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For Stella.

Dream big.




	
MEMBER BURNETT:


	How many planes do you own right now?




	MR. BUFFETT:

	Four. A couple of—one for business. Two for business. And the others just for kind of fun.




	MEMBER REID:

	Do you fly all those?




	MR. BUFFETT:

	I fly a seaplane. I fly the jet. I fly a Pilatus. We don’t have the big plane anymore. The plane that was involved in the Jamaica thing is on a static display in Orlando at our restaurant.




	MEMBER BURNETT:

	My last question for you, sir, looking at your corporate chart and the success that you have had with Margaritaville, and it clearly is extensive, I think you mentioned or your attorney mentioned that you wrote the song in 1977. When you wrote that song did you have any idea what it would become?




	MR. BUFFETT:

	It’s been a pretty good song. No, it was written in five minutes about a hot day in Austin, Texas, with a margarita and with a beautiful woman. I finished it in Key West. I had no idea.




	 

	
—From the testimony of James William Buffett, chairman of the board, Margaritaville Holdings, before the Nevada Gaming Control Board, March 7, 2012









* Chapter 1 *


Once Upon a Time in Key West

Captain Tony’s Saloon, at 428 Greene St., Key West, Florida, was once an icehouse, and then a morgue. Actually, it was an icehouse and a morgue simultaneously, because that’s a smart use of resources on a little island.

By the time the U.S.S. Maine exploded in Havana Harbor in 1898, the building had become a telegraph station—the first to receive the news, and from there it moved to the rest of the nation. They say the tree growing up through the bar these days was the hanging tree, from which sixteen pirates and one murderous woman (in a blue dress) met their end—but they say a lot of things in the tropics. “It was the base of the mast for the DeForest Wireless Telegraph install in 1905–1906,” Monroe County historian Tom Hambright says. Captain Tony Terracino, who died in 2008 at the age of 92, did enjoy mixing his facts and his fictions.

For a while, the building was a cigar factory. But for the most part, 428 Greene has been home to bars—a whole bunch of bars: legal and illegal, gay and not specifically, and all manner in between. Now, as it was in the beginning, Captain Tony’s is a place to cool off.

Sloppy Joe Russell opened Sloppy Joe’s there in 1933. Hemingway drank there back before where Hemingway drank meant much to the bottom line. Aside from his tab, anyway. No one had thought to put him on a T-shirt. And T-shirts in general, while popular on the shrimp docks and in the bars, hadn’t been turned into a business plan because there weren’t enough tourists to keep a T-shirt operation in the black.

In 1937, the building’s owner tried to raise Joe’s rent from $3 a week to $4 a week. Disinclined to pay such an outlandish amount, he moved Sloppy Joe’s a block up the street to the corner of Greene and Duval.

Anthony Terracino arrived in Key West in 1948 and for the same reason so many have landed in Key West over the years. He was running away. Specifically, he needed to put some distance between himself and the gangsters who’d left him for dead in a New Jersey dump. In 1958, he bought 428 Greene from David Wolkowsky, whose grandfather had opened a store in Key West in the 1880s and begun collecting properties David would spend much of his life managing, renovating, and enjoying.
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Captain Tony would, over the years, build a résumé like a Dos Equis ad—the most interesting man in his world: saloon proprietor, bootlegger, gunrunner, raconteur, lothario. “All you need in life is a tremendous sex drive and a great ego; brains don’t mean a shit,” he liked to say. And so when people figured out you could move a lot of T-shirts, they put that slogan on Captain Tony’s T-shirts. Then they put it on posters. The beer koozies say “Oldest Bar in Florida.”

Captain Tony’s was the hangout at the dawn of the seventies, one of them at least. Novelist and poet Jim Harrison was there, working out alongside friend and fellow writer Tom McGuane. They’d gone to Michigan State University together and so Harrison would hit town from up north and crash at McGuane’s place on Ann Street.

Tom Corcoran was a kid from Shaker Heights, Ohio, just out of the navy, six-feet-five, fit, fresh-faced, and not as innocent as he looked working a taco cart on the street.

“What are you doing?” Harrison said to Corcoran one night, giving him a good look over.

“Selling tacos,” Corcoran said.

“I can see that. Are you a poet or something?”

Corcoran said he was indeed a writer, and he eventually showed Harrison some poems and lyrics. Harrison asked Corcoran to send six of his pieces up to Michigan, where Harrison was planning on publishing a journal of poems. Corcoran never sent them. He still has them marked in a folder and kicks at the memory, but he had a taco cart in Key West back then. He was busy.

The navy sent Corcoran to Key West in 1968. Not long after he left the service in 1969, he headed north to Montreal for a few days, and then south until he ran out of money around Fort Lauderdale. He got a job digging ditches and slept on the floor of an ex-girlfriend’s apartment. He’d hoped for more than the floor, but ditch diggers can’t be choosers. As soon as he got his first paycheck, he dropped the shovel and pointed himself farther south to where U.S. 1 runs out near the ocean. It was winter 1969. It was cold as hell in Ohio when he walked into Captain Tony’s. “And I thought, Shit, this is exactly what I need,” Corcoran says.

He eventually landed in a second-floor apartment in a former cigar factory that’s now the Simonton Court Hotel. He kicked around and weighed his options for a couple of weeks before he called Boston and told his girlfriend Judy she should quit her perfectly good job at an advertising agency and join him on an island closer to Cuba than Miami. And she did just that. Before long, she was working at Captain Tony’s and Tom had the taco cart and Harrison had a little piece of a novel.

“When the blond one whose name was Judy bent over the cooler to get our beer we were cleanly mooned,” Harrison wrote in 1973’s A Good Day to Die. “Polka-dot panties. But I knew she was hopeless because she lived with a rather affable freak who sold tacos from a pushcart.”

Harrison’s narrator was sitting at the bar in Captain Tony’s, and that was Judy and Tom, and that is how the southernmost city in the continental United States collected people to play together and inspire one another in the shadow of Hemingway’s mythology.

Most of the crowd was literary; some were painters or potters. But there weren’t a lot of people, period, and no musicians to speak of. Sometimes Jerry Jeff Walker, who was living on Summerland Key, would roar into town drunk at the wheel of a red Corvette convertible he bought with “Mr. Bojangles” money—maybe most of the “Mr. Bojangles” money at that point. The Nitty Gritty Dirt Band had only recently made it a top-ten hit.

Short on pocket change, Jerry Jeff would play the song for cash in the bar to people who probably didn’t even know he’d written it. “And he’d sit there and sing it and I’d go, ‘Mother of God, I’m sitting here listening to Jerry Jeff Walker sing ‘Mr. Bojangles,’ ” Corcoran says. “So I introduced myself. And of course everyone liked to hang around with Judy.” (See also: panties, polka-dot.)

Sometime around the spring of 1970, and allegedly at the request of Sheriff Bobby Brown, Walker relocated near Miami, to the bohemian enclave of Coconut Grove. Teresa Clark—a bartender at Sloppy Joe’s everyone called Murphy—joined him. Corcoran visited once. He remembers a lot of sangria and a terrible hangover.

