talent had passed down to their son. She thought music might engage Merle and make him more interested in learning. The problem was, his teacher came from the church and only taught him Sunday school music, while he wanted to play music he heard on the radio. After a few lessons, in a fit of frustration and anger while practicing, he angrily threw his father’s precious instrument to the floor. A day or two later, still mad, he got into a fight at school with another student and was temporarily suspended. Flossie didn’t get upset; she was more worried than anything else, and told Jim not to do anything about the suspension so as not to further upset the boy.


According to Merle’s youngest daughter, Kelli, recounting stories she’d heard years later from her Grandma Flossie, Merle benefited greatly from being the baby of the family. “Grandpa and Grandma were older and softer with Merle than they had been with my aunt Lillian and uncle Lowell. I think because my dad was a later child, they treated him a lot easier than they had his sister and brother. When my uncle and aunt were children, they had a rough time of it, but Merle was someone they more or less let be. Grandpa Haggard was not easy with cousin Lowell. He could be pretty tough. One day Grandma Haggard told me that Lowell didn’t go to work one day and Grandpa Haggard found out his son had called in sick. Grandpa went down to the pool hall and sure enough, there was my uncle. Grandpa Haggard grabbed him by the neck in front of everybody and said, ‘You get your ass to work right now.’ That would never happen with Merle, no matter what he did.” An exasperated Flossie knew her youngest son was ornery and undisciplined, but always let him have his way. He was too young to corral, she was too old to try, and Jim thought he was just being a boy.


Although Merle was a natural loner, his only real friend his dog, he did manage to meet one other boy he got along with, a fellow nine-year-old boy named Bobby Cox. They first met in elementary school and, like Merle, Cox had a chip on his shoulder and rocks for fists. He was Merle’s first real friend (and remained so until Cox died from cancer in his fifties). Cox was more street-tough than straight arrow. He turned Merle on to cigarettes one day after school, where Merle smoked his first Camel.


LOWELL, MEANWHILE, HAD taken a job at a local petroleum station, and one day after his shift, he dropped by to give his kid brother, “Bud” as he called him, a used Sears Roebuck Bronson square-neck acoustic guitar. A customer had given it to Lowell in exchange for $2 worth of gas. Merle was excited and strapped it on, strumming the strings and making noise that sounded nothing like music, but he was thrilled. Everything Merle hated about his father’s fiddle he loved about this guitar, even though it was cheaply made and difficult to play. As he later remembered, “Every chance I got, I tried to make friends with that pitiful old instrument, with its strings too high off the frets and a neck that didn’t quite line up straight.”


Still, Merle carried it around with him everywhere, and Jim showed him how to make a couple of chords on it. Merle figured out more of them himself by listening to the 78s the family kept beneath the radio console, next to the big windup phonograph in the living room. He played along with them over and over until he was able to move his fingers where he wanted them to go and make a decent sound. As he later recalled, “That guitar gave me a new and exciting way of saying something.”


The few times Merle bothered to go to school, he spent all his time sitting at his desk writing song lyrics; when he got home, he tried to match them to a melody for the chord progressions he’d learned. “I started [writing songs] when I was in school.… Many of them weren’t any good… then it [became] almost like an addiction.”


Merle’s energy, rambunctiousness, and endless guitar playing endeared him to Lillian, his older sister. Like Lowell, she had moved out of the house awhile ago. Because of their age difference, she regarded Merle more as some rambunctious kid she occasionally saw when she visited home than her brother. “Merle was a very charming child and had a great sense of humor, but he created chaos for fun.… When he was only about four years old, my mother took him with her [so she could] substitute for a lady who was doing lunches for a farm group out in the country. It entailed getting meat from a commercial meat locker on the property. There was no one else around. She went to this giant meat locker, opened this giant door, propped it back and left Merle outside and he thought, hmm, opportunity, and closed the door on her. Fortunately, one of the men came home early and saw this child standing there giggling and thought, where is the adult? The child looked at the meat locker, the man opened the door and rescued my mother… a few years later, I was back at the family house getting ready for one of my first dates to pick me up and meet my mother. The gentleman came into the house, they talked and then he we went out to his car. We got in, he put it in reverse and couldn’t move. Dad and Merle together had jacked up the back wheels. My brother definitely got his sense of humor from Dad. There were many things like that they thought were funny that sometimes weren’t, but we didn’t know he was going to be famous, so nobody took notes.”


IN LATE WINTER 1946, Merle suddenly came down with a rare illness called coccidioidomycosis, an often-fatal fungus that originates in soil and is known in the farmlands of California as “Valley Fever.” At the time, it was frequently misdiagnosed as tuberculosis, which is what the doctors thought Merle had. They ordered him to stay in bed until his condition improved. Flossie prayed to God every night to spare the boy.


Her prayers were answered. Just two months after he fell ill, the fungus disappeared as suddenly and mysteriously as it appeared.


