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Prologue




    LISTEN TO ME





    BUDDY HOLLY is buried almost within sight of the modest street where he was born in Lubbock, Texas. Despite the thousands who have come to visit his grave these past thirty-seven years, no tour-buses run to it; there are no sonorous-voiced guides, no Disney-style working models nor souvenir stalls. His home city may have been slow to recognize his enormous fame, but at least that has prevented any hint of the tacky opportunism with which Elvis Presley is memorialized at Graceland. In death, as in his brief life, Buddy remains untainted by vulgarity.




    Those who would do him homage must make their own way by rented car from the new Civic Center where he is belatedly commemorated by a lanky bronze statue and a ‘Walk of Fame’. You drive past the La Quinta Inn along Avenue Q, make a right on to 4th Street, then another right on to Martin Luther King Jr Boulevard, which Buddy knew as Quirt Avenue. Beyond the railroad-tracks, in a desolate hinterland of granary yards and container-depots, is Lubbock’s municipal cemetery. It is wholly typical of this star of uttermost magnitude that his last resting-place should be on public land, accessible to any and every visitor.




    Lubbock cemetery is a pleasant place, tranquil and understated in a way which seems hardly Texan yet somehow evokes the spirit of Buddy everywhere you look. In defiance of year-round sun, the interconnecting lawns are a fresh spring green. The memorials are unpretentious and set generously wide apart. Small trees lend dappling shade to vases and pots whose flowers are regularly replenished and arranged with loving care. The only noise is the steady roar of a neighbouring grain-silo, as huge and sombrely magnificent as a medieval cathedral. Beside one newly turfed hillock, a little black and white dog keeps vigil with its nose resting miserably on its front paws. Its air of baffled disbelief that a much-loved voice could be extinguished with such cruel suddenness is doubly appropriate here.




    A female clerk in the nearby administration office points out ‘the Holly grave’ with a courteous smile, despite the wearisome familiarity of the inquiry. It lies barely 100 yards from the main gate, beside a dusty roadway where the cars of one or two latercoming mourners are usually parked. There is no fancy memorial, not even an upright stone – just a simple oblong of granite, embedded in the stubby grass. The red dust that blows from the cottonfields, winter and summer, has illuminated the letters of the inscription in dusky orange. This commemorates Buddy under the surname he was born with and would have kept throughout his life had not a typing mistake on his first recording contract decided otherwise:




    

      

        

          In loving memory


          of our own


          Buddy Holley


          September 7, 1936


          February 3, 1959


        


      


    




    To the right of the inscription is a bas-relief of a Fender Stratocaster guitar, that once-astonishing two-horned silhouette, set about by musical notes and holly-leaves. Across the guitar’s granite contours lie a scatter of small coins like so many extra volume-knobs in pristine silver and copper. It has become a tradition that the fans who find their way here from all over the world leave behind good-luck tokens of nickels and new-minted ‘pennies’, as well as red carnations, plastic toy crickets, children’s drawings of Buddy and pairs of black horn-rimmed spectacles in case there should be no oculists in Heaven.




    In the distance, the grain-silo temporarily abates its roar, turning up the volume of birdsong. The sad little dog still lies and waits for a voice that can never come. The sun glances off the scatter of nickels and pennies, transforming them to brilliant treasure under the giant Texan sky whose stillness now might be of conscious remembrance.




    On a basis of simply counting heads, rock music surpasses even film as the most influential art form of the twentieth century. By that reckoning, there is a case for calling Buddy Holly the century’s most influential musician.




    Elvis Presley and he are the two seminal figures of fifties rock ’n’ roll, the place where modern rock culture began. Virtually everything we hear on record or tape and see on video or the concert stage can be traced back to those twin towering icons – Elvis with his drape jacket, sideburns, pout and swivelling hips; Buddy in big black glasses and buttoned-up Ivy League jacket, brooding over the fretboard of his Fender Stratocaster.




    But there is no question as to whom posterity owes the greater debt. Presley’s place in rock ’n’ roll is no more than that of a gorgeous transient; having unleashed it on the world, he soon forsook it for slow ballads and schlock movie musicals. Holly by contrast was a pioneer and a revolutionary; a multidimensional talent which arrived fully-formed in a medium still largely defined by fumbling amateurs. In the few hectic months of his heyday, between 1957 and 1959, he threw back the boundaries of rock ’n’ roll, gave substance to its shivery shadow, transformed it from a chaotic cul-de-sac to an highway of infinite possibility and promise. To call someone who died aged twenty-two ‘the father of rock’ is not as incongruous as it might seem. What has always set his persona apart from others in the rock ’n’ roll pantheon is its air of maturity, sympathy and understanding. To successive generations of fans he has seemed less like an idol than a teacher, guide and friend; a ‘buddy’ in every sense of that unassuming yet so-comforting word.




    The songs he wrote and performed are classics of rock ’n’ roll; two-minute masterpieces that remain as fresh and potent today as when they were recorded going on forty years ago. ‘That’ll Be The Day’, ‘Peggy Sue’, ‘Oh Boy’, ‘Rave On’ – the titles have become synonyms for a drape-suited, pink-Cadillac belle époque which we have come regard almost with the same misty-eyed nostalgia as the golden years of Hollywood.




    His voice is the most imitated, yet imitable, in rock music. Dozens of other singers down the decades have borrowed its inflection and eccentricities of pronunciation and phrasing. None has ever exactly caught the curious lustre of its tone, its erratic swings from dark to light, from exuberant snarl to tender sigh, nor quite brought off the famous hiccupy catches of breath with which he could fracture even the word ‘Well’ into six stuttering syllables. It was a voice able effortlessly to run the whole gamut of pop, from rock ’n’ roll in maximum overdrive to thoughtful love songs whose warm intimacy stays in bloom year after year. As I write this, in London on 6 March 1995, the radio is playing a commercial for Home Comfort garden conservatories and storm windows. The jingle is a breath-for-breath copy of Buddy singing ‘Everyday’: as usual, like him yet nothing like him.




    One crucial detail above all sets him apart from Presley and the other primal rock genii. Whereas they had all become solo performers by the time they burst on the world, Buddy Holly came to stardom fronting a group, the Crickets, whose guitar/bass/drums line-up was the protype of every rock band there has been or will be. Unlike Presley and other guitar-toting idols of the period, he was a gifted player, responsible for most of the luminous guitar breaks that became a hallmark of his records. His playing-style is as widely copied as his voice – the moody drama he could conjure from a shifting sequence of four basic chords, his incisive downstrokes and ‘rhythm-lead’ solos. The deification of the rock guitarist, the enduring sex-appeal of the solid-body guitar, the pre-eminence of the Fender make: all were set in train, on the stage of the New York Paramount and the London Palladium, by Buddy and his sunburst Stratocaster.




    As a songwriter, performer and musician, he is acknowledged as the progenitor of virtually every world-class rock talent to emerge in the sixties and seventies. The Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, the Byrds, Eric Clapton, Pete Townshend, Elton John, Bruce Springsteen, all freely admit that they would never have started to play music without having had the way shown to them by Buddy Holly and the Crickets. The uncountable imitators and derivatives of those artists, whether they know it or not, owe the same elemental debt. However rock may have seemed to advance or mutate over the past twenty years, one performer above all remains ineradicably part of its spirit and soul. Listen to the newest record by the latest ‘original’ singer-songwriter: you’re almost bound to hear an echo of Buddy in there somewhere. Look at Jarvis Cocker, gangly, big-spectacled star of the hit nineties band Pulp. What else but a Buddy for the digital age?




    His time on the world stage was pitifully short, lasting only from September 1957, when ‘That’ll Be The Day’ became a hit, to the snowy, disillusioned February of 1959. But in those sixteen months he created a blueprint for enlightened rock stardom that every modern newcomer with any pretence at self-respect still aspires to follow.




    He was the first rock ’n’ roll performer both talented and strong-minded enough to insist on the artistic control which his successors now take for granted. He was the first not only to write his own songs but also to arrange them and supervise his own studio-sessions, directing his back-up musicians to his own exacting standards. He was the first to master the studio’s technical resources, achieving effects with echo, double-tracking and overdubbing which to this day have never been bettered.




    He was the first rock ’n’ roller not to be a simpering pretty-boy; to be, in fact, rather plain and nerdy-looking, with glasses that did not assume their stylish black frames until the very last months of his life. He was the first to make it on solid ability, energy and personality; appealing to a male public as much as to a female one; redefining the perception of good looks and enviable style much as John Lennon and Mick Jagger would in later years; making rock ’n’ roll audiences listen and reflect as well as jive and jump about; endowing teenage fan-worship with the grown-up properties of liking and respect.