Up in America, the story was unease. Peace and love were history. The headlines read Vietnam—and then into Cambodia we went. Charles Manson and his family went on trial. Four were killed and nine wounded at Kent State. The Beatles broke up.

But down in the tropics, the living was easy for all the right people who had found the right place at the right time. In Key West, there were sentences to craft, and brush strokes to perfect. There were tarpon and bonefish to hunt. The drugs were plentiful, and the sex wouldn’t kill you. America’s malaise hadn’t made it to the end of U.S. 1 and neither had the tourists. Much to the dismay of civic leaders.

On May 7, 1971, the Key West Citizen relayed the news from the Monroe County Advertising Commission’s meeting at a restaurant in Marathon: “The commission has contracted for a billboard at Disney World which will be located between the exhibition gate and main gate . . . This brings the total of Monroe County advertising billboards throughout the state to 40.”

The cost of the billboards was $140 per month, 12-month lease with an option to renew. In February 1971, peak season, Homestead, Florida, had registered 7,204 visitors heading south toward the Overseas Highway. The Florida Keys needed to bump that number. They were running out of viable—or at least legal—business options.

Not a week after that story, the front page of the Citizen announced cuts to city services in the name of austerity. For ninety days, the only purchases Key West could make would be emergency purchases.

Not that civic austerity was much of concern in the Old Anchor Inn (aka the Snake Pit). Nor in Captain Tony’s, or Crazy Ophelia’s, or Howie’s Lounge, or anywhere else where the locals, scraping by anyway, could always scrape together enough for the emergency purchase of another round.

Tom and Judy got married and moved to Grinnell Street. They had a son, Sebastian. Tom went to work bartending at the Chart Room, where the sheriff who ran Jerry Jeff to Coconut Grove would drink alongside treasure hunters who hung out with dope smugglers who knew the shrimpers who didn’t kick the shit out of the artists.

Spring gave way to summer. Hurricane season arrived and, before it came to an end, was joined by election season. Key West needed to pick a mayor. The sewer system was one issue. The Conch Train, the rattling choo choo—a “tourist toy,” as Shel Silverstein would later describe it—that roams the streets of Key West guiding visitors through island lore, was another. Should the city buy the tour company? Shouldn’t the city fix any number of other problems first? Like maybe the streets the Conch Train runs on? Didn’t matter in the end. The city couldn’t get the $300,000 in necessary financing. The Conch Train wasn’t an emergency.

Charles “Sonny” McCoy won the election. The Chamber of Commerce’s cruise ship committee launched a fundraising drive to pay for entertainment at Mallory Square when the M.S. Seaward would arrive. “Hippies are not welcome in Mexico now,” an Associated Press story in the Citizen announced. At the Sands Restaurant and Cocktail Lounge, “the one and only” Billy Nine Fingers was playing ragtime, pop, and classics. Over at the American Legion on Stock Island, Decca recording artists Bill and Betty Howard offered country music, “the Nashville Sound,” an ad promised. Life on the little island went on weird and wild.

Then one day Jerry Jeff and Murphy rode back into town aboard the Flying Lady—Jerry Jeff’s 1947 Packard—and they brought a friend, another singer who’d thought he’d had a gig at the Flick, a famous Coral Gables folk club. When he got to the club, the club told him he was a week early. With time to kill, Jerry Jeff and Murphy brought him straight to Corcoran and the Chart Room, with its low capacity, dark wood, scuffed floors, thumbtacked navigational charts, and Mos Eisley charm.

“And of course the story goes they stopped at every bar down the Keys,” Corcoran says. “They didn’t. They couldn’t have made it.”

Maybe yes, maybe no, but they did charge into the Chart Room and Jerry Jeff did announce their arrival in a style befitting the local custom: “We need a drink!” he boomed. Off in the corner, a washboard player scrubbed along to an autoharp. Vic Latham, who’d been sitting at the bar, rose to greet Jerry Jeff. They knew each other from New Orleans in sixties. It was Latham, in fact, who bailed Jerry Jeff from jail the night he wrote “Mr. Bojangles.”

Latham had been good for a couch and a little pocket change when he found a musician in need. Thanks to New Orleans, Latham knew the third member of the traveling party, too.

Jerry Jeff shook hands with Corcoran, who gave Murphy a hug and was then introduced to the new guy, Jimmy Something. Jerry Jeff mumbled (or slurred) the last name unrecognizable.

“Hey, Jimmy,” Corcoran said. “Whatcha drinking?”

“Heineken,” Jimmy Something said.

“First one’s free,” Corcoran said.

Someone mentioned Jimmy was a singer, too. From Nashville. They drank some more. Did his busted marriage come up? Who remembers? There was more drinking. The edges blurred into lights and laughter. Night grabbed hold of the island. Jimmy Something found a warm welcome.

“I think he must have hooked up with a young woman,” Corcoran says.

He did.

“I woke up, and I didn’t know where I was,” Jimmy Buffett said forty-four years later, looking out from a stage on a beach on the other side of the island. “And that was okay, because there was a young lady who said, ‘That’s okay. Let’s go ride the Conch Train.’ So we got a jug of wine and sat on the back of the Conch Train—facing backwards.”

Kierkegaard said something about life being understood backward, but lived forward. What Buffett saw from a miniature train moving in one direction, in a seat facing the other, was exactly what he needed.

Nashville had turned cold and gray. The weather sucked, too. He hadn’t conquered “Music City.” “Music City” barely noticed he was there.

Key West felt like a dream born of favorite books and old television shows, of family history come to life along rutted roads in a town with a budget deficit and a surplus of charm. He’d gone searching for elsewhere and found it at the last American exit. Key West looked like a good place to lick some wounds and catch his breath.

Bouncing along on the back of the Conch Train with a jug of wine and a new friend, Buffett saw a future where “the smilin’ eyes match the smilin’ faces.” He saw . . . a song—unlike any he’d written. He scribbled it down: “I Have Found Me a Home.”

He’d quickly meet McGuane, who’d introduce him to everyone, including Harrison. He’d perfect his “ ‘bar singer goes wild on the rebound’ routine”—as Buffett phrased it in a remembrance of Harrison after he died in March 2016. “Many generations of misfits have claimed Key West as their town,” Buffett continued, “but I would have to argue that, in the early 70s, it truly was our town.”

But only he would figure out how to package and sell it.



* Chapter 2 *


The Mythical, Mystical, Poetic, Romantic, and Artistic History of Jimmy Buffett

The Chiquimula lies somewhere beneath the black water where the Blakely River flows into Mobile Bay. She burned to the waterline in 1953—a “fire of undetermined origin,” the paper said the next day—but for years she remained visible at low tide, fading away, little by little, until she was more memory than roadside curiosity.

By the time the Chiquimula burned, she’d been sitting next to the causeway for thirteen years. Storms had robbed her of three of her four towering masts, but none of her mysteriousness. To Gulf Coast tourists armed with cameras, and to artists who’d sit on the riverbank and put brush to canvas, she was a beautifully decrepit hulk—176 feet of “what’s her story?”