Once she was certain he was healthy again, Flossie took her nine-year-old to one of her midweek church visits. She usually went by herself, but Jim had been called away by the railroad to help out at the site of a train wreck up in the Tehachapi Mountains, and she didn’t want to leave the boy alone. As soon as the service ended, Merle was the first out the door of the church. He took off and ran home, all the way to the front yard. Once there, he saw his dad’s car and was happy he’d come home. “But before I even got to the yard, I could tell something was wrong. There was no sign of Jack anywhere and I tried to ignore the chill I felt coming up my back.” He went into the house and noticed immediately how dark it was. He wondered why his dad had left the lights off.


Once his eyes adjusted, he was startled to see him there in the living room, sitting in the big easy chair. Just then, Flossie came through the front door. “The fact that he didn’t say anything scared me to death… when I got closer to Daddy,” Merle said later, “I could see tears running down his cheeks. I’d never seen my daddy cry before.” Flossie asked Jim what was wrong. When he tried to respond, his speech was slurred, his words came out mumbled. He said he had been driving home and stuck his hand out to signal a turn, when it suddenly felt like a rock. He couldn’t move it or his left leg. He had somehow managed to drive the rest of the way home, fall out of the driver’s side front door, crawl back into the house, and make it all the way to his chair, where he waited in the dark for his wife and son to return from church. Flossie called the police. Minutes later, an ambulance appeared and took her husband to a hospital in nearby Bakersfield, where, for five days, he remained in a semiconscious state, the doctors unable to figure out what was wrong with him. Following their advice, she had Jim transferred to a larger, better-equipped hospital in Santa Fe. When he’d heard the news, Lowell rushed to the hospital and when it was time, he carefully helped his dad into the passenger side of the family car. He put Merle and Flossie in back and made the four-hour drive downstate. When they arrived, Jim tried to open his door to get out and collapsed to the ground. He was rushed to intensive care, where it was determined he had suffered a triple brain hemorrhage. He had a second series of strokes two days later. On June 19, 1946, forty-seven-year-old James Haggard was gone.


Merle didn’t find out his father was dead until the next day. Flossie asked Lowell to take his brother to her sister Flora’s, back in Arvin. Flossie had called her from the hospital and Flora agreed to care for the boy until the crisis passed. Merle didn’t want to go, and Lowell had to literally pull him by the arm and throw him into the back seat. As they drove away, Merle pushed his face up against the rear window and watched until the hospital disappeared. When they arrived in Arvin, Lowell handed Merle over to Aunt Flora and left to return to Santa Fe and help his mother.


Flora gave Merle a glass of warm milk and put him to bed in the guest room, where, that night, he couldn’t sleep. He lay awake in the dark, alone and afraid. Early the next morning, while he was still in bed, the door to his room opened. It was Lowell, who’d driven all the way back to break the news in person to his little brother. Merle recalled, “He put his arms around me and as he rocked me back and forth, he kept saying over and over, ‘Merle, we ain’t got no daddy… do you understand?’ I heard him, but I didn’t understand.”


To nine-year-old Merle, death made no sense. He couldn’t figure out what or who had taken his father away, or why. The only answer he could come up with was that it was his fault. He wasn’t sure what he had done, but he was certain somehow he was responsible. According to Lillian, “That was what the boy believed [because] he couldn’t figure out why else his father died.”


He thought there must have been some connection between his own recent illness and his father’s stroke. He convinced himself that he had passed something along to his dad and it killed him. It was all his fault. But according to Jim Haggard, Merle’s nephew, there was another reason that made much more sense. “A month or so before he died, Jim had been in a bad automobile accident. He went to work every day in a carpool, and one day they were T-boned by another car. Jim suffered a head injury, and that may have caused the stroke that eventually killed him.”


Before long, Merle’s guilt morphed into anger, and then exploded into a rage he was not able to control. In 2014, sixty-eight years later, Merle maintained his father’s death was the defining moment of his life. “I was around 30 years old before I began to realize that I would have been different [in my youth], maybe better, if he’d lived.”


The trauma of losing his father made Merle want to run away from the scene of the crime, as it were, to try to escape the guilt he felt for believing he caused his father’s death. He soon transformed that guilt into a thirst for adventure. Wearing this emotional disguise, he wanted to live out all the things he and his dad heard every night on the radio, as a way of keeping his father alive in his head. “I felt the need to experience these things that we’d heard in Jimmie Rodgers’ songs [like ‘I’m in the Jailhouse Now’]. I was tryin’ to live them out to see if there was any merit to them.”


There wouldn’t be for a long time, until there was.















THREE



WHEN MERLE WAS finally allowed to return home from Aunt Flora’s, his mother noticed how he’d changed. More than ever, he chose to stay by himself, with Jack his only companion. He didn’t want to go to school or see anybody else, not even Bobby Cox. All he wanted to do was play his Bronson and sing like Jimmie Rodgers. Flossie worried he was spending too much time alone. She had to go back to work full-time as a bookkeeper at the local Quality Meat Company—for $35 a week (a job she held for the next twenty-seven years), going back and forth by bus because she’d never learned to drive a car. She was afraid to leave her boy alone in the house when he refused to go to school, which was every day.