    Whereas other great rock music talents have needed years of trial and error to reach fulfilment, Buddy’s took only a few surefooted months. Just a few weeks after recording the wonderful but elementary ‘That’ll Be The Day’, he was taping ‘Words Of Love’, a ballad with which the rest of pop still has only barely caught up. In a time where repetition was believed the key to success, each of his releases was utterly different from its predecessor, a policy he maintained even when it began to cost him success in the charts. He used wacky percussion like an empty cardboard box beaten with drumsticks (‘Not Fade Away’) and hands slapping on denim-clad knees (‘Everyday’); extended the vocabulary of the rock ’n’ roll guitar to flamenco (‘Well . . . All Right’) and Hawaiian (‘Heartbeat’); and worked with arcanely non-rock sound-effects like Hammond organ, celeste and, finally, massed violins. He rebelled against the apartheid which had hitherto divided white rock ’n’ roll artists from black, cutting one track (‘Early In The Morning’) with a gospel choir, another (‘Reminiscing’) with the blues saxophonist King Curtis. He anticipated how the record market of later decades would be dominated by albums rather than singles, and foreshadowed the ‘Live Aid’ spirit of the eighties, when superstars would form ad hoc duets and even play on one another’s records anonymously, just for the fun of it. He was the first pop performer to make the now familiar transition to record producing and talent-spotting, and the first with ambition to become a businessman and impresario as well as a creative artist, planning his own publishing company, recording studios, record-label and even retail business almost a decade ahead of the Beatles’ Apple organization.




    His death in a plane crash on 3 February 1959, with fellow tour artists Ritchie Valens and J.P. ‘The Big Bopper’ Richardson, is the most famous tragedy in rock music history. Numerous songs have been written about it, notably Don McLean’s ‘American Pie’, which immortally called it ‘the day the music died’.




    It was yet another of Buddy’s long series of ‘firsts’, darkening rock ’n’ roll’s brassy face with the twin concepts of death and irony – his career apparently in decline, he had just recorded a song called ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’ – and creating the definition of pop musical genius as something tragic, self-consuming and short-lived. Here, too, imitators were to abound in the years that followed: Eddie Cochran, Patsy Cline, Sam Cooke, Jim Reeves, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, finally even Elvis himself.




    But once again, the copies never could quite match the original. There was always to be something uniquely poignant about Buddy’s death, a quality both sad and satisfying. For this was no rock ’n’ roll tearaway, hell-bent on self-annihilation, but an amiable young Texan, whose life seemed to bear not the least taint of scandal, discredit or unkindness; who had recently married and was soon to become a father; who took that fatal plane flight with his two fellow artists only to gain a few hours’ rest and get his laundry done.




    Desperately sad, of course, to think of such a talent extinguished at twenty-two, when it might have gone on to achieve so much more. But satisfying to have a hero who can never be made otherwise. For Buddy, unlike Elvis Presley, there had been no grisly unmasking. For him, unlike the Beatles, there has been no bitter, disillusioning anticlimax. For him, unlike Dylan and the Stones, there has been no grotesque, undignified senescence. To his millions of original devotees, and the millions more who join them each year, he is pure music incarnate, as immaculate and irreproachable as one of his own songs, his sufficient eulogy spoken time and again in the bittersweet regret of ‘American Pie’:




    

      

        

          

            I can’t remember if I cried




            When I read about his widowed bride




            But something touched me deep inside




            The day the music died.


          


        


      


    




    Buddy Holly, in short, is the perfect modern myth.




    I was sixteen when he died. I can remember for certain that I didn’t cry: sixteen-year-olds don’t really do that. True to my generation, what touched me deep inside was not much stronger than resigned dismay. So it was over already, even though it had only just begun.




    Like John Lennon, Paul McCartney, Mick Jagger, Keith Richards and Eric Clapton, I was a British boy whom Buddy Holly rescued from monotony, boredom and pessimism, and pointed towards a dazzling better way. At his tacit encouragement, I took up playing the guitar, nerved myself to perform his songs in public, tasted the heady nectar of applause, even fancied myself endowed with some of his unostentatious glamour. Like first love, first daydreams never quite die. Here in deep middle age, there is still a part of me that longs to wear a high-buttoning suit and a flat, two-horned guitar, and be able to play every twist of the wonderful back-spiralling electric intro to ‘That’ll Be The Day’.




    But crying is difficult when you have no idea whom you’re crying for. Buddy Holly was my idol, hero and exemplar, but at the time of his death, like all his other British fans, I knew next to nothing about him. If the most brilliant, he was also the vaguest of rock ’n’ roll deities. Unlike Elvis and other youth idols of the period, no marketing campaign, what today we call ‘hype’, came with him. There were no souvenir badges, no fan magazine interviews, no starring nor even cameo roles in movies. The few photographs of him that I’d seen all showed him integrated into the Crickets’ line-up – tall, lean, smilingly vague. While every breath and tongue-click of his singing voice was familiar to me, I had no idea what his speaking voice might sound like. The only clue was to be found mingled with, perhaps, his most hypnotic molten-silver guitar solo: that soft, encouraging murmur of ‘Listen . . . listen to me.’




    In March of 1958, he and the Crickets toured Britain (a favour Presley was never to confer), bringing him face to face at last with many of his disciples. His itinerary included Southampton, which is separated by only six miles of choppy water from the Isle of Wight, where I then lived. But I had no money for a concert ticket and the ferry fare. His famous television appearance on Sunday Night at the London Palladium was for me just a glimpse . . . three numbers dashed off at the very end, then gone. For ever, as it would turn out.




    Death is, anyway, an incomprehensible subject to a sixteen-year-old. It really did not seem all that terrible, especially when one listened to Tommy Dee’s ‘Three Stars’, the ‘tribute record’ made for him, Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper together:




    

      

        

          

            Buddy, I can still see you




            With that shy grin on your face




            Seems like your hair was always mussed up




            And kinda outa place.




            Not many people really knew Buddy




            Or understood how he felt.




            But a song from his lips




            Could make the coldest heart melt.




            Buddy’s singing to God now . . .


          


        


      


    




    Despite the sadly appropriate title, his last single, ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’, contained none of the weary resignation it suggested. The voice was as airy and full of optimism as ever, skipping above the unfamiliar pizzicato strings. And how could something which had brought him back to the top of the charts possibly be the end?




    To us fifties teenagers, the concept of a ‘posthumous’ hit record was a completely new one; it was as morbidly fascinating to hear dead Buddy Holly’s voice still singing as to see James Dean, the very first teenage icon to perish at his zenith, still up there in living Technicolor on the CinemaScope screen. Until then, we had innocently supposed that pop singers went into the recording studio to make one double-sided single at a time. But with the success of ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’, we learned that Buddy Holly had left behind a cache of finished tracks which could be released as further posthumous singles. By this means, it was calculated, his career might be prolonged for another year, possibly even two.




    A month after his death came an LP (as we called them then), The Buddy Holly Story, its unusually black-and-white cover showing a face which I for one had never seen before. Sleekly barbered, with an airbrush-smooth face and new, modishly sculpted black spectacle-frames, he looked like someone whose career had been just launched rather than just extinguished.




    That July came a new single, ‘Peggy Sue Got Married’, a playful sequel to the darkly tom-tomming love-chant of November 1957. The Crickets also continued to put out records, admittedly without Buddy leading them on vocal and guitar, but with a glancingly similar singer added to the same rhythms, the same chord-changes, the same blurry ‘Mmms’, ‘Ooohs’ and ‘Aahs’ as on all his living hits. The Crickets had always seemed such a part of him and he of them that just the rhythms, the chords, the ‘Ooohs’ and ‘Aahs’ were enough to turn our minds away from the reality yet again.




    Nor was it any coincidence that 1959 was the year in which British pop music finally started to amount to something. Cliff Richard became the nation’s top star fronting the Shadows, a group of the same composition as the Crickets whose lead guitarist, Hank B. Marvin, was as wand-thin as Buddy had been, wore thick black horn-rimmed glasses exactly like his and played a Fender Stratocaster. At the year’s end, a struggling vocalist named Adam Faith borrowed Buddy’s inflection of a single word on ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’ (‘Buy-bee’) and had a number 1 single with ‘What Do You Want?’, couched in the same shivery pizzicato strings. Repetition of the formula made Adam Faith the first home-grown performer to have three consecutive British number ones.




    In the new decade of pop music, Buddy Holly wasn’t just there. He was the new decade of pop music. Among the rising American generation of American pretty-boy crooners, none was more successful than Bobby Vee, who sang with an uncanny tremor of Buddy’s voice (he had deputized for him at a concert after the fatal plane crash) and who used his vocal style to appeal directly to girls in a way that Buddy himself had always seemed too grownup and well-bred to do. Bobby Vee also recorded and performed with the post-Buddy Crickets, and once again it was almost enough.




    Buddy’s way, if not his voice, could be anyone’s, however flat the emotion or limited the range. Between 1960 and 1963, it notched up fleeting success for John Leyton, Mike Sarne, Joe Brown; there were two unabashed British Buddy clones, Mike Berry (whose ‘Tribute To Buddy Holly’ made the Top 20 in 1961) and the horn-rimmed Buddy Britten. In America, Bobby Vee’s impersonation was rivalled by that of Tommy Roe, whose 1962 US number 1 ‘Sheila’ used the same rolling drum-beat and chafing guitar as ‘Peggy Sue’, and featured the ultimate in Buddy-style flattening of a single vowel:




    

      

        

          Sheila says she loves me, she says she’ll never leave me.