“And like a lady who has been around a bit—her presence has inspired a world of gossip,” the Mobile Press-Register wrote on March 10, 1946.

If the gang in Key West wondered where the new guy had come from, the Chiquimula held a few clues. Jimmy Buffett wasn’t the first Buffett to set out for adventure—that would have been his grandfather, the Chiquimula’s former captain.

“Skipper Draws Back Pages On History of Sailing Ship,” read the headline striped across page 1-B that long ago Sunday. “Schooner Deserted in Mobile Bay Skirted World Before Taking Rest.” Captain James Buffett, then residing at 316 McKinley St., Pascagoula, Mississippi, shared a little of his history, too.

He’d been aboard another windjammer, running oil and ammunition to Europe during World War I. Before that, he’d “hustled case oil” to Japan for the Standard Oil Company and taken a stab at seal hunting in the Indian Ocean.

When he made call in Mobile in 1946, he was delivering the 440-foot aircraft repair ship Maj. Gen. Robert Olds to the Mobile Air Technical Service Command for decommissioning. A year earlier, he’d guided the Olds through a typhoon off Okinawa, riding out 60-foot seas and 142-mile-an-hour winds.

“From windjammers to B-29s is the story of Capt. Buffett,” the Press-Register wrote, “and while he admits he would rather have the rolling quarterdeck under his feet, he had to concede the airplane was here to stay after making a round trip from Guam to Oklahoma City via Superfortress.”

Built in Seattle for United Fruit Company, the Chiquimula launched in 1917 hauling railroad and steel parts to the company’s Central American plantations. When Captain Buffett took command in February 1924, she was carrying lumber, salt, and coal between the West Indies and the United States. He sailed her until 1927, long enough to put a fast end to one rumor. Had the old ship been part of the rum-running fleet off New Orleans during the nation’s “dry spell”? “No, sir,” the captain said. “I don’t believe it. She’s far too slow!”

He recalled pushing her through a hurricane north of Cuba en route to the Canary Islands. “The gallant ship weathered the blow,” the paper said, “although she strained her timbers to such an extent that she has leaked from that day to this.”

Then there was the time the wind stopped. Running salt from the British West Indies to New York, the Chiquimula was stranded for three days off Atlantic City. “For a while,” the New York Daily News reported on page two of its Sunday, September 20, 1925, edition, “the outlook was black . . . Helpless in a dead calm, she finally signaled a coast guard cutter and got a scanty supply of food to bring her to New York.” When the Daily News reporter visited the Chiquimula in quarantine, Captain Buffett had gone ashore to “clear his ship,” but his wife and two children, Jimmy and Patricia, were among those aboard. “Mrs. Buffett,” as Hilda was identified, said it was her second time to sea with her husband, and likely her last. The ship’s first mate—”taciturn and short of speech”—shrugged while reading a paper. “You have to expect calms and short rations now and then,” he said.

Captain Buffett shared his first mate’s nonchalance. Something as elemental as a lack of wind wasn’t going to keep him from the sea. In 1961, when the Press-Register attempted another story on the remains of the Chiquimula, writer Ed Lee was left to fall back on earlier reporting. “We tried to contact Capt. Buffett,” Lee wrote, “but he is still going to sea. At present he is master of the Tiny Tim, a pogey boat operated by Smith Fish Meal Co. of Pascagoula and he was away from port every time we tried to reach him. However, according to our records, the good captain, who told us he began his career as a mariner at fifteen, has been sailing for forty-nine years.”

Fifteen. Other versions of the story put James Delaney Buffett Sr. to sea at thirteen, fourteen, or sixteen. In all of them, he was young when he jumped out the window of his family’s home in Sydney, Nova Scotia, hopped a ship, and set out into the world, putting oceans between himself and the dark, cramped coal mines dotting the landscape back home.

The thought of a life confined in those mines, huffing dust and dirt with every breath, might have been enough to push him and his younger brother (William) out that window toward whatever unknown sat waiting beyond the horizon. More than a leap from a window, it was a leap of almost unimaginable faith in what could be.

From Nova Scotia, James Buffett worked his way to Pascagoula, Mississippi, and back out of Pascagoula, and back to Pascagoula. Returning again and again to Horn Island, one of a string of barrier islands in the Gulf of Mexico where ships hauling lumber would moor and unload. While the ships were emptied, sailors waited and wandered and crashed in boarding houses.

Mrs. Seymour’s place was on the Pascagoula River, but its nickname, the Singing River, is more poetic. Legend holds that the Pascagoula tribe worshipped a mermaid and when the first Catholic missionary arrived in the 1500s, the mermaid, not particularly interested in competition, rose from the water and called the Pascagoula to her with a song. They followed her voice into the river’s waters and were never seen again. But they are heard—in a low hum over the river that builds to a crescendo and continues to this day. No one’s been able to explain it, but in an 1890 story written for Popular Science Monthly, Pascagoula resident Charles E. Chidsey did identify the song’s single note. It’s an F.

A more peaceful (if no less alluring) siren’s song drew Captain Buffett to Pascagoula on a more semipermanent basis. The oldest of Mrs. Seymour’s seven children was Hilda, who was seventeen in 1916 when James Buffett walked into the boarding house.

The best telling of the story belongs not to the captain’s famous storytelling grandson, but to Mary Loraine “Peets” Buffett. In “A Sailor’s Life,” written in 1986 for Mobile Bay Monthly Magazine, Captain Buffett’s daughter-in-law recalled the night she met her boyfriend’s father for the first time. It was 1941. They were at a restaurant called Pelham’s. The captain was running a cargo ship named Delmundo between New Orleans and South America for the Mississippi Shipping Company. When he was at sea, life in Pascagoula moved on whims; when the captain returned home, so too did order. Catherine, the third-born, didn’t date. The youngest—and wildest—Billy, didn’t delay on his way home from school. Patricia, the second oldest, married and living next door, was at the ready for whatever the captain might want or need. As for the captain’s oldest child, “J. D. was in early each evening,” Peets wrote. Everyone was well behaved.

Peets was nineteen then, working at Ingalls shipyard and living in Gulfport. She was her own woman, curious, nervous, and a touch apprehensive as she walked into the restaurant. She’d heard plenty about the captain, and figured him “demanding” in that way that keeps a ship sailing but doesn’t make for a particularly entertaining dinner companion. But she also sensed J. D. was a potentially serious proposition. “Besides,” she wrote, “we planned to sneak off after dinner and go for a moonlight sail.”

First, the captain chastised J. D. for being late (her own fault, Peets wrote). Next, he asked Peets what kind of name Peets was for a girl. Then he offered a sturdy handshake and invited her to sit down and have a beer. “Help yourself to some of this seafood, too,” he said. “It’s mighty damn good.”

To the question of her name, Peets noted it was her last name, and it was Welsh. The captain agreed he’d call her Peets, adding that his familyI also came from Wales. By the time dinner broke, she was enthralled by his stories of life at sea. She wanted to know more. Like how he landed in Pascagoula.