Feeling she had no other choice, she began to send him and Jack to stay with a number of different people she called uncles and aunts, who were friends, not blood-related. (In those days in Oildale, friends were called either uncles, aunts, brothers, or sisters.) While at the home of one of these “aunts,” Merle met “Uncle” John Burke, a working musician who showed Merle how to make some new chords on the guitar and use his fingers to go up the neck. Although Merle wanted to stay with them longer, he was soon shuffled off to another aunt, then moved again, this time to his (real) great-uncle Escar, who lived in Lamont, fifteen miles south of Bakersfield.


After several months, all the aunts, uncles, and great-uncles had been exhausted, and Flossie had no other choice but to allow the boy to return home, even without any daytime adult supervision. He was happy to be there, but he still believed he’d caused his father’s death. Lying in his own bed at night, he could hear “the Southern Pacific passenger train rolling by. Before I’d go to sleep I would hear that damn train headed out of town with all those people on it going somewhere.” With his dad’s death, and his mother away at work, Merle felt like an orphan, or, as he put it, “a stranger in my own hometown.”


When he turned eleven, he had had enough of school, even though he hardly ever attended. Instead, he wanted to get on that train and let it take him as far away as it could. He started hanging out with Jack by the local train tracks, alone or with a new pal, Billy Thorpe, an Oildale kid from down the street who also liked to skip school and wanted to run away from home. They talked every day about where they would go and what they should see. They began to make plans to run away, and on the agreed-upon day, after what they believed was the last time they would ever go to school, they each brought with them a stuffed pillowcase filled with all they thought they’d need for their journey.


When the three o’clock bell rang, instead of going home, they took off for the train station. “I wasn’t running away from a bad home,” Merle said, years later. “I was running towards an adventure.” When the first train came, he and Thorpe tried to pull open the door and get into a boxcar, only to find it locked. With their pillowcases over one shoulder, they stood on the crossbars above the wheels and held on to the outside of a car as the train started to roll out. One hour and a hundred miles later, the train pulled into its next stop, Fresno. The two boys were freezing, tired, and scared. Even before they could jump off, they were spotted by a Fresno “Yard Bull” security officer, who took them to the local police detention center where a detective called Flossie. Three hours later, she arrived, driven to Fresno by Lowell, and had a long talk with the detective. She explained that, because his father had worked for the Santa Fe, Merle had a free pass to ride any trains, and she couldn’t understand why the boys had done such an unnecessarily dangerous thing. Because of their young age, and Flossie’s pleading, the detective sternly warned the boys about the dangers of trying to ride on freight trains, waving his finger in their faces as he did. When he finished, he turned them over to Flossie and Lowell.


After that, things only got worse, not better. Merle continued to cut school regularly, and he was picked up by truant officers just as regularly, usually for hanging out by the train tracks, although one time it was for trying to steal a car. After several warnings, and being threatened with reform school, he continued to do as he pleased until he was expelled from Oildale’s Standard Middle School. Unable to control her boy or get him to change his ways, once he was thrown out of school, Flossie asked her sister Flora to take him in, at least until he finished his schooling in her district, at Arvin Middle School in Mountain View. The first week of classes, he got into a fight with a Black boy, who beat the tar out of him. According to his longtime friend Ray McDonald, “Merle was small, but he knew how to fight. Like all little guys, he had to know how to defend himself or get the crap beaten out of him. No one remembered who started this fight or why, but the next day, after school, Merle went up to the kid and asked him to show him how he did it, how he beat him up. That was prime Merle, trying to learn from those he thought were better than him. He did it with bigger boys, and, later on, he did it with music.”


Not long after he was enrolled, he dropped out and returned to Oildale.


One of the few bright spots during all of this came in 1949 when Lowell dropped by one day to visit his twelve-year-old brother. Knowing Merle’s love for the Maddox Brothers & Rose, Lowell had bought two tickets to see them in person at a one-night stand in a new, hot club called the Blackboard Cafe.


IN THE FALL of 1950, Flossie enrolled Merle in Bakersfield High because there weren’t any high schools in Oildale. Merle soon returned to his habit of cutting class to hang by the railroad. Sometimes he’d hop an open, empty car and ride, then, at the next stop, jump off and catch one going the other way to get back home. Hopping trains was what Jimmie Rodgers often sung about, and Merle wanted to live what he believed was the singer’s way of life. “I loved those Jimmie Rodgers songs about riding freight trains,” Merle said later, “and I wanted to do it. So I did. That’s where my problems really started.” He started doing it every day, going a little farther, sometimes in another direction, imagining he was riding with Rodgers.


According to school and county records, Merle showed up for classes that first year a total of ten days. At night, after riding the rails, he’d sit in his father’s big easy chair and listen to the radio, where one night he heard a new voice he immediately fell in love with. Lefty Frizzell quickly made it onto Merle’s list of favorites, which now included Jimmie Rodgers, the Maddox Brothers & Rose, and his other new favorite, Hank Williams.