          True love will never dur . . .


        


      


    




    One British songwriter, Geoff Goddard, even claimed direct imput from Buddy beyond the grave on the ‘Peggy Sue’-inspired ‘Johnny Remember Me’, which was a hit for John Leyton in 1961. A devout spiritualist, Goddard claimed to be in psychic contact with Buddy and to have been assured by him that the record was bound for number 1.




    Meanwhile, releases kept on coming from the authentic and irreplaceable voice itself – ‘Reminiscing’; ‘Brown-eyed, Handsome Man’; ‘Bo Diddley’; ‘Wishing’. So regular were the posthumous singles and so vibrant was the presence on them that many began to wonder if he really was dead after all. There were rumours that the plane crash had been no more than a highly successful stunt to boost his sales, and that he could make a Lazarus-like return to his fans at any moment. Another widely circulated and fervently clung-to story had it that he’d survived the crash, but with terrible disfigurements which prevented him from appearing in public ever again, and that he was now living as a recluse in, of all places, Scotland.




    These repeatedly profitable resurrections also focused attention for the first time on Buddy’s former manager and producer, Norman Petty, in whose Clovis, New Mexico, studio most of the hits took shape and who shared credit with him as writer of ‘That’ll Be The Day’, ‘Peggy Sue’, ‘True Love Ways’ and many more. Producers and managers in the late fifties did not aspire to the celebrity they were later to enjoy, and thus far little had been known of Petty beyond that regularly appearing other surname on Buddy’s records. But now he began to be a talking point in his own right. Since many of the tracks left behind by Buddy had been voice-only demo’s, Petty was having to ovedub them with instrumental backing – not by Buddy’s Crickets, for some reason, but by a sixties group called the Fireballs. As time went on, these doctored releases seemed to have less and less of the authentic Buddy sound. But we accepted them unquestioningly, presuming that if anyone had Buddy’s best artistic and financial interests at heart it must be his former manager.




    The British ‘Beat Boom’ of the middle sixties is credited with having changed the face of pop music and transformed its audience from an embattled minority to a world-wide movement. But in its essentials, it was not British at all; merely Buddy Holly’s students coming to maturity. The Beatles had founded themselves on his vocal style and repertoire. John Lennon and Paul McCartney’s vocal harmony, in its first incarnation at least, was a northern English version of Buddy’s double-tracked solo voice from 1957. It was the fact that he wrote his own original material which encouraged Lennon and McCartney to try to do likewise, and so to become the most prolific and successful songwriting team in pop music history. They acknowledged their comprehensive debt on their 1964 Beatles For Sale album with a near-perfect facsimile of ‘Words Of Love’, the greatest Buddy song never to become a hit during his lifetime.




    In 1963, the Rolling Stones transformed themselves from backwoods R & B group to commercial chart-toppers with a pounding, harmonica-ridden version of Buddy’s ’57 B-side, ‘Not Fade Away’. Britain’s third most popular new group were called the Hollies. The fourth most popular, the Searchers, named themselves after the John Wayne movie which provided the inspiration for ‘That’ll Be The Day’. The ninth or tenth most popular could have had nothing but holly on their minds when they called themselves the Rockin’ Berries. He was there in (bespectacled) Peter and Gordon (who made both the US and UK charts with their 1965 cover version of ‘True Love Ways’); in Herman’s Hermits (one bespectacled), the Ivy League (named after the style of his suits), the Moody Blues, the Barron Knights, the Fortunes, the Applejacks; in a hundred more who got into the charts for five minutes, plus thousands more who never made it beyond their local pub or youth club.




    He was there, too, in the American backlash – in Bob Dylan’s new ‘electric’ voice, the harmony and echo of the Byrds, the chord-patterns of new-look attractions like Neil Diamond, Mitch Ryder and the Detroit Wheels, the Fireballs, the Bobby Fuller Four, even the Monkees. He was there in the time of psychedelia and acid, when the smartest thing for any rock star to do was put on a pair of little ‘granny-specs’. He was still there in London’s Hyde Park in the Moon-shot summer of ’69, when the hippy multitudes gathered to see rock’s first ‘supergroup’, Blind Faith, least recognizable mutation yet of Buddy’s Crickets, whose sacred solitary album included his most brilliant non-hit of 1958, ‘Well . . . All Right.’




    For year after crowded year, all that went with this huge creative National Debt was the same life story of barest essentials. A nice young guy had come out of Texas, made wonderful music, got married, died. It was a legend in the purest sense, carried mostly in the head, passed on from mouth to mouth. Even after all this time, one saw no images of Buddy other than the half-dozen or so familiar ones in photographs or on his album-covers. Few articles were written about him, and those that were merely repeated the same one or two facts. There seemed to be no film clips of him, nor even records of his speaking voice.




    I had become a journalist with the London Sunday Times Magazine, writing extended profiles of major rock and soul music figures like James Brown, Johnny Cash, Stevie Wonder, Wilson Pickett, B. B. King; travelling to interview them in New York, Los Angeles, Memphis and Nashville. In all that time, though he remained my hero of heroes, I never wrote a word about Buddy Holly, nor contemplated doing so. My assumption was the one of which every reporter should beware: if there were any story to tell, surely it would have been told already.




    In 1972, I interviewed the Everly Brothers, Don and Phil. Though a major revival in rock ’n’ roll music and style was then under way in America, it did not yet encompass rock ’n’ roll’s original stars, all of whom remained in unfashionable obscurity in their native land. The surviving big names, Bill Haley, Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, Neil Sedaka and the Everlys, worked mainly in Britain, where the loyalty of their original following remained undiminished.




    Both Don and Phil Everly talked at length, and with great warmth, about Buddy Holly, with whom they had toured extensively during 1957 and 1958. Don remembered first meeting him and the Crickets in the basement of an arena in Toronto, Canada, and how the badly-dressed Texas boys’ eyes lit up at the sight of the Everlys’ sharp Ivy League clothes. Recalling the Crickets’ lack of sophistication in those early days, he added what then seemed a bizarre detail: ‘At the time, the only publicity picture they had was of them down in Lubbock, in Levis and T-shirts setting tiles on a roof.’




    Phil Everly’s memories were more emotional: he and Buddy had evidently been real friends, not merely joshing companions on ‘the road’. ‘He wrote “Wishing” for Don and me. It burns me up when I read about “Wishing” being “reportedly written by Buddy Holly for the Everly Brothers”. I remember Buddy putting me into bed with a girl one night . . . and how he laughed! But I can remember him in New York, right at the end, playing all his songs for me and asking me why he couldn’t get a hit, he was so low. Then he said “Will you put me to bed?” ’




    I was the Sunday Times’s ‘Atticus’ columnist in 1975 when Paul McCartney began his secondary career as pop music’s most astute businessman with another gesture of homage to his most formative influence. Thanks to the lack of interest in Buddy Holly in America, McCartney’s MPL company was able to acquire publishing rights to all his greatest hits in the US and Canada for a knockdown price, rumoured to be less than a million pounds. McCartney also inaugurated the annual ‘Buddy Holly Week’ of memorial concerts and fan-fests, coinciding with Buddy’s birthday on 6 September which continues to this day. In my capacity as Atticus – that is, in no very serious or reverential spirit – I attended the launch of that first Buddy Holly Week, for which McCartney had taken the trouble to fly Norman Petty over from Clovis, New Mexico. At the lavish lunch which marked the occasion, Petty presented McCartney with a pair of Buddy’s gold cufflinks, allegedly the very ones he’d been wearing when the plane crashed. I remember thinking it odd that a dead rock ’n’ roll star’s ex-manager should possess such an intimate souvenir, let alone feel free to hand it out as a business gift.




    In the late nineteen-seventies – when Elvis Costello dominated the post-Punk charts, wearing black horn-rimmed spectacles and playing a Fenderish solid-body guitar, and when Linda Ronstadt found ‘That’ll Be The Day’ and ‘It’s So Easy’ no less accessible to the voice of a country and western chanteuse – I switched from journalism to writing biographies of pop music stars: the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Elton John. My aim was to get behind the mythology and the hype; turn superstars and legends into creatures of flesh and blood; discover who and what had made them what they eventually became; savour all the absurd accidents and wrong turnings that led them to their stupendously right destination; above all – and most challengingly – translate the excitement of great pop music into words. When I first thought of applying this formula to the Beatles, friends and editors alike urged me not to waste my time. ‘It’s all been said already,’ they told me. ‘Everyone knows everything there is to know.’