Hilda was how. The captain came and went from Mrs. Seymour’s boarding house without noticing that one of the daughters had taken an interest in him. Eventually, Hilda took matters into her own hands and slipped a note into a book he was reading. They were married in 1918. James Delaney Jr. (J. D.) was born in 1919 and would celebrate his first birthday in Cuba.

The Buffetts had set sail from Pascagoula to New Orleans aboard the Monfalcone,II a 372-foot, five-masted barkentine. At St. Andrews Dock, they picked up three million feet of lumber and set out for Havana. A storm delayed their arrival. By the time they made port, there was no money to pay for the lumber, and so the ship waited for a deal to be cut.

It was there, on the deck of the Monfalcone, where J. D. took his first unsteady steps—on his first birthday. Captain Buffett celebrated by hoisting the ship’s signal flags, and each skipper followed suit until all the flags on all the ships in Havana harbor were flying in celebration.

Soon the Chiquimula would be the ship to take the captain away and bring him home again. Sailing ships would give way to steamships, and then steam to diesel, and Captain James Buffett would master them all and carry licenses as proof. Life would loosen when he was gone, and tidy up when he returned. He was the moon controlling the tides. To his grandkids, he was the key to the universe. They called him Foo Foo.

With his father’s discipline and eye for detail, J. D. Buffett enlisted in the Army Corps of Engineers on his twenty-second birthday and flew around the world with stops in Maine, Montana, Africa, and India. He and Peets married on May 6, 1942, and he was a master sergeant by the time he was discharged in February 1946—a month before his father guided the Olds into Mobile.

On December 25, 1946, J. D. and Peets welcomed their first child, James William Buffett. This was the same day W. C. Fields died. The same W. C. Fields who could juggle anything he could lift. W. C. Fields, who said, “ ’Twas a woman drove me to drink. I never had the courtesy to thank her.” W. C. Fields, who also said, “If you can’t dazzle them with brilliance, baffle them with bull.”

“I think this only goes to prove God does have a sense of humor,” Jimmy would write nearly fifty years later, marking his half-century milestone with a Christmas album named Christmas Island.

Buffett was born in Pascagoula, but he grew up in Mobile, thirty-six miles east on U.S. 90. They call Mobile the Mother of Mystics. It’s home to the country’s first carnival societies. It’s where each year the Order of Myths (the Double-O Ms), founded in 1867 (and first parading in 1868), punctuate Fat Tuesday with Folly chasing Death around a single broken Greek column atop a float pulled by mules and flanked by flambeaux men—their kerosene-fueled lanterns flickering dancing light about one last night of sin before Ash Wednesday’s salvation.

The Order of Myths qualifies as the oldest mystic society in America, and its founding the beginning of Mobile’s modern carnival era. But the first celebration dates to 1703—fifteen years before New Orleans began throwing its more famous bacchanal. Mardi Gras continued in Mobile until the Civil War put an end to the party. The story of carnival’s return stars a Confederate soldier named Joe Cain, who came home to find Mobile occupied by Union troops uninterested in letting the good times roll.

On Fat Tuesday, 1866, Cain decided it was finally time to have a little fun. He and some friends dressed as a Chickasaw Indian tribe, with Joe masked as the fictional Chief Slacabamarinico. He was said to be from Wragg Swamp, “which is west of midtown Mobile,” L. Craig Roberts wrote in Mardi Gras in Mobile, “now filled in and the site of Mobile’s major malls and shopping centers.” The group paraded through town—past Union troops—with Confederate uniforms under their costumes.

The next year, Cain and company rode again. This time in the company of a bass drum, on the side of which was written, “The Lost Cause Minstrels.” That was 1867. In 1868, Cain and his group paraded with the Double-O Ms, marching straight into history. Some of the story is even true.

Steve Joynt is the editor and publisher of Mobile Mask magazine. In the 2015 edition of his “Reveler’s Guide to Mardi Gras,” Joynt dug into the Joe Cain story. In a History Museum of Mobile file titled “Myths and Mardi Gras” he found a 298-word article with the byline of Joseph S. Cain. The date and publication are missing. But the story puts Joe in New Orleans in 1866, with Mobile’s Washington Fire Company No. 8. “Even in Joe’s account there are factual errors,” Joynt wrote. Washington No. 8 traveled to New Orleans in 1867. Whenever exactly Cain visited New Orleans, he did write the event was “so pleasurable that I determined on my return home, that Mobile should have its own Mardi Gras celebration . . .”

Joynt found more than enough evidence to suggest Joe Cain didn’t lead parades in 1866 or 1867. There’s no mention anywhere of revelry that would have been noticed and noted as it was in 1868 when Mobilians opening the Mobile Daily Register on Ash Wednesday would have read, “Yesterday was a new era in the mythical, mystical, poetic, romantic, and artistic history of Mobile.” Carnival had returned. Joe Cain and his Lost Cause Minstrels likely did lead the way, even if they were maybe only a few steps ahead of the Order of Myths, and his legend only grew.
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Folly and death in the Church Street Graveyard, Mobile, Alabama.





In the Church Street Graveyard, cheap plastic beads decorate Joe’s gravestone, which reads: “Here Lies Old Joe Cain. The Heart and Soul of Mardi Gras in Mobile.” Joe Cain Day is celebrated each year on the Sunday before Fat Tuesday and features the Joe Cain Procession, also known as the People’s Parade. It’s preceded by Cain’s Merry Widows, a mystic society founded in 1974 whose members, veiled and dressed in black, wail and moan on their march to Joe’s grave before moving on to his former home for a toast or two (or many more).

“Down in Mobile they’re all crazy,” Eugene Walter wrote in his 1953 novel, The Untidy Pilgrim, about a man from central Alabama who goes to the coast—below the salt line—and settles among the offbeat. “Because the Gulf Coast is the kingdom of monkeys, the land of clowns, ghosts and musicians and Mobile is sweet lunacy’s county seat.”

Lunacy’s is but one flag Mobile’s flown. Spanish explorer Alonso Álvarez de Pineda, who charted most of the Gulf Coast, arrived in 1519. Twenty years later, Hernando de Soto followed in search of gold. In 1559, a third Spanish explorer set up shop and was blown away by a hurricane.

The French arrived in the late 1600s, setting up first at the western tip of Mobile Bay on what is now Dauphin Island. Finding bodies strewn about (likely a Native American burial ground washed out by the weather), they called it Massacre Island.

Brothers Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville and Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville established the first permanent residence in 1702, miles upriver from Mobile Bay. It must have appeared inviting, though an invitation accepted mostly by disease, natural disaster, and an angry Native population. Mobile moved to its current site in 1711. The French held the area until 1763, the English until 1780, and then the Spanish got their shot. The United States took over in 1813 when General James Wilkinson marched American troops from New Orleans and Mobile became part of the Mississippi Territory.

Mobile grew into the second-largest seaport on the Gulf Coast and is home to two wrecks more notable than the Chiquimula. In 1860, the Clotilde, thought to be the last slave ship to arrive from Africa, was abandoned nearby.