On one of the few days that fourteen-year-old Merle bothered to go to school, he got into yet another fight, this time with a young tough from class named Dean Roe Holloway. They went at it like alley cats until they were both exhausted. The fight ended in a draw and they became best friends. Years later, according to Sue Holloway, Dean Roe’s second wife, “They didn’t get along because they were two of a kind and there can only be one king of the hill. Dean was in a gang and had a red heart tattooed on his hand to prove it. When he and Merle had that fight, after it was over each had gained a new respect for the other. They became best friends and remained so the rest of their lives, Merle trusted Dean like he did no one else.


“Not too long after, they discovered they shared a love of country music and on Sundays, while Dean’s parents and Merle’s mother were at church, Dean Roe would go over to Merle’s, where they would sit by the record player and listen to music. Merle told me once it was what they considered their church back then. Sometimes Merle would take out his guitar and show Dean Roe a couple of chords. I think he hoped they’d become a duo. When they weren’t playing together on Sundays, or in school, which wasn’t very often, they’d hang out afternoons on Beer Can Hill, in Oildale, where they’d drink beer and sing their favorite songs.”


One night, Merle heard that Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys were coming to play a one-off in nearby Bakersfield. Even though it was a quiet burg during the day, it had a rowdy nighttime music scene in the many bars and honky-tonks that had sprung up. They serviced the field and oil workers and gave them a place to unwind at night, drink hard, dance fast, and hook up for a hot time with some local honey. Bakersfield’s main road was the old Highway 99 that at the time connected Las Vegas and Los Angeles, and because of it, the town was a popular stopover for musicians who commuted between Vegas and L.A. It became known as the Nevada Circuit. Bakersfield was a regular stop for several Vegas performers who recorded in Hollywood, including Bob Wills, the Maddox Brothers, Lefty Frizzell, and others who normally would not have played small venues like the bars of Bakersfield. As Merle later remembered, “I heard on the radio that [Wills] was going to be at the Beardsley Ballroom. [That night] I waited ’til Mama got in bed and gave her time to go to sleep. And I got on my bicycle and rode over to Bakersfield, it must [have been] about five miles. I went around the back of the old dance hall, stood on my bicycle seat and I could see in there, Bob, and his singer, Tommy [Duncan]. Bob had his fiddle and they all wore white shirts, cowboy hats, dressed fit to kill. And they had these GI haircuts [that looked so] sharp on the stage. It didn’t last very long. [When the show was over] I got down off my bike, rode it home and went to bed before Mama knew I was gone.”


He couldn’t sleep that night. Seeing Bob Wills had sparked a flame in him that wouldn’t be extinguished.


BY THE AGE of fourteen, Merle had developed into a startlingly good-looking boy. He had movie-star looks—a handsome face; thick wavy hair; crystal-blue, deep-set eyes; a small, straight nose that sat perfectly between the high cliffs of his prominent cheekbones; and dimples that framed his full, curvy lips whenever he put on his wise-guy smirk. Somehow both Merle and Dean Roe, also very good-looking in a “bad boy” way, had made it to their sophomore year. One day, they convinced the two prettiest fourteen-year-old girls in their class to hop a freight train with them to Las Vegas. At the station, the two boys found an open freight door, hopped on, pulled the girls up and in, and rode all night. Unfortunately for them, they had taken the wrong train; it took them in the other direction, all the way to Los Angeles.


Once there, Merle found an unlocked car in the station’s parking lot, jumped the ignition, and headed once more for Vegas with Dean Roe and their two sweeties. If the boys knew the girls were underage, it didn’t matter, because they were too, and so what? But it mattered to the girls’ parents who, when they didn’t come home the night before, called the police and reported them abducted. An all-points bulletin was issued. Five miles out of Nevada the boys ran out of gas and were spotted on the side of the road by a police car. The descriptions fit the APB, and the four were transported back to Bakersfield, where they were handed over to the local police.


Once again, Flossie was called in by the authorities. Although the boys were charged with a number of crimes, she managed to get them to release the teens to her custody. She and Lowell drove all of them back, returned each girl to her frantic parents, explained what had happened, and apologized. At a pretrial hearing for Merle and Dean, Flossie asked the sheriff not to press the case against the boys. As Merle later recalled, “Dean and me spent a couple of weeks in the clink for that one.” The charges were eventually reduced to truancy, and the boys were released.