    During my research for all three biographies, Buddy cropped up time and again. I learned the full story of how he had encouraged Paul McCartney and an unhappily bespectacled John Lennon to write their earliest songs on truant afternoons in Allerton, Liverpool; how Buddy tracks like ‘Crying, Waiting, Hoping’ and ‘Mailman, Bring Me No More Blues’ bolstered the Beatles’ early repertoire around the Liverpool dance-halls and helped get them through all-night club sessions on the Hamburg Reeperbahn; how the first record they ever made, at their own expense, was ‘That’ll Be The Day’; how their very name evolved from a desire to be as much as possible like Buddy’s group, the Crickets.




    In the annals of the supposedly hard and unsentimental Stones, he occupied a similarly warm niche. I learned how Mick Jagger still remembered seeing him perform ‘Not Fade Away’ in Woolwich during his one and only British tour; how Keith Richards’s original guitar-playing technique was modelled on his; how, to be sure, the name ‘Buddy Holly’ was almost the only one in Creation with the power to soften Keith’s vampire-like physiognomy. Later on, I learned how the great flashy four-eyes of seventies rock had acquired the look from the same role model as inspired Hank B. Marvin’s horn-rims and John Lennon’s (and Roger McGuinn’s and John Sebastian’s) granny-glasses. Reg Dwight, alias Elton John, was born with normal vision but during his schooldays took to wearing black horn-rims in imitation of Buddy Holly, so ruining his eyesight for ever.




    I was as ravenous as ever for information about Buddy but, after all these years, still had almost nothing to chew on beyond that basic formalized fifties legend. The one existing biography, Buddy Holly, His Life and Music by John Goldrosen, published in 1975, was a sincere effort by a painstaking, level-headed fan, but one which sacrificed almost all colour and vividness in favour of dry musical analysis. In 1978, America’s rekindling appreciation of Buddy’s talent was marked by a Hollywood film, The Buddy Holly Story, with Gary Busey in the title role. Though a self-evident travesty (Buddy’s two fellow Crickets, Jerry Allison and Joe B. Mauldin, were given fictitious names) it nevertheless became a box-office success and even received an Oscar for Busey’s clumpy renditions of Buddy’s songs.




    The first real television documentary about him was not seen in Britain until 1986, on the fiftieth anniversary of his birth. The maker was Paul McCartney’s MPL, a company by now grown hugely wealthy on the back of its presciently acquired Holly song-copyrights. McCartney had been deeply offended by the shallow and semi-fictional Hollywood portrayal of Buddy’s life, and had now resolved to employ both his commercial and personal clout to set the record straight.




    McCartney’s film was shown on BBC 2, in the Arena arts programme’s series on great names of rock ’n’ roll. I sat through it spellbound. Here at last was film of Buddy and the Crickets, performing ‘That’ll Be The Day’ and ‘Peggy Sue’ on the Ed Sullivan television show – the original four of them, all in tuxedos, and featuring a rhythm guitarist who, confusingly, also wore glasses. It was a surprise to see how weedy and uncharismatic Buddy looked, especially in those original un-chic half-frames, and how hard he had to work with the indifferent sound-system. To the learner guitarist of thirty years previously, a great unresolved question was settled at last: he played ‘That’ll Be The Day’ in the key of A, with a capo over the Stratocaster’s fretboard to save his index finger the labour of forming a six-string ‘bar’.




    Here, for the first time, was a walking, talking Buddy Holly, long-necked and almost one-dimensionally thin, summoned for a few impromptu front-of-curtain words with Ed Sullivan; answering his host’s perfunctory question about the Crickets’ ages in what one always should have guessed must be a huskily melodious tone (‘Well, there’s two eighteen, one twenty and I’m twenty-one’), saying ‘Sir’ punctiliously and at the end, rather to Sullivan’s surprise, thrusting out his hand in that American manner with the palm flat and the thumb stuck up at right angles.




    Here was a highway between the Texas cottonfields, and a speeding truck with ‘Holley Tile Co., Lubbock’ printed on its cab. Here were his two brothers, Larry and Travis, reminiscing about his early childhood, and the amiable Sonny Curtis, one of his earliest musical partners, remembering him as a teenage bluegrass wizard on a four-string banjo. Here was Jerry Allison, the Crickets’ once fair-haired, wolf-eyed drummer, now bald and with a bushy Apostle beard, describing him as a student at Lubbock High School, and playing after hours at the seamy 16th and J Club. Here was Vi Petty, Norman’s widow, in the tiny studio in Clovis where the greatest hits were made. Here, even, were scraps of conversation between takes: Buddy’s voice saying ‘Are we rolling?’ ‘Can you go like that? . . .’ then, commandingly, ‘OK, let’s do it . . .’




    Here were his song-publisher, Murray Deutch, and his A & R man at Coral records, Bob Thiele. Here was his ‘widowed bride’, Maria Elena, describing how he proposed marriage to her on their very first date. Here was the apartment building in Greenwich Village where they settled for the few months they were to enjoy together. Buddy Holly in Greenwich Village among beatniks and coffee houses . . . it was a thought somehow almost too exotic to handle.




    Here was Tommy Allsup, the lead guitarist he brought in on his final great run of rock ’n’ roll singles, and his companion on the last fatal tour. Here was Allsup’s account of the cold and misery of it, and the bizarre twist of fate that led Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper to join Buddy on the fatal flight. Here was Phil Everly, still as impassioned as when we had spoken about his old friend, giving added weight to a thesis tentatively raised in John Goldrosen’s biography. This was that Buddy’s royalty earnings had been tied up in some way by Norman Petty; that in early ’59 he had meant to stay in New York until he got another hit, but was forced out on the road again by the need to provide for his pregnant young wife.




    In a one-hour documentary, of course, all these matters could be only touched on with tantalizing brevity. One moment on the soundtrack stuck in my mind as revealing tremendous niceness, tact and power of understatement on its subject’s part. In some or other rain-sodden far-northern city, an interviewer asked Buddy what the weather in Lubbock would be like just now. ‘Oh, it’s not quite this cool,’ he replied. ‘And it’s a little bit drier.’




    The new information in the documentary, added to the legend, inspired me to write a play, Words of Love, which contrasted the last hours in Buddy’s life with the existence of a teenage boy like myself at sixteen, for whom his music is a respite from parental repression and dreary hopelessness. The play was transmitted on BBC 2 in 1988. That same year, the musical Buddy opened in London, combining the usual vestigial life-story with a reprise of all his greatest hits (plus a couple he never did perform). Buddy has since become a theatrical phenomenon to rival anything by Rodgers and Hammerstein or Lloyd Webber, breaking box-office records in the US, Australia and Germany; in London playing at the Victoria Palace, a theatre previously sanctified to wholly British institutions like Max Bygraves and the Crazy Gang. Now in its seventh year, and transferred to the Strand theatre, it is taking bookings until the year 2000.




    In 1990, a startled British public had learned that its new Prime Minister, John Major, relaxed by listening to Buddy Holly. But it was not until there had been a bespectacled Buddy Holly fan at 10 Downing Street for almost four years that the idea finally came to me. Might there be even more to be learned about Buddy than the Paul McCartney documentary had uncovered? Might the way to obtain the facts I had been hungering for since the age of sixteen be to go out and look for them? I had vowed never to write another pop music biography, but this was not quite the same as Elton John, the Rolling Stones or even the Beatles. Those books had been motivated by the promise of a good story. This one would be motivated by three decades of love, fascination and gratitude.




    When I mentioned the idea to friends, the general reaction was much as in 1978 when I had first thought of investigating the Beatles: ‘It’s all been said. Everyone already knows everything there is to know.’ That was all I needed to hear.




    During the filming of my television play I had got to know Trevor Lailey, co-founder of the British Buddy Holly Appreciation Society and an enthusiast since his schooldays. With Trevor, his wife Anne and their daughters Anne-Marie and Suzannah (all three also devout Buddy fans), I travelled to Lubbock in the summer of 1994. Within a couple of days of arriving, I was holding Buddy’s Fender Stratocaster. Spread before me on a table lay a selection of his stage clothes – a mustard-coloured tweed jacket; a pair of Florsheim ‘Tuxedo’ shoes in black suede with red piping; charcoal grey slacks, still shiny-seamed from their last dry-cleaning in his lifetime. And the real Buddy Holly story was flying at me from every direction, sometimes almost too fast for me to write down.




    








  



    

       

    




    
Part One




    BLUE DAYS,


     BLACK NIGHTS





    LOOK AT A map of the nation-sized expanse that is the state of Texas, move westward from Dallas a couple of hundred miles, then northward, and you eventually light upon Lubbock. Far away from all the buzz-names, Houston, San Antonio, Laredo, El Paso, shut away in the narrowing corridor between the Oklahoma and New Mexico state-lines that becomes the Texas Panhandle, it proclaims itself as much a backwater as any hot, dry inland place can be. Its nearest substantial neighbour is Amarillo, 120 miles to the north, where Interstate 40, the successor to famous old Route 66, flings endless silver ribbons of traffic west to Los Angeles and east to Chicago. Except for one brief, brilliant period in the late nineteen-fifties, the ebb and flow of national events has seemed equally intent on passing Lubbock by.