The U.S.S. Tecumseh, sunk by a Confederate mine in 1864, rests at the bottom of Mobile Bay. And it was during the Battle of Mobile Bay that Adm. David Farragut is said to have made famous the phrase, “Damn the torpedoes! Full speed ahead!”

They say if you weren’t born in Mobile, you’ll never be a Mobilian. “Been here fifty years and I’ll never be a native,” says one local. “They used to say, ‘Unless you’re conceived under an azalea bush in Mobile, you’re not a Mobilian,’ ” says another. And inside the centuries-old mansions on Government Street, power and prestige are passed down through the generations and codified in carnival’s royal courts. And if you weren’t a native, and if you lived outside the power structure, you stood on the sidewalk and shouted yourself hoarse hoping for a box of Cracker Jacks to come flying from a float and then scrapped for the loot when it landed. Jimmy Buffett fought for the Cracker Jacks like everyone else.

J. D. and Peets got jobs at the Alabama Dry Dock and Shipbuilding Company. J. D. worked his way from the estimating department to managing government contracts, a job that demanded an attention to detail that came naturally to the son of a sailor. Each job had a checklist, and each box on that list had better be checked. Slip up, miss something—anything—and maybe the next job goes to another company. Lose enough contracts and people lose jobs. Best to get things right the first time, and if you’re overseeing the entire operation, best to know the job inside out and from every angle.

“Our dad was, to say the least, ‘old school,’ ” Buffett wrote in the foreword to his sister Lucy’s cookbook, LuLu’s Kitchen: A Taste of the Gulf Coast Good Life. Old school is strict, but it isn’t without style. He recalled his father’s grill, a sturdy, after-hours project “constructed out of titanium plates designed as armor for warships and smuggled in pieces from the welding shop.” He loved to cook, a glass of Cutty Sark in his hand, and that grill, built to survive hurricanes, did just that and would follow him from house to house, from one side of Mobile Bay to the other, until Lucy one day put it to work in the kitchen of a restaurant.

Peets Buffett remained her own woman—a sledgehammer against glass ceilings and conventions. She was the Alabama Dry Dock and Shipbuilding Company’s first equal-employment coordinator. When she retired in 1979, she was the company’s first female director of industrial relations. After she retired, she went back to school. At the age of 64, she graduated cum laude from the University of South Alabama. If she loved one thing, it was learning. If she loved two things, they were learning and a good party.

When she died in September 2003, not six months after J. D. succumbed to Alzheimer’s, 60 Minutes’ Ed Bradley gave the eulogy. He recalled a wheelchair-bound Peets at the foot of a New Orleans staircase that led to a French Quarter soiree.

“Ed,” she said, “I’m going to trust you to get me up those stairs.”

As friends and family arrived at the funeral mass, they were handed a card. Peets’s eight-point guide to life (which Lucy reprinted in her cookbook):

1. Read often, even the classics.

2. Accept everyone for who they are, not what they do.

3. Be well traveled.

4. Learn to be a listener. Shhhh!

5. Live by the sea.

6. Listen to your spirit and find joy.

7. Education, like money, doesn’t make you happy or successful, but it sure helps.

8. Love AND family are the best things we have.

Peets was, Bradley said, a lot like Jimmy’s song “One Particular Harbour,” a warm, inviting, protecting presence where children play and “all are safe within.” Corcoran knew her well and calls her the ultimate rock-and-roll mom. “A lot of Jimmy’s sensibilities came from her,” he says. “She was just everybody’s coach and best friend.”

J. D. and Peets added two daughters, Loraine Marie (Laurie) and Lucy Anne (LuLu), to the family, and Jimmy endured a traditional Southern parochial education in Mobile, first at St. Ignatius and then at the McGill Institute, an all-boys school (until it merged with the Bishop Toolen High School for Girls in 1972, long after Jimmy’s shadow had become a ghost). He was an altar boy. He played trombone in the band. He was even a cheerleader, the perfect extracurricular for the relentlessly upbeat. He worked as a lifeguard. He kept his hair short and his smile wide. He idolized Huck Finn and Jim Hawkins. He could have been any kid, anywhere, starring in a middle-class American story. He was that kid, and might have followed that kid’s path into law or finance or some other middle-management outpost in a cubicle culture—but for the captain.

The captain and Hilda lived on Parsley Avenue in Pascagoula, and from their backyard, a path cut through brambles of reeds and blackberry bushes to the edge of Baptiste Bayou, where there was a little crab pier.

One day, the captain pulled a nautical chart of North and South America from a cedar chest in his workshop and led his grandson to the pier.

“Where are we?” the captain said.

“On the crab pier.”

“Look again,” the captain said, pointing to the chart.

Slowly, his point came into focus. They were at the beginning, of everything. Jimmy could trace a path with his finger down Baptiste Bayou to Mississippi Sound and past the barrier islands—the Cajun Bahamas—to the Gulf of Mexico. From there, the only thing standing between Jimmy and the world would be a lack of imagination or an overabundance of caution. At the bottom of the map, Captain Buffett had written two words: Start Here.

All he had to do was leap and the world would be his, and that turned out pretty well for Huck and Jim and Foo Foo, didn’t it?

In Buffett’s father’s later years, as Alzheimer’s left him “chasing false echoes,” as Buffett would write so poignantly in song, they’d travel together in search of a little truth and beauty and peace of mind. They took a trip to Nova Scotia to see again where it all began for the captain, and, therefore, where it all began for the kids.

“We were in Sydney and we had an aunt there and she took us to the house,” Buffett said onstage in Key West in April 2015. The house, the one the captain left behind.

Later, Buffett asked his dad what he thought of the day. “He just said, ‘Well, I’m just glad he jumped out of that window or we’d all have been goddamn coal miners,’ ” Buffett said. “So thanks for jumping out that window, Foo Foo.”



I It is possible Captain Buffett’s English ancestors include John Buffett, a sailor who, upon arriving in the Pitcairn Islands in 1823, married the daughter of one of the H.M.S. Bounty’s mutineers. This was a point of emphasis in a 2005 Wall Street Journal story about the long-suspected family connection between Jimmy and billionaire investor Warren Buffett. In 1983, the two traveled to Norfolk Island, between Australia and New Zealand in the Tasman Sea, to meet all the many descendants, “legitimate and otherwise,” of John. How many were actual descendants was tough to say. As Warren Buffett’s sister told the Journal, “There are plenty of miscellaneous Buffetts.”

II In 1923, the Monfalcone set out from New Orleans to Los Angeles, where she was to begin running lumber along the West Coast. Instead, she hit a storm three days out, had her masts ripped free, and barely made Panama. Eventually she was towed to Los Angeles. By 1925, steamships and market conditions made most sailing ships obsolete, and so, in 1928, she was purchased and refitted for duty as a gambling barge. Anchored in international waters off Los Angeles, the Monfalcone regularly ran afoul of the law, and occasionally, other gambling ships. In 1930, she caught fire with nearly three hundred passengers aboard and burned to the water line. A United Press story noted the orchestra “played lively music until all the passengers had been removed” to water taxis for the six-mile ride back to Seal Beach. What didn’t burn sank, including a safe containing $50,000.