A few days later, Merle was picked up again, this time by Oildale’s only truant officer. Merle said, “California had a strict truancy law, and the next time they really came down on me for not going to school, I wound up being sent to a little old road camp. I stayed in that place for five days. My sentence was longer, but I was able to leave by sneaking out and stealing a car, which was the real beginning of my troubles with the law.” They didn’t bother to go after him right away. Instead, the police worked with the principal at Bakersfield High, who assigned Fred Robinson, the school’s guidance counselor, to try to do something about their recalcitrant student. With Flossie away at work all day, Robinson got in touch with Lillian and asked her to approve sending her younger brother Merle to Juvenile Hall for an extended detention. Reluctantly, she gave her approval, believing it was best for Merle. “I felt guilty for having said yes,” Lillian later said. “He was never an evil person, just a troubled kid.” Merle was escorted to Juvenile Hall by the California Youth Authority.


The first day there, Merle walked out through the front door and went home.


Back in his old neighborhood, Merle took to spending most afternoons and evenings at Oildale’s unofficial teenage social center, Bunkie’s Drive-in Restaurant, where he’d go with his guitar and play for the other kids, telling them to wait and see, one day he was going to be a big star. With his good looks and musical ability, he was a magnet for the prettiest local girls, who’d cut classes to see him at the drive-in and ask him to sing a song just for them, which he was always happy to do. He soon learned something they didn’t teach in high school. Playing the guitar and singing a song was the quickest way to get a girl to give.


“Hag and I grew up as neighbors and classmates in Oildale,” recalled Gerald Haslam, one of the other Bunkie boys Merle sometimes hung with. “We enjoyed many local adventures with our buddies there—everything from rabbit hunting, to fishing on the banks of the Kern River, to sneaking into the Standard Oil Company’s private swimming pool, to smooching with girlfriends. Merle was an unusually adventuresome kid… among his friends, he was thought to be bold, willing to try darn near anything. He was athletic and smart but undisciplined. Our female classmates thought he was dangerously good-looking. Other boys seemed to want his approval just as the girls craved his bad-boy attention.”


One of the other boys from Bunkie’s was a fellow by the name of Bob Teague. Merle remembered him years later as a very good-looking kid, taller, darker, tougher than most of the other locals, and even prettier than some of the girls. Teague had just gotten out of the Marines, which he’d managed to join when he was only fourteen. It took two years for the Corps to realize he was underage, and when they did, he was promptly discharged. Although the same age as Teague, Merle admired his worldliness, his Marine toughness, and something else that impressed him the most: Teague was a damn good guitar player.


About this time, Flossie had saved enough money from her job to buy Merle a new and better guitar, hoping it would encourage him to play more and keep out of trouble. Kelli Haggard, Merle’s daughter, remembers he told her once that “Grandma Flossie liked my playing, and she believed that one day, if I stuck with it, she’d get to see me on The Lawrence Welk Show on TV.” His new instrument was a Martin D-0018, much easier to play because its strings were set properly close to the neck and produced a tone that was full and rich. Most afternoons, when he wasn’t at the drive-in, Merle (with his Martin) met up with Teague at Beer Can Hill to play and sing. Teague always brought his Epiphone so they could trade songs and work out harmonies. At this point, Teague was the better guitarist of the two. He thought Merle had something going for him, but couldn’t develop it because of his limited fingering ability. Every time they’d get together, Teague taught Merle some new chords and picking techniques to help him play the Jimmie Rodgers and Lefty Frizzell songs he loved so much. Merle was a fast learner when he wanted to be, and when he did a couple of Frizzell songs for Teague, he told Merle he sounded a lot like Frizzell.


That was no accident. Merle was taken with Frizzell from the first time he’d heard his music on the radio, amazed by the honey-coated voice and slip-slide way of effortlessly stretching a single note up and then smoothly dipping it like he was sliding down an ice-coated hill. His favorite Lefty songs were “If You’ve Got the Money (I’ve Got the Time)” and “I Love You a Thousand Ways.” “Oh God, he was unbelievable,” Merle said, later on. “He was so different. He had his own tone… he had done this little stint in jail, so he knew more about being away than a lot of people did.… He was really good at writing about separation… that was his main subject matter—and he wrote about it with sincerity and with the only vocabulary he knew.”


Merle dreamed of seeing Lefty Frizzell perform in person. One night that August, not long after Teague and Merle had spent a couple of hours playing songs on Beer Can Hill, Teague told his pal that Frizzell was coming to town for one night to do two performances at the Rainbow Gardens. Merle told Teague he desperately wanted to see it. No problem, he’d pick up a couple of tickets, borrow his brother’s car, and they’d go together.


The night of the show they arrived late, because after pulling into the parking lot behind the Gardens, they’d sat in the car and got drunk on “Burgie” (Burgermeister) and managed to catch only the last part of the second show, where they saw Lefty playing and singing while standing on a chair so people in the back of the overcapacity crowd could get a glimpse of him. Drunk as he was, Merle was speechless. He later described Frizzell’s performance that night this way: “He had it all—brilliance and clarity… his impact on me at that time was not even measurable.”


Not long after, when Merle and Teague were pretty well lit, they decided to sign up together to join the Marines, even though Teague had already done his stint and had been discharged. When neither showed up to report for basic training, the FBI came around; eventually, they gave up their search, unable to track the boys down because they’d used phony ID cards. Merle and Teague also went through their cowboy phase, and made a plan to take a bus all the way to Corsicana, Texas, to see where Lefty Frizzell was born, and, assuming he would be there, knock on his door to sit and talk with him.