    The city stands, alone and self-contained, on huge vistas of flat farmland. The principal crop is one which has nurtured so much American music and mythology that the foreign visitor, seeing it for the first time, is disconcerted by how ordinary it looks. Surely those meagre melting snow-white pods, set in Roman-straight rows of vermilion earth to the horizon, can’t possibly be all there is to cotton!




    For nine months of each year in these Texan South Plains, the climate is an ideal one of strong, steady sunshine, hard blue skies and almost zero humidity. But spring and fall bring a more complex, erratic time when the temperature can drop twenty degrees in a few seconds and ferocious gales called ‘Blue Northers’ come sweeping over the high plateaux that extend uninterruptedly to Canada, buffeting each unsheltered hamlet in turn with their Arctic onslaught. Other days bring a vague, directionless turbulence – Lubbockites call it ‘blowin’ dust’ – when the whirling red grit from the cottonfields stings eyes and nostrils and stains the whole immensity of the sky a delicate rose-petal pink. Most alarming is the tornado season, between April and June, when up to seven of the deadliest black cones, the kind which reach to the ground, can be counted out there, whirling around the cotton and wheat like some ghastly square-dance of monsters out of M. R. James. Every year brings its crop of ‘just fancy that’ tornado stories – of hens stripped of every feather, cattle picked up and carried miles across country, straws driven inches deep into wooden telegraph poles, entire hamlets hammered flat. As it happens, the biggest tornado ever recorded – in 1970 – chose to cleave its mile-and-a-half-wide path with almost geometrical precision right through the centre of downtown Lubbock.




    In Abilene, 160 miles to the east, you can stand in the main street and instantly visualize the frontier town it once was. But Lubbock has no such romantic origins. First settled in the eighteen-nineties well after the old West was tamed, named in honour of the Mexican War hero Tom S. Lubbock, it did not become a city proper until shortly before the Great War. Together with cotton, farming and some limited light industry, its principal raison d’être is Texas Technical College, founded in 1923, granted university status in the early sixties, attended today by 29,000 students and boasting the largest campus in the country. ‘Texas Tech’ gives Lubbock somewhat the air of an Oxford or Harvard, out there on waving seas of grass. The broad thoroughfare that passes the campus is called University Avenue, lending a vision of gowns and mortar-boards to the scene of Buddy Holly’s earliest triumphs as a musician. But, despite this whiff of academe, there is never any doubt that you are in deepest Texas, where long-legged men settle at breakfast-counters without troubling to remove their ten-gallon Stetsons, and every other vehicle in the traffic-stream seems to be a prairie-dusted Dodge or Chevrolet pick-up truck.




    From well-watered verges in the downtown area, crosses of many styles signal Lubbock’s original claim to celebrity. It possesses more churches per head of population than any other city in America. If West Texas is ‘the Buckle of the Bible Belt’, then Lubbock is that belt’s most deeply-worn notch; a place where worship is still as regular and vociferous as in pioneer days, and where notions of good and evil, Heaven and Hell, have much the same stark simplicity they did a century ago. Here in teeming display can be found all the usual outwardly similar, inwardly irreconcilable banners of Presbyterian, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Church of Christ. Here, as everywhere throughout the South, Baptists predominate, not as a unified creed but in innumerable, hotly competitive subdivisions: the First Baptist Church, the Second Baptist Church, the Trinity Baptist Church, the Bethany Baptist Church, the Wayne Avenue Baptist Church, the Lyons Chapel Baptist Church. Here, too, churches do not hold themselves aloof from the ebb and flow of secular life but stand along all the busiest commercial strips; sober, one-storey temples to God democratically cheek-by-jowl with bright-coloured ones to McDonald’s, Arby’s and Whataburger. Among the largest and most prosperous of all Lubbock’s churches is the Tabernacle Baptists’ on 34th Street, a vermilion hangar of a place which Buddy’s money helped to build, where his funeral took place, and where his two brothers, Larry and Travis, are still pillars of the congregation.




    To Lubbock, the virtue next to godliness has always been sobriety. In Buddy’s time, and right up to 1972, the city was ‘dry’; although today one can buy a drink in bars and restaurants, it is impossible to obtain liquor by the bottle within the city limits. When men of a certain age foregather over their long-necked beer bottles, the talk will often turn to those comparatively recent Prohibition days; to famous bootleggers whose congregations were larger than any pastor’s; to the speakeasies and ‘joints’ – and the equally illicit music – that once flourished on the raffish edges of town, beyond the jurisdiction of church elders or police.




    The face which Lubbock turns to the visitor has all the Southern virtues of courtesy, helpfulness and openness, sweetened with that peculiar, slow-smiling Texan charm. ‘Where y’all from?’ is a question which people here ask with genuine interest, often on a note of flattering incredulity. They imply you have done them honour to seek them out, across all those tracts of corn and cotton. A sign at the city’s threshold, only lately taken down, used to say ‘Welcome to Lubbock for all reasons’.




    But the courtesy and smiles can have limits, as strictly defined as the city’s own, and can vanish with the abruptness of sunshine in the face of a Blue Norther. ‘Don’t mess with Texas’ – a caution printed even on dry-cleaners’ plastic garment-covers – underlines how carefully it is advisable to tread in some company hereabouts. One must remember not to be even glancingly flippant about God, the Flag or the Republican party, nor show too much enthusiasm for contemporary concepts like feminism or gay pride. One remembers that, despite all those crosses and public texts about forgiveness and brotherly love, this is a part of America where to carry firearms is not merely a constitutional right but the sine qua non of manliness and self-respect. On the subject of brotherly love, one remembers that when Buddy was growing up, and until almost a decade after his death. Lubbock practised racial segregation as stubbornly ruthless as any in Alabama or Tennessee. The old ghetto-boundaries remain to this day: blacks to the east of town, hispanics to the north. A great change of heart has been forced to take place, epitomized by the metamorphosis of Quirt Avenue into Martin Luther King Jr Boulevard. Even so, there are still some older citizens who persist in such traditional usages as calling east Lubbock ‘Coloured Town’ and a child’s slingshot a ‘nigger-shooter’.




    Off the wide boulevards are intersecting back streets of one-storey houses, some showy, some simple, all bound into the familiar idyll of communal front lawns, family-named mailboxes, sprinklers, sunlight and dappling shadow. In its essential ways of life, America has a continuity that makes Britain seem a land of mad flux by comparison. Looking down 6th Street, where Buddy was born, you feel that little can have changed in sixty years, other than the shapes of the cars parked there.




    There is one great change, however: a mystifying one to the fans who arrive here on their circuit of devotion, between Buddy’s statue and his grave. Number 1911 6th Street, where he was brought into the world (at 3.30 pm on 7 September 1936) has vanished. The only trace of the house is the narrow grass strip it once occupied, gaping like the cavity of a lost tooth between its former next-door neighbours. There is no alternative but to turn up a photograph taken during the early seventies by that most devoted of all Holly archivists, Bill Griggs. It looks a fitting enough birthplace for an all-American hero – a narrow wooden dwelling with a sloped roof, not much more elaborate than a pioneer cabin, its front door situated at one end, beneath a small slope-roofed porch. The solitary visible decorations are cut-out shapes like playing-card clubs on its window-shutters.




    Buddy’s parents, now also years dead, must likewise be sought in photographs. Here is his father, Lawrence Odell Holley, a tall, black-browed man, thin and sinewy in a way that has almost vanished from these obese modern times, and with a familiar lantern-jawed amiability of expression. Here is his mother, Ella, a tiny, fine-boned woman, barely reaching to Lawrence’s shoulder, but a patent ball of fire whose robustness, energy and humour leap out of the orangey early-fifties Kodachrome. There is a chemistry which attracts lanky and easygoing men to small, feisty women, and in this Buddy was destined to take after his father, although not, alas, with the same reward of a lifetime’s happiness and harmony.




    ‘L.O.’, as Lawrence Holley was always called, grew up in Honey Grove, near Paris, Texas, far away to the north-east, near the Oklahoma border. He was twenty-five and working as a short-order cook in nearby Vernon when he met Ella Drake, whose family traced their lineage from the Elizabethan adventurer Sir Francis Drake and whose father was part Cherokee Indian. The couple married in 1924 and, a year later, moved to Lubbock, a community then in the throes of frenetic expansion around Texas Tech. By the time Buddy arrived in 1936, Ella Holley was thirty-four, and believed her childbearing days to be past. She already had two sons, Larry (born in 1925) and Travis (born in 1927), and a daughter, Patricia (born in 1929). But the six-and-a-half-pound baby boy was greeted with joy by both his parents and his elder siblings. He was named Charles Hardin Holley, after his two grandfathers, Charles Wesley Drake and John Hardin Holley. As this seemed absurdly long and formal for a little baby, it was quickly abbreviated to Buddy, a traditional American nickname for the youngest boy of a family and one which his mother had always liked. Foreshadowing the indifference it would show to Buddy throughout his short life, Lubbock’s morning paper, the Avalanche, recorded his birth as that of a girl, weight eight and a half pounds.