* Chapter 3 *


The Nashville Telegraph


Sometime in 1969, Milton Brown got a call from a panicked Jimmy Buffett. “Milton,” he said. “Buzz isn’t going to sign me unless you’ll tear up that agreement.” Milton was, and is, a songwriter in Mobile perhaps best known as the guy who wrote the theme song for Clint Eastwood’s Every Which Way but Loose. Buzz was, and is, Buzz Cason, founder of Nashville’s first rock-and-roll band, writer of hits, vocalist, producer, and doer of music business. “That agreement” made Brown something like Buffett’s first manager, a complicating contractual hang up for Cason as he worked to sign Buffett to a publishing deal in Nashville.

“I said, ‘Jimmy, consider it torn up,’ and I forgot about it,” Brown says.

He sat at his desk in his office—a small house where he operates a real estate and music production business. There was an old reel-to-reel recorder behind him on a shelf full of books that includes a copy of Buffett’s A Pirate Looks at Fifty. On a wall, above a comfortably worn couch, hangs a framed and autographed late-1970s photo of Jimmy. Laughing and wrapped in his sailboat’s furled mainsail like it was a hammock, Buffett wrote: “Milton, Would you buy a used car from this man? Love Jimmy.”

“Isn’t that funny?” Brown says.

True to his word, Brown forgot about Buffett’s old contract, but he didn’t tear it up. It went into a file, and that file was filled with other papers and then filed alongside more files in filing cabinets. The agreement was buried in the stacks and forgotten for thirty years until it finally worked its way back to the surface. It’s now neatly matted and framed and hangs above a filing cabinet stacked with phone books and papers and topped like a cake by a Betty Boop figurine.

“My wife is going through old files and shredding stuff and throwing things away and lo and behold, she comes upon this contract that Jimmy and I signed,” Brown says. “And I’m reading it, and it says, ten percent of everything.”

Well, it says ten percent of everything for a three-year period beginning May 28, 1969, and the artist could terminate the contract with fifteen days written notice should the agent not arrange for at least one release or a master recording in a twelve-month period. “It wasn’t like what the Colonel had with Elvis,” Brown says.

But it’s a neat piece of history on the wall and makes for a good story. Brown was talking to Jimmy’s mother one day, and he said, “Peets, let me tell you what I found.”

“What?” she said.

“I found a contract that says Jimmy owes me ten percent of everything he earns.”

Brown did the math and figured Jimmy had probably made $800 million. “This goes back,” he says. “He’s probably made a whole lot more now.”

Ten percent of his guesstimate was a lot of money then (and a lot of money now). Brown remembers that Peets looked at him and said, “Milton, please don’t tell him that. He’ll have a heart attack.”

“Fast forward now to fairly recently,” Brown says. “He was at the Grand Hotel and I had breakfast with him and I told him that story of my conversation with Peets, and he said, ‘I wouldn’t have had a heart attack. My lawyers would have had a heart attack.’

“So, anyway, there have been a whole lot of good times and he’s been a good friend for a lot of years.”

He and Buffett met because a beauty queen walked into Brown’s recording studio in the late 1960s. When Margie Washichek won Miss U.S.S. Alabama in 1967, the Panama City News put the story on its July 17 front page and described her as a “pert” Spring Hill College coed. Her father owned a marine junkyard in Mobile, and the recording studio Brown built above a dentist’s office with friends was partially operated by scraps salvaged from Marina Junk. When Margie came to see Brown, it was to ask a favor. Her fiancé was a singer. Would Brown maybe give him a listen?

“The first thing I noticed when Jimmy walked in the room was that persona,” Brown says. “The Jimmy persona. The smile lit up the entire room. Even though he wasn’t the Caribbean Cowboy yet—way before the sand-between-the-toes days—it was that glow. Even before I heard him sing, there was that presence.”

After Buffett graduated from the McGill Institute in 1964, he left the coast for the first time in his life, heading north to Auburn University because after graduation you went to college, and because college looked a whole lot safer than getting tangled in the increasingly complicated turmoil in Southeast Asia. Auburn it was, and if he was to follow the all-American template, college would be followed by a stable job to pay for a house, a nice wife with which to begin a family, a family to amuse on those two weeks of paid vacation every year, and good health care to help keep the household humming.

“When I discovered the guitar I went in an opposite direction,” Buffett said at the American Library in Paris in 2015, “which led me to New Orleans, because the French Quarter was there. Because I wanted to be a bohemian and I wanted to do that stuff.”

At Auburn, he met a few Sigma Pi guys he liked during rush week and they had rooms available; he rushed the fraternity and moved in. At one of their parties he saw a guy named Johnny Youngblood surrounded by girls. He was playing guitar and singing songs by the Drifters, the Tams, and Sam Cooke.

“It was black music sung by a bunch of drunken white college kids,” Buffett wrote in A Pirate Looks at Fifty. And everyone loved it. Buffett interrogated Youngblood about the guitar. Youngblood pulled a pint of Scotch, more than happy to answer Buffett’s questions but admitting he only knew three chords.

“Teach me those chords.”

He learned D, and then C, and once you get there, you’re two-thirds of the way to freedom, fun, and popularity with members of the opposite sex. Buffett quickly flunked out of Auburn, but he took those chords and that spark of inspiration when he left campus. How he came to attend Pearl River Junior College is, if not the stuff of legend, at least the stuff of halftime shows.

Narrating a 2013 Jimmy Buffett–themed football halftime show by Pearl River Community College’sI marching band, Buffett claimed to have found the school by accident on a return trip from Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where he’d been attempting to get into Louisiana State University. He was in the redneck Louisiana and Mississippi of his deepest, darkest fears—above the salt line—and stopped at a light in Poplarville wondering how he might redeem an academic career in tatters. Maybe he could fly helicopters in Vietnam. His father would respect that, and then . . . hello. He saw a woman walking to class, followed her onto campus, and registered.

It’s about seventy-five miles from Poplarville to New Orleans, and Buffett made that drive most every weekend in an oil-guzzling, smoke-belching Ford Falcon nicknamed the “Tan Hopper.” It’s almost twice as far from Hattiesburg, Mississippi, to New Orleans. Hattiesburg, home to the University of Southern Mississippi, was stop number three on Jimmy Buffett’s sixties Southern college tour.

“Hattiesburg: Where tomorrow is yesterday,” Buffett said to big laughs during a 1992 taping of Jerry Jeff Walker’s television show The Texas Connection. “It’s not on the sign as you go into town.”

“I was really taking two night classes a week and living in New Orleans,” Buffett said, smirking. “Commuting to school.”

“That’s not a heavy load you were carrying,” Walker said.

“It was not a heavy load. I think it was photography and use of the library.”

Like Pearl River, Southern Miss wasn’t much more than an alibi. The action was in New Orleans and its scrappier Gulf Coast neighbor—Biloxi. There was open gambling in Biloxi long before gambling was legalized. There were bars with cheap drinks and liberal definitions of who should be allowed to consume them. Biloxi is where Elvis vacationed. It’s where Jayne Mansfield, on her way to New Orleans, died in a car crash in 1967 after leaving Gus Stevens’ Seafood Restaurant and Buccaneer Supper Club. Biloxi had scars and a temper and ill-considered tattoos.