Without telling anybody, they boarded a bus at the Bakersfield depot, but not long after they were on the road, they became too impatient and uncomfortable. They hated having to sit with strangers, unable to play to pass the time, and the frequent stops to let people on and off. They decided to get out at the next one and travel the rest of the way by thumb. They got lucky when their first ride brought them all the way to Amarillo. For the next two days, Teague and the car’s driver took turns at the wheel.


They arrived tired and dirty, but Merle was thrilled to be in Corsicana until he discovered that after being released from prison two years earlier in 1949, Frizzell had moved to Southern California. They decided to visit Teague’s uncle, who lived in Amarillo. When they arrived, he fed the boys and let them sleep in a real bed for the night. The next morning, after breakfast, he gave them each a couple of bucks and a tube of bologna and made them promise, for safety’s sake, to take a bus back to Bakersfield.


They thanked him for his hospitality and left. Teague suggested they hang out for a day or two and check out what and where the action was. In town, Merle decided to buy a pair of custom boots with some of the money he was supposed to use for his return bus ticket. Teague bought a .38 pistol with his. Teague also believed it was time to make a real man out of Merle. He found out where the most notorious Amarillo whorehouse was, and treated his friend to a visit. Once there, the first girl Merle chose took a look at him and stormed out of the room, screaming at Teague that she didn’t have sex with underage boys. Another one, a hefty blonde taken by Merle’s good looks, didn’t mind his youth at all. She eagerly took him by the hand and led him for the first time into the arms, and other areas, of warm and wet whore heaven.















FOUR



THE TRIP BACK to Bakersfield for Merle and Teague gave them the chance to have a much-needed breather after their amorous adventures in Amarillo. Merle, especially, was drained of all his energy. They figured the fastest thing to do was hop a freight train. They went down to the yards, “with a loaf of bread and that stick of baloney,” Teague remembered. They found an empty boxcar headed to California, pulled themselves into it, and slept as much as possible during the long haul.


By the time they got to El Paso, they’d had enough of being rolled around the boxcar like two pinballs. They got off at the depot and cleaned up in the men’s room, a “whore’s bath,” using the soap and paper towels to clean the dirty bits. They then headed for the highway, stuck their thumbs out, and were picked up by a man in a roomy ’48 Ford sedan who was driving all the way to Los Angeles. He let the boys stretch out in the back seat. It was midnight when the driver dropped them in the Lincoln Heights section near downtown L.A.


They stood on a corner in the dark, hoping to get one more ride up to Bakersfield, when, around 2 a.m., the sound of sirens came blasting from two black-and-whites, lights swirling. Four officers got out, guns drawn, and surrounded the boys. They searched them and found Teague’s gun, a four-inch knife fourteen-year-old Merle had tucked into the new boots he’d bought in Amarillo, and a fake ID that said he was eighteen (so he could drink in bars). The cops pushed the boys around a fair amount before they handcuffed them, put leg irons on their ankles, and threw them in the back of one of the cars. At the Lincoln Heights police station, they were told a liquor store had been held up in the neighborhood, and the owner said one of the two boys who robbed him had a gun. Teague and Merle were booked for armed robbery and thrown into the station’s jail to await arraignment.


Merle had been confined before, but this time was different. During their questioning, the police told them they were going to be charged as adults and were looking at fifteen years each in prison. The boys insisted they had done nothing wrong, but they knew if the cops wanted to, they could make it hard on them. Teague was a tough guy, hardened by his time in the Marines, and he made sure Merle didn’t lose it. He thought he was a tough guy too, and had had his run-ins before as a juvenile, but he’d never been tested like this. When the cops took them for another interrogation, at Teague’s direction, Merle said nothing; he just stared back at the officers through squinting eyes, his chin out, his head up, his shoulders back.


They were kept in their cell for five more days until the police arrested the real robbers and reluctantly set the boys free, without so much as an apology or a nickel. Or their weapons. They were broke, hungry, and tired, but they managed to catch another ride that took them back to Oildale. By then, Merle and Teague were laughing about what they’d just been through.


He arrived home that evening, and to his surprise, Flossie wasn’t angry he’d been gone so long, didn’t scold him, and didn’t ask him where he’d been, for which he was grateful. Instead, she hugged him, held him close, and made him a hot meal. He ate everything she put in front of him, then took a long, hot shower and went to bed, where he slept for two days.


FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD MERLE RETURNED to school that September, and it took only nine days before he decided he’d had enough, even if the truant officers, all of whom knew his name, came looking for him. This time, he was brought before a judge who ordered him sent to the Fred C. Nelles Youth Correctional Facility for Boys, in Whittier, 135 miles south of Oildale. It was difficult for Flossie to visit, and when Lowell couldn’t drive her because of work, she took a Greyhound to see her boy and make sure he was all right.