    He entered the world in the mid-season Depression years, when America’s eastern cities were vistas of weary, work-starved men, its westbound highways teemed with migrant jalopies, and miserably firelit ‘hobo jungles’ lined its railroad-tracks. L. O. Holley kept in work by turning his wiry arms to many trades and by his tireless industry and conscientiousness. ‘There never was a worker like Daddy,’ his eldest son Larry remembers. ‘If folks couldn’t pay him, then he’d work for nothing.’ In Lubbock he had been fortunate in finding a good long-term employer, an entrepreneur named L. D. Thomas, universally known as ‘Little Dog’ or ‘Pup’ Thomas. L.O. held down a variety of jobs in Pup Thomas’s various enterprises down the years: café-cook, tailor in a menswear store, even timekeeper at the boxing-booth where Thomas presented nationally famous pugilists like Max Baer. On Buddy’s birth certificate L.O.’s surname is given as ‘Holly’, not ‘Holley’ and his occupation as ‘tailor’, but his main activity thereafter was work for Pup Thomas’s construction company as a carpenter and house-framer.




    When Buddy was a year old, L.O. Holley moved his brood from the little plank house on 6th Street to Wolfforth, in those days a rural hamlet just to the west of Lubbock, where they read by the light of oil lamps, used an earth closet and burned ‘cow-chips’ for fuel. Over the next twelve years, the family would have five further addresses in and around the city – on Avenue O; on 28th Street; in the ‘Loftland addition’ beyond east Lubbock; on Acuff Road and then Mulberry Road. Shortage of money kept them permanently on the move; the one house they owned rather than renting had to be sold after eighteen months.




    But despite their straitened circumstances, L.O. and Ella were the epitome of ‘decent folks’, respectable, sober, public-spirited and, of course, godfearing. Their church – where L.O. served for many years as deacon – was the Tabernacle Baptists’, in those days situated at 15th Street and Avenue N. The Tabernacle Baptists are a sect based on almost 100 per cent literal reading of the Bible, yet in matters of teaching and procedure set apart from other Lubbock Baptist congregations almost as vehemently as from competing sects like the Episcopalians or the Church of Christ. In common with most Southern churches, Tabernacle Baptists are expected to pay a ‘tithe’, or regular contribution, from their earnings, usually fixed at 10 per cent.




    The Holleys might have been ‘pretty much behind the eight-ball financially’ as Larry now puts it, but thanks to the unremitting sweat of L.O.’s brow and the blessed egalitarianism of the educational system, Buddy lacked few of the ingredients for a classic American boyhood. Like his better-off schoolfriends, he played baseball, joined the Cub Scouts and entered local fancy-dress contests in fancy cowboy clothes, riding on a pony. L.O. had not hesitated to chastise his two older boys with a double-thickness leather razor-strop, but Buddy received no such dire punishment for the juvenile misdemeanours he committed as readily as any other small boy. Most third sons have to resign themselves to the existence of ‘tail-end Charlie’ as far as their parents’ affections are concerned, but Buddy might have been L.O. and Ella’s only child. His tiny, strong-minded mother, in particular, petted, indulged and watched over him almost obsessively.




    Like most devout and self-sufficient Southern families, then and now, the Holleys loved music and were adept at making it, both as an expression of faith and to amuse themselves, their relations and friends. Ella sang duets with her twin sister, Buddy’s Aunt Allie. His two older brothers performed as a twosome in local hoedowns and talent contests, Larry on violin and piano, Travis on accordion and guitar. Their sister Pat had a sweet singing voice, and at family get-togethers would harmonize with Ella and Allie. The one exception was the head of the family: as Travis Holley remembers, L.O. ‘couldn’t carry a tune in a bag’.




    When Buddy was five, his parents bought him his first musical instrument, a toy violin. He made his first stage appearance soon afterwards when he accompanied his two elder brothers to a talent contest in the school house at County Line, about thirty miles north-east of Lubbock. Peeved at being ‘slowed up’ onstage by a toddler, Larry smeared grease on Buddy’s violin-bow so that no one would hear it. But the song he sang so captivated the judges that they awarded him the $5 first prize. ‘I can see him doing it now,’ Larry Holley says. ‘It was that old song that goes “Have you ever gone sailing down the river of memor-ees?” ’




    In character, these two elder brothers could hardly have been more different. Travis Holley, though ‘as good-looking as a movie star’, his family thought, was shy and unassuming while Larry was a tough, humorous character, sharing his father’s dedication to hard work but also with an adventuring, roistering bent recalling his famous ancestor Sir Francis Drake. As Buddy grew up, Larry became a combination of surrogate father and role model; whatever his big brother did, he would gamely try, although his nature back then was anything but confident. ‘He was just an insecure, scared little kid,’ Larry remembers. ‘When I’d just got married, Buddy was about ten and my wife and I took him with us on a hunting trip. We slept out in the open, and late at night, you know, the coyotes would get to howling. Buddy crawled into the sleeping-bag with my wife and me, right in between the two of us.’




    The Holleys’ quest for cheaper accommodation outside Lubbock city limits uprooted Buddy from his first elementary school, Roscoe Wilson, at the age of ten, and transferred him to Roosevelt Elementary School in Lubbock County, where he had no friends and to which he had to make a long, wearisome journey by bus each morning. A year later, he began having formal piano lessons. His teacher reported him to be a promising pupil with a natural ear, but after a few months Buddy announced that the piano wasn’t for him. On the school bus he’d seen a boy named Wayne Maines strumming a guitar and singing. His parents started him on steel guitar, the kind played on the lap like a zither, but that did not do either: he said he wanted an acoustic ‘flat-top’ model ‘like the one Travis has’. L. O. Holley bought him a cheap Harmony model from a pawnshop; brother Travis, who’d learned to play during wartime service with the Marines, showed him the first one-finger chords; from there on, Buddy was seldom seen without a guitar in his hands. He’d strum and sing in his room, on the front steps of his house and on the long daily journey to and from school.




    For a Texas boy with his first guitar in the late nineteen-forties there was only one kind of music to play and sing. It was country music (in Texas, more commonly known as ‘Western’ music), the folk songs of the American frontier, ballads of the prairie, the cattle-range and the campfire. Forged inside the circled wagons of the first pioneers, it was music that knew no barriers of age or class. ‘Country-style’ meant family, friends and neighbours; the community spirit, harmony and togetherness which were the youthful nation’s most cherished virtues. Its quintessential form was the hoedown, barn-dance or ‘jamboree’, with straw bales for seats, pies and lemonade set out on red-and-white gingham cloths, fiddles sawing, hens clucking, grandpappies and small children clapping along together. Two Saturday-night radio shows, hugely popular throughout the South in Buddy’s childhood, were presented in this homely manner before a live audience – the Louisiana Hayride, transmitted by station KWKH in Shreveport, Louisiana; and the famous Grand Ole Opry, transmitted by station WSM from country music’s capital, Nashville, Tennessee.




    But first and foremost, country was white man’s music, as bare-faced a declaration of white supremacy as the drinking-fountains, lunchrooms and public benches available to some and not to others throughout the unreformed South. Like their housing, drinking, eating and transport, black people’s music was subject to rigid segregation. The whole panoply of blues genius, from Blind Lemon Jefferson and Robert Johnson to Muddy Waters and John Lee Hooker, was lumped together under the same condescending classification of ‘specialty’ or ‘race’ music’, ferociously corralled off from the ears of white people, especially women and children; allowed to be retailed only to black audiences in black-owned clubs and halls, and broadcast only over black-operated radio stations. Country music, with its formality and decorum, epitomized white civilization and refinement to godfearing Southern minds, just as the blues, with its simplicity, humour, sexual frankness and insidious rhythm, epitomized every possible nuance of the word ‘sin’.




    For all country music’s huge popularity, it had barely begun to be commercialized when Buddy came to it at the tail end of the forties. The public at large knew it mainly as incidental music for cowboy movies, warbled by buckskinned heroes like Gene Autry or Roy Rogers and the Sons of the Pioneers. Its single splash of contemporary glamour was Hank Williams, whose idiosyncratic yodelling vocal style managed to suggest youth rather than late middle-age, and whose songs, like ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’, ‘Hey, Good Lookin’’ and ‘Jambalaya’, regularly ‘crossed over’ from the purely country sphere to become international pop hits. Williams is regarded as the first true pop singer-songwriter, not least for creating an image that was tantalizingly aloof, yet troubled and vulnerable. He was to die of drugs and drink in 1953, aged only twenty-nine, one of the earliest intimations that fame, wealth and adulation need not necessarily be beneficial to one’s health.