Buffett began playing a pizza joint in Hattiesburg, and then bars in Biloxi. At the pizza joint, the Vietnam vets who held down the backroom reassured him his choice of a guitar over a gun or a pilot’s seat was the right decision. New Orleans took care of the rest.

New Orleans was voodoo and hoodoo and Elvis singing out to the Crawfish Lady from a balcony above French Quarter streets in the opening moments of King Creole.

Pirates haunted New Orleans. It’s where Jean Lafitte did business in a blacksmith’s shop full of dark corners and fire. And where, down Bourbon Street, rumor says Lafitte met with Andrew Jackson on the second floor of a bar (where Oscar Wilde and Mark Twain would later drink) to plan the same Battle of New Orleans that Buffett, his cousins, and their friends would one day reenact on the banks of Baptiste Bayou in Pascagoula.

New Orleans is where Huck’s river made its last mighty push toward the gulf, Buffett’s grandfather’s ships working north against the current coming home at the end of another adventure. The Buffetts would meet the captain when he’d arrive at the Governor Nicholls Street Wharf and then head to dinner at Tujague’s.

New Orleans is where, on one of those rendezvous, Buffett spied a banana palm in a French Quarter courtyard. Surrounded by slash pine and live oak, the palm was faintly out of sorts. It was a suggestion—of some exotic elsewhere out there on the wind. “It was a discovery as fascinating to a ten year old boy as the Galapagos must have been to Darwin,” Buffett would write in the notes to his 1996 album Banana Wind. “It was not the tree itself, but the place from which it had come that set me to daydreaming and thinking about the tropics.” After all, he noted, the night sky in Pascagoula isn’t much different than the night sky in Martinique.

In the New Orleans of 1967, the Bayou Room, surrounded by Bourbon Street strip joints, was Carnegie Hall for the Gulf Coast’s bohemians, hippies, and freaks. The Gunga Den, a nearby burlesque club was pretty great, too. Both had stages Buffett aspired to play.

New Orleans was school. He studied the way musicians and friends like Bob Cook, Brent Webster, and Gene Marshall worked the French Quarter crowds. Buffett dreamed of a Martin D-28 like Marshall’s and would take his not-a-Martin, set up on a street corner and do what musicians have been doing in New Orleans since the beginning of time. He worked for tips along that fine line between Big Easy work and Big Easy play.

“Well, we’ve been having a good time for a long time,” Allen Toussaint told me a few months before his death in 2015. “It took us longer to see the big picture than anywhere in else in America. We were just so localized. We were having a good time with each other, and whoever came to town saw what was going on.

“And Jimmy, of course, he’d view something like that and he’d see it for all it is, whereas some would just see circuses, he’d see all there is, the ingredients.”

The recipe included stand-up basses, long after the rest of the world was plugging in, acoustic guitars, pianos, second lines and brass bands. Laissez le bon temps roulez.

Trends, Mr. Toussaint noted, move east and west in America. New York makes something hip and then Chicago jumps on board and by the time it lands in Los Angeles, New York has moved on with a backward glance, smirking at the beach bums. Or Los Angeles develops a little laid-back cool and off it heads toward the Big Apple.

“You have to take a left turn to come down to this boot and there we are,” Toussaint said. “So geographically, as well as soulfully, we have been sort of off the beaten path of a certain kind of progress. And whenever you find that, I don’t care how primitive or how modern it is, you kind of like that.”

Buffett put together a band, the Upstairs Alliance, which included friends from his new fraternity at Southern Miss, Kappa Sigma. They played campus; they played parties; they auditioned at the Bayou Room and actually got the gig. They had Upstairs Alliance business cards made. Address: 616 Ursulines Street, Apt. 6C. Slogan: The Sound at the Top. Contact: Jim Buffett or Rick Bennett.

At the Gunga Den, a red curtain with gold tassels framed the stage. At the Bayou Room, hats woven from palm fronds hung on a bare brick wall behind the band as they played hits like the Byrds’ “I’ll Feel a Whole Lot Better,”II and Stones and Beatles covers.
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Buffett’s first home base in the French Quarter. It was as easy a walk to the Café du Monde as it was to the Bayou Room.





When their set was done, Jim Buffett might swing by the Preservation Hall to hear Sweet Emma Barrett hammer on the piano out in front of her band. Then he’d hit the street corners, playing all night. He’d watch the sun rise from the bank of the Mississippi River then get coffee and beignets. He’d wanted to be a bohemian and do all that stuff, and he did. As detailed in A Pirate Looks at Fifty, Buffett got into Eskatrol, an amphetamine marketed for weight loss. He had a high-priced call girl girlfriend.

The apartment on Ursulines, in a townhouse built in the 1830s, was rumored to be the “House of the Rising Sun”—making it one of dozens of houses of rising suns in and around New Orleans. Whatever its past, it was a perfectly located clubhouse, a place to while away an oppressively hot afternoon with a nap before the sun set, the temperature cooled, and the night glowed bright.

The Upstairs Alliance didn’t last. First bands never do. But Buffett learned a few stage tricks and got a feel for working a crowd, be it at the Bayou Room or on the corner of Conti and Chartres Streets, where he’d work out songs like the Toussaint-penned Benny Spellman hit, “Fortune Teller,” about a guy falling in love with the woman who tells him he’ll fall in love. Is it magic? Is it about being in the right place at the right time and recognizing an opportunity? Is there much of a difference between the two?

Buffett had lucked into his encounter with Johnny Youngblood and the unnamed Siren of Pearl River Community College. He was bold enough to aim for the Bayou Room and brave enough to dream beyond the business world his peers were zeroing in on. And Buffett was smart enough to see a street corner and a Bourbon Street bar as but another departure point with as much potential as the old crab pier on Baptiste Bayou. Start there.

Buffett caught his next break in 1969 after graduating from Southern Mississippi on May 24 with a Bachelor of Science in history and, fittingly, public address. He flunked his draft physical. Free to chase a career in music, he pointed himself farther north.

He had a PA system (because he’d been the Upstairs Alliance member able to get a line of credit), and a few contacts, including Brent Webster. Buffett set out alone—a one-man touring operation handling booking, transportation, setup, set lists, and payout.

He was doing fine until the sight of a tornado ripping up a trailer park in South Dakota pointed him back toward the Gulf Coast. “I had been behaving rather badly for several years,” he wrote in A Pirate Looks at Fifty. The pangs he felt could have been good old-fashioned Catholic guilt programmed by years of parochial school. Or it could have been fear, a moment’s hesitation at the window.

Buffett turned the car around, asked his girlfriend Margie to marry him, and they moved back to Mobile. He stuck a toe in the mainstream, but didn’t dive in. He didn’t quit music. Instead, he got a gig in the bar in the corner of a hotel named after Raphael Semmes, who’d commanded the U.S.S. Somers in the Gulf of Mexico during the Mexican-American War, moved to Mobile, and during the Civil War, captained the CSS Alabama.