Nelles felt to Merle less like a reform school for youths and more like what he imagined prison was for grown-ups, with its redbrick box buildings, barred windows, and wraparound high chain-link fence, topped off with barbed wire. He was assigned to Lincoln Cottage, where the worst of the boys were housed. When Lillian and Lowell came with Flossie one weekend, he complained to his older brother about the living conditions at the reform school, but his words got him no sympathy. He wasn’t on vacation, Lowell told him, and this wasn’t a summer school. When he got out, Lowell warned, he should think twice about cutting school. Years later, in his memoirs, Merle recalled the guards being sadistic brutes who took pleasure in bullying their young charges. If their goal was to save youngsters from going down the wrong road, it didn’t have much effect on Merle or, as far as he could tell, any of the other boys. He toughened himself for the duration, and no matter what they gave him, he took it as best he could.


The institution used a mandatory, at times humiliating boot camp–like training program. When Merle did something the authorities didn’t like, he was forced to wear a nightgown twenty-four hours a day and placed on short rations to limit his energy. But no matter how many push-ups he had to do, closed-fist punches he took, or circles he had to run wearing heavy prison boots with his hands finger-locked behind his head, he vowed never to give them the satisfaction of breaking him. He did come close one time: after running for two hours straight in an eight-foot circle with no breaks and no water, he stopped, put his hands on his hips, and told the guard, “I ain’t runnin’ no fuckin’ more.” The guard, a burly African American, grabbed a rake, swatted Merle hard across his calves, and made him run another hour.


He was there all of a month before he escaped. While on a work detail to clear brush in a nearby field, he simply walked away and hid in the woods all night. At the first light of day, he made a run for the highway and ran smack into the path of a patrol car looking for him. The police brought him back to Nelles. When the warden asked him why he’d run away, Merle told him, “I don’t like being told what to do.”


BACK IN OILDALE the following September, a just-released Merle looked to hang out with Bob Teague again, but couldn’t find him. Teague had relocated to Modesto, two hundred miles north, to make some money working in the fields until harvest. Instead of returning to regular school, Merle left behind his precious Martin, took off for Modesto, and joined Teague picking fruit all day.


They soon tired of bending over in the heat and quit. They found other jobs: small-haul truck drivers, short-order cooks, and loaders of bales of hay from dawn to eleven at night, five and a half days a week for a mild-mannered older fellow named “Slim” Rayford.


To help pass the long hours, Teague and Merle talked to each other about music. Sometimes they sang softly, harmonizing as they hurled hay; sometimes they went big, as if they were singing to huge crowds. They earned $1.25 an hour, with room and board, and whenever Merle bitched about how hard the work was, Teague reminded him it was better than being in juvie. At least here, in their dirty jeans and sweaty T-shirts, they could breathe free air. One day, after hearing the boys singing while they worked, Rayford suggested they check out the town’s local club, the Fun Center, which had live music on weekend nights. That Saturday, Teague and Merle chipped in, bought a couple of used guitars from a pawnshop, and headed for where they thought the action was.


The Fun Center was a typical small-town, California-style honky-tonk—cement-block walls, a long bar on one side, a large dance space, no bandstand, a steel mike on a stand in one corner with a set of drums next to it. Not long after they arrived, the manager asked Merle if he could play that thing he had strapped around his shoulders. He nodded his head yes and the guy told him to go ahead and sing a song. Teague and Merle went to the corner and shared the mike as they played and sang Lefty Frizzell’s “Always Late with Your Kisses.” After, a couple of people standing at the bar clapped, and some of the others scattered around the place joined in. Thus encouraged, they continued on. Teague did the lead on Hank Williams’s “Your Cheatin’ Heart,” while Merle sang background harmony and played. After, the owner of the club came over, smiled, and told them if they played for the rest of that night, he’d give them each five dollars and all the beer they could drink. Both readily agreed; it took them almost half a day to make that kind of bread hauling hay, and not including drinks.


It marked Merle Haggard’s first paying gig as a musician.


They sang until the sun came up, then left the bar a bit richer than when they came in and a lot drunker. Accounts differ as to how it happened or why, but Merle and Teague got into a brawl with three local toughs waiting for them outside. The police came and detained all five. They were thrown into the local jail for three days to await arraignment. When the judge asked everyone’s age, the other four said they were all legal before Merle confessed he was only fourteen. An audible groan went up in the small courtroom and the judge, not wanting to be involved with any of this, set them all free. Merle and Teague resumed their day jobs and stayed until harvest, before returning to Oildale just in time for Thanksgiving. The day he arrived, Merle was apprehended by the truant officers, who’d been searching for him during the two months he’d been away.


The family court judge, the same one who’d sent him to Nelles, was more than a little annoyed at seeing Merle’s smirking face again. The judge pointed a finger, called him incorrigible, and this time sentenced him to fifteen months at a place much stricter than Nelles, the high-security Preston School of Industry.