    The style of country music varied according to the regional psyche which fostered it. From the eastern South came ‘blue-grass’, a frenetically fast and nimble banjo-led sound, popularized far and wide by Bill Monroe and the Bluegrass Boys, and the duo of Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs, who picked together as competitively as if their banjo and guitar were duelling rapiers. Along the paranoiacally guarded frontier with Mexico, it became chilli-flavoured ‘Tex-Mex’; down around the Louisiana bayous, it took on the accordions and accent of the French colonists to become ‘Cajun’; to its detractors it was ‘hillbilly’, redolent of remote mountain regions where families still carried on blood feuds with shotguns. The open, windy Texas plains, and the restless energy of its people, had fostered a further zestful subdivision called ‘Western Swing’, whose chief exponents, Bob Wills and Hank Thompson, fronted groups augmented by brass and drums – similar to what a later era would term ‘showbands’ – and made music specifically for energetic dancing.




    The songs which Buddy learned to sing and strum as a twelve-year-old were his parents’, and grandparents’, favourites – sentimental cowboy ballads, folk songs, spirituals handed down from tent-meetings on open prairies a century earlier. Like many young people, he was fascinated by Hank Williams and would gamely try to copy the way that Williams’s yodel pulverized simple words like ‘do’ and ‘cry’ into half a dozen or more breath-jerking syllables on ‘Lovesick Blues’, the jukebox hit of the hour. He followed the same stars that every adult country fan did: Jimmy Rodgers, ‘the Singing Brakeman’, the Carter Family and Hank Snow, whose ‘train songs’ were the first in Western music to introduce a driving, finger-snapping beat. ‘He started learning the banjo, too,’ Larry Holley remembers. ‘Seems like he picked that up in just a matter of days.’




    At his first elementary school, Roscoe Wilson, he had got to know another guitar enthusiast, a plump, rather matronly-looking boy named Bob Montgomery whose parents ran the Gin Café (named after the cotton-processing machine, not the liquor) on the south side of town. Buddy and Bob spent long hours practising at each other’s houses, modelling themselves on blue-grass duos like the Louvin Brothers and Johnny and Jack, whose high tenor harmonies suited their unbroken voices. They even managed to get hold of a wire-recorder, precursor of the tape-recorder, and put down middle-aged country tracks like ‘Footprints In The Snow’, ‘I’ll Just Pretend’ and ‘Take These Shackles From My Heart’. At the beginning, and for some time to come, Bob Montgomery seemed the more talented of the pair: he would usually sing lead while Buddy supplied the harmony. ‘I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, and Buddy’s two brothers and his sister were much older than he was, so we became kind of like brothers,’ Montgomery says now. ‘I don’t really remember him having any personality in those days. He was just a scrawny, gangly kid.’




    When Buddy was thirteen, his family moved back into Lubbock, settling at 3315 36th Street. This meant he could attend J. T. Hutchinson junior high school with many of the city friends he had made at Roscoe Wilson. They included Bob Montgomery and two others who were to be crucial in his early musical development, Don Guess and Jerry Ivan Allison. Out of school hours, he found a further kindred spirit in Jack Neal, a diminutive seventeen-year-old with a quiet voice and wide smile, then working with L. O. Holley as a carpenter’s helper. ‘At lunchtime, I’d get my guitar out of the car and set and play out in the sun,’ Neal remembers. ‘One day, Mr L. O. Holley saw me and said “My boy Buddy plays guitar, too. You all ought to get together.” ’




    The two boys formed a duo, ‘Buddy and Jack’, and started appearing in the talent shows which continually cropped up in the little towns round about Lubbock: Meadow, Whiteface, Abernathy, Levelland. Jack Neal sang lead while Buddy supplied the guitar riffs that are to country music what vegetable ‘florettes’ are to modern haute cuisine: decorative, painstaking and about as exciting as puréed carrot or tomato. ‘We started writing songs together, too,’ Jack says. ‘Only in those days, you didn’t call it that. You just called it makin’ up songs.




    ‘Buddy was real quiet and shy – but not all the time. He could be a cut-up, too. He loved the car I used to have, an off-yellow and brown ’48 Fleetline Chevrolet. ’Cause the only thing Buddy had to drive at the time was his Daddy’s Dodge flatbed truck. The old Fleetline had a throttle-lever and a choke-lever. One of Buddy’s favourite things to do while we were driving along was to suddenly reach over and pull on the throttle. The car’d leap forward; I’d slap his hand away. Then he’d lean and pull on the choke. That car’d be leaping and jumping down the highway like some ol’ firecracker.’




    In September 1952, along with Bob Montgomery, Buddy began his first semester at Tom S. Lubbock High School. The school is still there on 19th Street, a long biscuit-coloured fac¸ade whose formal high windows and terracotta roof give it somewhat the appearance of an oversized Spanish hacienda. Once more, the timelessness of an American institution contrasts with the neurotic impermanence of a British one: while our education system is endlessly overhauled and fiddled with, theirs remains unchanged in structure from generation to generation. At Lubbock High, you can walk the same grey-shiny passageways that Buddy would have done forty-four years ago; past the same high-ceilinged classrooms and bulky staircases and the rows of steel lockers, any one of which might have contained his books and had his class timetable taped inside its louvred door.




    One of the more agreeable American high school traditions is the Yearbook, an expensively bound annual volume – so much classier than the smudgy samizdat magazines and newsletters of British schools – containing a miniature photograph of each student as well as news about staff appointments and academic and sporting achievements. You can go to Lubbock High’s administrative offices today, and a kindly, boyish old man in a bow tie will show you the Yearbooks back to Buddy’s time and before. Here he is in the 1953 edition, pictured among the Class of ’55 (i.e. the year they are due to graduate). At sixteen, he is hardly recognizable as the person he will become; chubby-faced, big-eared, with slicked-flat hair, a rather anxious, uncertain smile – and no glasses. He did not take to wearing those until his senior year, 1955, when one of his teachers sent a note to his parents, urgently recommending them to have his eyes tested. The subsequent examination, by Lubbock opthalmologist Dr J. Davis Armistead (another unsung but crucial link in the Buddy Holly story), revealed his vision to be 20/800, four times the minimum requirement for certification as legally blind. His first pair of glasses, unveiled with no visible pleasure or pride in that fall’s Yearbook, had lightweight plastic frames with an ostentatious zigzag design on the earpieces. These were soon exchanged for ‘half-frames’, a classic piece of fifties design which, with their transparent lower area, seemed to give the wearer an additional pair of thick, dark eyebrows.




    For the mid-fifties adolescent, particularly in America, most particularly in Texas, wearing glasses meant saying goodbye to any hope of being thought good-looking or interesting, and accepting relegation to a risible subspecies of over-bookish weakling. The only bespectacled figure in popular culture was Clark Kent, the ‘mild-mannered reporter’ who was the alter ego, and antithesis in every way, of Superman. But that was, alas, not Buddy Holley’s only physical demerit. The chubby cuteness of his toddlerhood had given way to almost painful skinniness; though he was tall enough, almost a six-footer eventually, when he turned sideways you could hardly see him. Ever-ready and winning though his broad smile might be, it revealed an extreme case of what were called ‘West Texas teeth’, not only crooked but dulled and stained brown by the region’s over-fluorided water. It hardly helped that his complexion was good, his face almost free of adolescent spots and blackheads. ‘He was what today we’d call a nerd,’ a Lubbock High classmate, Jane Liver-more, remembers. ‘I don’t think any of us took him seriously in those days.’




    At all three of his previous schools he had been a diligent student, and at Lubbock High he kept up the good work. His report cards show a steady stream of A’s and B’s, though there could be lapses when his guitar beckoned more strongly than home-study. His best subject was English: he had been a reporter on his junior high school’s newspaper, learning to type in the process, and had once won a decorative pin in an essay competition organized by a paper in Fort Worth. In essays and letters, as later in his songs, he expressed himself with unfailing clarity and succinctness. His handwriting was neat and legible, though little like standard American italic. His signature had a particular flourish – almost as if anticipating the autograph-signing to come – with its elongated capital B and H, its long-tailed, slightly wavery d’s, l’s and y’s.




    If resigned never to be the class Adonis, he was fussy about his clothes and personal grooming. Jerry Allison, who had also followed him to Lubbock High from J. T. Hutchinson, noticed how an indulgent mother provided him with a clean, crisply starched and flawlessly ironed shirt each day; how his white socks shone and his black loafers sparkled; how even his Levis always had a knife-edge crease in them. ‘His hair bothered him more than anything else,’ Jack Neal remembers. ‘It was always real curly, and he didn’t care for that. He wanted it to be straight so he could comb it right back like the smart guys. He used to say he’d never have had curly hair like that if his folks hadn’t made him wear a toboggan [woollen hat] when he was a little kid.’




    Music loomed large in Lubbock High’s curriculum. The school had two mixed a cappella choirs and a band which performed at sports events and ‘assemblies’ (regular impromptu concerts in the assembly hall). Buddy joined both choirs, the sophomore Choralaires and the junior-senior Westernaires, but seemed content to remain just another voice among many. The school also cultivated a strong cowboy flavour, naming its students and sports teams ‘Westerners’ and holding an annual ‘Westerners Round-up’, with suitable dress and music. One Round-up souvenir programme records that Bob Montgomery had written a song called ‘Flower Of My Heart’ especially for the occasion. Bob’s name figures prominently on the list of ‘Wranglers’ (participants) but Buddy’s isn’t mentioned.