The Admiral’s Corner, in the Admiral Semmes Hotel, sat on the edge of the town’s 1711 city limit, and it was there Buffett developed his first dedicated audience. Then, with Margie’s introduction, he went to see Milton Brown.

By then, Brown had heard some singers and seen some stars. Near as he can figure, his family settled in the Mobile area in the 1860s—1870s at the latest. He probably wasn’t conceived under an azalea tree, but he’s the one who made that joke.

Brown’s mother was into show tunes, and so he was into show tunes. When he got to the University of Alabama—like Buffett at Auburn—he discovered black music in a white environment. “Like Odetta, like Josh White,” Brown says. “But they couldn’t come play here because of segregation.”

However, Eastern Air Lines was running nonstop weekend flights from Alabama to Chicago. Tickets were cheap. Brown would fly up and hit the Rush Street clubs. He saw Odetta. He saw Josh White. “Goose-bump time,” he says.

Then he got into bluegrass. After that, he got into the army, heading to Germany around the same time as Elvis. Brown came home, went to work for his dad, but held on to a tenor guitar he bought overseas.

Once a week, Brown would play a folk song on the television morning show Alabama Jubilee. Don Davis hosted; he would eventually run Harlan Howard’s publishing operation, Wilderness Music. Davis was married to Anita Carter—of those Carters, the only Carters who matter in country music.

The youngest daughter of Ezra and Mother Maybelle, Anita would sing background for Brown. “And I’m so ignorant of it, I don’t even realize who I’ve got singing backup when I’m singing these folk songs,” he says.

Every week he’d gather the band for about fifteen minutes before they went on the air, teach them the song, and then they’d go live. No overdubs. No do-overs. He’d ask the viewers for requests, and they’d mail the titles of songs they’d like to hear. He’d learn those and play them. He aimed to please.

“I’d begun to write country music by then, and one of the people I really liked was Ernest Tubb,” Brown says. Davis knew Tubb and said he’d pitch a song Brown had written with “E. T.” in mind. Tubb passed.

Disheartened but undeterred, Brown took a shot writing a duet for Tubb and Loretta Lynn. Brown cut the demo and, right before his wedding, sent Tubb a song titled “I Won’t Cheat Again on You (If You Won’t Cheat on Me).”

Brown and his new wife honeymooned in Nashville, and when they returned to Brown’s 660-square-foot former bachelor pad, the phone rang. His wife picked up the phone. “It was the first time she’d answered the phone as Mrs. Milton Brown,” Brown says. “And she said, ‘Milton, it’s someone who says she’s Mrs. Ernest Tubb.’ ”

If “E. T.” could have the publishing, he’d record Milton’s we-each-done-each-other-wrong song. “E. T.” was in luck. Publishing was open. On February 18, 1969, at Bradley’s Barn in Mt. Juliet, Tennessee, Ernest Tubb and Loretta Lynn cut “I Won’t Cheat Again on You (If You Won’t Cheat on Me)” with Brown watching from behind the board.

Brown’s own studio in Mobile, Product Sound Studio, opened in 1967. A Billboard item from July 1, 1967, announced Honeycomb Records, “a label featuring country music product.” Sound Investment Inc. owned Honeycomb and had been formed in January 1967. Travis Turk, a sound engineer and DJ, was president. John Edd Thompson, a songwriter and soon-to-be beloved TV meteorologist, was vice president. Brown was secretary. Nick Panayiotou, who dabbled in radio and whose father owned a Greek restaurant called Constantine’s, rounded out the team.

Brown was sufficiently impressed with Buffett to invite him to record. Working the soundboard at Product Sound—a board he’d rigged from scrap—Turk helped Buffett get both sides of a 45 to tape. The A-side, “Abandoned on Tuesday,” seemed as incongruous to the soon-to-be-married Buffett as “I Won’t Cheat Again on You (If You Won’t Cheat On Me)” was to the recently married Brown. There’s no happy ending in “Abandoned on Tuesday,” just a guy left standing glum and alone “with a dream in my hand”—and that’s just the first verse.

The B-side, “Don’t Bring Me Candy,” would prefer its romantic partner bring herself instead, and not play games, not even Monopoly, because someone is going to land on Boardwalk, and “the one who lands on Boardwalk has to pay.” In love, life, and real estate, location has always been everything. Be honest and true is all the singer asks.

They were standard-for-the-late-sixties folk tunes. Simple song structures and straightforward sentiments. They weren’t complicated, and there were plenty more where those came from—with more arriving all the time—and so Brown invited Buffett to join him up in Nashville for a session at Spar Recording Studios.

Brown could get Spar at a discounted late-night price, and the players hanging around the studio were ace. Junior Huskey might be on bass. Lloyd Green could be on pedal steel. Brown could polish the production of his songs better in Nashville than he could in Mobile, and the market was right outside the door.

Nashville was where you went to do business if you weren’t going to Los Angeles or New York. Whenever Brown had ten songs ready, he’d drive north and knock them out in three hours at Spar—almost always first takes. Then came the day he only had seven songs, but studio time booked. He asked Buffett if he’d like to cut a few of his songs. Buffett recorded three and then raced back to Mobile for his regular Admiral’s Corner gig. He could have stayed and spent a night in Nashville, but he wouldn’t.

“He didn’t want to lose that job,” Brown says. “And he asked me, ‘Would you run these songs, would you pitch them for me?’ ”

The first to bite was Jack Grady, who ran the Nashville office of CBS’s publishing wing, April-Blackwood. “I forget, it was a nominal amount, something like a hundred dollars per week,” Brown says. Plus an album and a single, and all Grady needed was approval from his boss—who was in Europe. He’d call the next day.

“I go back the next day, he keeps me waiting an hour,” Brown says. “Never a good sign.” When Grady finally emerged, it was with half the deal. If it had been $100 per week, the new one was $50. They’d do an album, but no single. Brown explained to Grady that Buffett had just gotten married. He wanted to move to Nashville and give songwriting a serious shot. He needed more than they were offering. There wasn’t any more, Grady said. “Well I’ll get back to him,” Brown told Grady, “but I just don’t think he can take that.”

Brown went back to the Holiday Inn where he always stayed—even on his honeymoon—the one nearest Music Row, which is Nashville’s Wall Street. The guest elevator was broken so he took the service elevator to his room and arrived to another ringing phone. It was Buzz Cason, the aforementioned musician, songwriter, producer, and East Nashville native. Cason was assembling his own publishing company and he’d heard Buffett’s April-Blackwood deal had fallen through. It hadn’t been an hour, and Brown hadn’t even had time to call Buffett, much less anyone else.

“You remember when Jimmy wrote that song called ‘Coconut Telegraph’?” Brown says. That was after his feet had found the sand, but it was recorded in Muscle Shoals, Alabama, and captured the free-and-easy flow of information on a tiny island. “I’ve thought of it many times over the years. It must have been the Nashville Telegraph,” Brown says.
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