The inmates there referred to it as Preston Castle for its nineteenth-century brick-and-turret Romanesque Revival architecture. It had originally been a halfway house for prisoners who were being released from long stretches in state prison. (It has since been closed by the California prison authority and the building declared a California historical landmark.)


The guards at Preston were especially rough on their inmates, offering up at times brutal treatment bordering on sadistic, disguised as cautionary warnings. Before Merle, some of its more notable wards included future actor Rory Calhoun (1935), future fifties Beat figure Neal Cassady (1944), and future notorious rapist Caryl Chessman (1937).


Nothing at Preston had done the fourteen-year-old Merle any good; in fact, it did just the opposite. It only made the chip on his shoulder bigger. Upon his release, he agreed to join up with a boy he’d met inside who was set free the same day. They committed a robbery, during which they beat a kid with an emotional disability nearly to death. Both were caught again and sent back to Preston. To mark his second stretch, the now fifteen-year-old Merle had a tattoo needled onto his left wrist by one of the other inmates. It read simply, “P.S.I.” It was small but easily visible, as opposed to the other tat he’d gotten during his first time at the institution: a fly that represented freedom on his left shoulder blade. He wore his new one as a badge of honor and never had it removed, even though it was a reminder of how he nearly killed a helpless boy. The beating was something Merle regretted for the rest of his life. In 2003, a half century later, Merle said he’d never meant to hurt anyone: “I wasn’t really a mean fella. What I was doing was mainly trying to be older than I was. When I was fourteen, I wanted to be eighteen. When I was eighteen, I wanted to be twenty-one. Instead of just dreaming about it, I actually went out and tried to be that.… It’s hard to say what I was thinking about at the time.”


Merle remained at Preston another fifteen months.


HE WAS SIXTEEN by the time he was released, tougher than ever and hardly reformed. Back in Oildale, Flossie still tried to put her boy on the righteous path. On September 20, 1953, she had Merle baptized at the Church of Christ. The next day, he met up with Bob Teague and they started playing guitar and singing together, like old times. The following January, Bob told Merle that Lefty Frizzell was coming back to Bakersfield, this time for a two-show, all-ages one-nighter at the Rainbow Gardens, meaning no alcohol would be served. Merle said they had to go. By now, he could precisely imitate Lefty’s voice, pitch, and phrasing and accompany himself on the guitar while doing it. His impression was so good that a laughing Teague told Merle he ought to think about doing imitations for a living.


They bought tickets and went to Lefty’s show together. This time, Merle promised himself, he would see the whole performance, even if he had to walk to Bakersfield early Saturday morning to make sure he arrived on time. He planned for days what he was going to wear: he settled on khaki pants and a heavily starched white shirt he borrowed from Teague. And he didn’t have to walk the three miles to Bakersfield; Teague had since gotten a car, and he drove them both to the club.


They arrived in time for the second sold-out show. That night at the Garden, Merle met Billy Mize, who was playing steel guitar in his own band, which opened for Frizzell. Mize was a well-known figure in town, one of the early pioneers of what was beginning to be referred to as the Bakersfield sound. He was a good singer, accomplished steel pedalist, solid bandleader, and successful songwriter. He’d written hits for Dean Martin, Jerry Lee Lewis, Charlie Walker, and Ernest Tubb, among others, and hosted a daily radio program, The Billy Mize Show, broadcast on the low-wattage KPMC channel 29 out of the San Joaquin Valley. Teague knew Mize also was able to get himself and Merle backstage passes. During the intermission, before it was Frizzell’s turn to go on, Teague knocked on Frizzell’s dressing room door and strode in like he was a member of the band.


Here’s how Merle remembers what happened next: “Bob asked Lefty if he’d like to meet a guy who sang like he did. He said sure. So I was brought in.” Frizzell handed Merle his custom electric 1949 Gibson J-200, retrofitted with a custom neck and black pickguard with LEFTY FRIZZELL cut into it in gold lettering. It had beautiful body curves like a Vegas showgirl, slim at the waist with a big bottom, tinted reddish orange like a blushing bride.


Merle was surprised and thrilled to actually hold Lefty’s guitar in his own hands—a trophy, a torch, a talisman. He slipped the leather strap over his head, reached for the pick he always carried in his shirt pocket, took a deep breath, and launched into a pitch-perfect impersonation of Frizzell doing “Always Late with Your Kisses.” Lefty, already pretty well lit, grinned, applauded lightly, and told Merle it was like listening to his own record. Merle: “Just as I finished up, one of the show’s promoters, Joe Snead, came by and told Lefty it was time to start the show, and Frizzell said, ‘I want this kid to sing a song out there before I go on.’ Snead looked at Lefty like he was crazy and said, ‘Hey, the crowd didn’t pay to hear some local yokel sing. They came to hear Lefty Frizzell.’ But Lefty refused to go on if I wasn’t allowed to sing, so he got his way… and I got to use his guitar and have his band play behind me. It was quite a thrill.”
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