    The drippy, nerdish look of his early teenage years was in fact wholly misleading. Although totally uninterested in organized sports, he enjoyed the outdoor life, going on regular hunting and fishing trips with his brothers and cousins. In August 1952, while on vacation in Colorado, he wrote his big sister Pat that he’d enjoyed swimming in both the Pecos and Rio Grande rivers, despite the icy coldness of the water.




    From his father he had inherited both a versatile practical streak and a capacity for hard manual work belied by his beanpole physique. His eldest brother, Larry, had augmented the family’s meagre income by starting a tiling business a couple of years earlier: during vacation times, Buddy would help L.O. on house-framing contracts and go out on tiling jobs with Larry, who taught him to set plain red tiles on roofs and fancy ceramic ones around kitchens and bathrooms. ‘When I laid tile, I took a lot of care but went real slow,’ Larry remembers. ‘Travis went fast, but sometimes used to skimp the work. Buddy could go fast and take care.’




    The principal of his several hobbies was leatherwork. He would make wallets and purses as gifts for his family and friends, hand-tooled with intricate Western-style curves and swirls. He also drew and painted and, as he grew older, became interested in industrial drafting and blueprint-making, an occupation which so suited his neat, painstaking nature that he began to think of it as a possible career.




    At Lubbock High, his main extra-mural activity was membership of the school’s Industrial Co-Operative Training chapter, a social club designed to introduce students to prospective employers from local industries. Buddy and Bob Montgomery were stalwarts of ICT’s Chapter 95, which also provided a willing audience for their country music partnership. They would perform at chapter-meetings as well as at more formal occasions like the banquet for the Lubbock Real Estates Board. Buddy was elected a vice-president of Chapter 95, and also served on its entertainments committee. At parties and barbecues, he would be put in charge of the games: balloon-bursting, pillow-stuffing and the like.




    His nature was genial, considerate and endlessly obliging, but with an edge of self-assurance – almost cockiness – the result of growing up the adored and petted ‘baby’ of the Holley family. In particular, his brother Larry remembers, patience was a concept almost unknown to him. ‘With Buddy, everything had to be right now. If he wanted to write a song, he’d just pick up his guitar and get right on with it. If he felt like doing some leatherwork, even if the family wasn’t through with Thanksgiving dinner, he’d go get all his tools and materials and spread them out on the floor. It was almost like he knew he didn’t have much time to do all the things he wanted.’




    For all his glasses and gawkiness, the lottery of teenage romance seemed to have dealt him a winning ticket. At his first elementary school, Roscoe Wilson, he had met a tiny girl with glossy dark eyebrows, a captivating smile and the equally captivating name of Echo McGuire. Echo came from a prosperous background: her father owned McGuire’s drive-in dry-cleaners, and her house on 20th Street, close to the Texas Tech campus, was considerably grander than the Holley family’s rented one on 36th. There was also a great religious divide. While the Holleys were Tabernacle Baptists, the McGuires were Church of Christ, a sect if possible even more zealous in its scriptural observances and sterner in its definition of worldly sin. Larry Holley had once dated a Church of Christ girl, but had been forced to break up with her by the extreme disapproval of their respective ministers. ‘Our two churches just don’t see eyeball to eyeball about anything.’




    Buddy and Echo became friends at Roscoe Wilson, losing touch for a couple of years when Buddy’s family moved outside the Lubbock school system and he had to transfer temporarily to Roosevelt Elementary. They met up again at Hutchinson Junior High, by which time Buddy had begun playing music with Bob Montgomery. Buddy, Bob and Echo became a threesome, spending long hours playing ping-pong together at Echo’s house. It wasn’t until well into their sophomore year at Lubbock High that Buddy put the relationship into different gear by asking Echo for a date. They went to a football game together, and afterwards to the Hi-D-Ho drive-in at College (now University) Avenue and Second Place, which in those days was the favourite meeting-place of Lubbock’s teenage crowd. From an archetypal round, flat-roofed servery, ‘Hidey burgers’, ‘Hidey fries’ and ‘Hidey pies’ were sped to the semicircle of parked cars by waitresses, or carhops, in scarlet and white uniforms with military-style pillbox hats. For Buddy and his friends, the favourite evening amusement was what they called ‘circling the Ho’ – driving their borrowed family cars round and round the Hi-D-Ho, exchanging pleasantries or challenges through their wound-down windows, periodically stopping to continue the dialogue over yet another round of cheeseburgers and malts.




    Echo McGuire was a catch in anyone’s terms, barely five feet tall, with an aureole of fluffy hair and a more than usually seductive West Texan drawl. An exceptional student, she quickly went on to Lubbock High’s honour-roll with straight A’s. She was also a deeply serious girl who unquestioningly accepted the rigorous teaching of her church, even though it cancelled one of teenagerdom’s chief pleasures. The Church of Christ used no music in its services and forbade dancing.




    Echo’s father, O. W. ‘Mac’ McGuire, had initially thought her too young to go steady, but he and his wife, Pansie, were won over by Buddy’s respectfulness, good manners and charm. Though the McGuires were much better off than the Holleys, and Echo had grown up with many luxuries Buddy had lacked, the two families became on amicable terms. Even their opposing religious creeds did not present the obstacle that might have been expected. Buddy regularly accompanied Echo to services at the Church of Christ’s richly endowed establishment on Broadway, and took part in get-togethers and expeditions organized by its youth group. For her sake, he even gave up Lubbock High’s annual Prom, the dance where she would have been a scripturally enforced wallflower, instead escorting her to the banquet and entertainment which the Church of Christ provided as an alternative. Echo still has the frothy white ‘formals’ (evening gowns) she wore at two such functions.




    Back at her family’s old home in 1996, she demonstrates how she’d watch for Buddy from her bedroom window above the neat front garden with its white picket fence. He’d always come in, say ‘Hello’ to her parents and sit for a while on the ottoman that still stands among the antique vases and marble surfaces in Pansie McGuire’s drawing-room. Then the two would set off together in Buddy’s family car, bound for a football or basketball game, or a session at Lawson’s roller-skating rink on College Avenue, near the Hi-D-Ho. Echo owned a horse, a mare named Gipsy, and Buddy and she would go riding together on the Texas Tech campus – which then, as now, encompassed large tracts of open countryside – or hike together in Palo Duro Canyon, a scenic area in the Texas Panhandle, south of Amarillo. Their relationship was easy, humorous, understanding, above all perfectly chaste. As Echo remembers now, ‘Buddy didn’t even kiss me until we’d been going together for a year.’




    Even in his decorous wooing of Echo McGuire, the impudent and anarchic side of Buddy’s nature was apt to break out. She remembers once accompanying him to a Tabernacle Baptist service, so much looser than the Church of Christ’s with its music and informality. ‘The Minister was asking for donations for missionary work and he looked at Buddy and said, “How about you, Buddy, will you give ten dollars?” Buddy said, “Do you think I’d be here if I had ten dollars?” I turned several shades of pink and almost crawled under the pew.’




    The most illuminating glimpse of him as a sixteen-year-old, however, comes down to us in his own words. Early in 1953, his English class at Lubbock High was asked to write an essay entitled ‘My Autobiography’. Buddy’s effort (written on pages from a jotting-pad given out by the Morrow Thomas Hardware Co., Amarillo) is mainly a rueful inventory of his current academic and personal problems. However, it reveals in passing that his musical ambitions are already quite serious. There is also a whisper of the personality we recognize from his music – modest, unpretentious and confiding; doubtful about what the future will bring, but resolved to hope for the best:




    

      

        

          . . . Little did I know what the last nine weeks of my sophomore year held in store for me. This will make the second time I have given my English theme for my test; I got kicked out of Plane Geometry class in the last week of school; I am behind with my Biology work and will probably fail every course I’m taking. At least that’s the way I feel. But why quit there? I may as well go ahead and tell all. My father’s out of town on a fishing trip, and he is really going to be proud of my latest accomplishments when he gets back. As of now I have these on the list. When I was driving our pickup Sunday afternoon against a hard wind, the hood came unfastened and blew up and now it’s bent so that it won’t fasten down good. Before I got home, I stopped at a boy’s house and he knocked a baseball into the front glass, shattering it all over me. As if that wasn’t enough, I had an appointment to apply for a job with a drafting firm yesterday afternoon and when my mother came after me, she let me drive on towards town. I had bought a picture of the choir and she was looking at it. She asked where I was, and I pointed to my picture. Just as I looked back up we hit the back of a Chrysler and tore the front end of our car up. So you see, I hope my father gets to catching so many fish that he will forget to come back for a little while.




          Well, that’s enough of bad things for a while. I have many hobbies. Some of these are hunting, fishing, leather-work, reading, painting and playing western music. I have thought of making a career out of western music if I am good enough but I will just have to wait and see how that turns out. I like drafting and have thought a lot about making it my life’s work, but I guess everything will just have to wait and turn out for the best.
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