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A Little Bit of Both! The Study of Rockabilly!


The Beginnings –
Country Legend, Kris Kristofferson, once said: “If it wasn’t for rockabilly, we would never have Aerosmith, The Rolling Stones, and The Beatles.”  Rockabilly is broken down into two terms.  The term “rock” represents its influence from rock n’ roll, and the term “billy” represents its influence from the country style, which was often known as hillbilly music.  Therefore, we could say that rockabilly is a blend of rock n’ roll and country music.  Rockabilly is considered to be an early style of rock n’ roll music that evolved right around the same time as what we know as rock n’ roll music.  While Big Joe Turner and Fats Domino began to pave the way to rock n’ roll in the late 40s, rock n’ roll was cemented in 1954 with Bill Haley and The Comets’ classic, “Rock Around The Clock”.  Around this same time, a new style that integrated country and a little rhythm and blues with the influence of rock n’ roll evolved in the South.  This was known as rockabilly, which evolved in the mid-1950s.  Some of the states that had a profound impact on rockabilly were: Texas, Arkansas, Tennessee, and Mississippi.
The Emergence –
Amory, Mississippi, was a key place where rockabilly got its start.  Musicians would perform in Mississippi that led to the popularity of rockabilly.  Several local radio stations picked up the popularity of these musicians coming through this part of Mississippi and began to extensively promote this new style.  In the fall of 1955, Johnny Cash and Carl Perkins performed in Amory.  It has been said that Cash told Perkins a story during the war of a soldier saying, “Don’t step on my blue suede shoes”.  This inspired the song performed by Carl Perkins, who was a pioneer of rockabilly music.  He recorded it in the studio in December of 1955, and it was released in January 1956.  “Blue Suede Shoes'' was a huge success.  It sold over two million copies and crossed country, pop, and rhythm and blues charts.  Along with Amory, Mississippi, was Sun Records in Memphis, Tennessee.  This is where Jerry Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash, and Elvis Presley were all discovered.  These men all made significant contributions to rockabilly music.  Johnny Cash’s version of “Blue Suede Shoes'' gained even more popularity than Carl Perkin’s version, which all heightened the popularity of rockabilly music.
The Uniqueness and Characteristics of Rockabilly –
Rockabilly bands were generally small in size.  A singer, an acoustic stand up bass, and an electric guitar with a twang sound were paramount to capture the uniqueness of rockabilly music.  In early rockabilly, drums were optional since the sound of the bass produced a 
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thump sound, but drums became more prevalent as rockabilly emerged.  It is important to know that preceding styles of music, such as jazz and early rhythm and blues, all had drummers.  Country music was the only style that did not require a drummer due to the fact that the drummer was too loud since the sound was acoustic.  For instance, if you listen to bluegrass from Bill Monroe in the 1940s, drummers were completely non-existent.  However, as rockabilly emerged, a drummer was added to play a heavier and more aggressive sound that complimented the bassist.  Drummer, W.S. Holland, was the drummer for “Blue Suede Shoes” who played with brushes to prevent an excessive loud sound that got in the way of the bass and guitar.  J.M. Van Eaton was the house drummer for Sun Records.  He played on about two-thirds of the records and was the first drummer to bring a more aggressive sound to rockabilly. Here are some of the important characteristics of rockabilly: 
*The guitar playing was generally simple, only using three chords.  However, the feel and groove of this playing were key to producing an authentic rockabilly sound.  Hollow body guitars were common that created a unique twang, which is instrumental to rockabilly.
*The swing beat was utilized, but not in the language of jazz.  The rockabilly swing was influenced by jazz but infused a hillbilly sound of swinging that conveyed a country twang sound.
*The slap technique of playing the bass was an important characteristic that gave the driving chug sound of rockabilly.  The slap bass created a feel stomp and thump sound of rockabilly.
*The dead string guitar was key in how guitarists would play rockabilly.  Guitarists would sometimes place a dollar bill or piece of paper in the strings to create a dead sound without any kind of melody.
*As we learned, when the drummers took on a larger role in rockabilly, they used brushes to prevent them from hindering the sound of the slap bass.  Drummer, W.S. Holland, used brushes in “Blue Suede Shoes''.  While the sticks emerged under the influence of J.M. Van Eaton at Sun Records, brushes were often preferred in authentic rockabilly to maintain their roots of country.
*Movement and energy were characteristics of rockabilly.  Musicians would often do bombastic movements while plucking their strings using excessive circular arm motions.  This characteristic drove the energy of the band and audience to dance.
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*Simplicity was paramount to rockabilly.  Although guitar solos existed, the music was very straightforward with three chords being played at the same time, including a constant slap bass sound as well as an infectious drum beat without many intricacies.
The Well-Known Songs of Rockabilly – 
We will learn more extensively the influences of rockabilly in part II next month.  However, some of the well-known songs of rockabilly include the following:
*”Folsom Prison Blues” by Johnny Cash
-This song was recorded in 1956 and was key in commercializing rockabilly music.
*”Be Bop a Lula” by Gene Vincent 
-This song was recorded in 1956 and remained a top song in country and pop charts for over 20 weeks!
*”Ooby Dooby” by Roy Orbison 
-This song was recorded in 1956.
*”Twenty Flight Rock” by Eddie Cochran 
-This song was released in 1957.
*”Susie Q” from Dale Hawkins
-This song was recorded in 1957.
*”Rock Billy Boogie” from John Burnette
-This song was recorded in 1953.
*”Blue Suede Shoes” from Carl Perkins
-This song was recorded in 1955 and later made popular by Elvis Presley.
*”Train Kept A-Rollin” by Johnny Burnette
-This song was recorded in 1956 and also inspired Aerosmith, Led Zeppelin, and others to do a version.
The Key Influences of Rockabilly
Johnny Cash (Singer, Guitarist, and Songwriter)

[image: ]




A Little Bit of Both! The Study of Rockabilly!

Known as the man in black, Johnny Cash was born on February 26, 1932, in Kingsley, Arkansas. He grew up during the difficulties of the Great Depression and worked on the family farm with his siblings. Becoming the youngest inductee in the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1980, he was influenced by gospel and country music as a young child. He was taught how to play the guitar from his mother and was exposed to music on the radio. He was enlisted in the Air Force in 1950 where he met his wife, Vivian Laberto. When he was sent to Germany, he bought a guitar and started writing songs. When he returned to the states, he moved to Memphis with his wife and worked different daytime jobs, but his heart remained focused on music. In 1955, he performed an audition for Sam Philips at Sun Records. Initially, his first gospel songs did not perform well, but his band, The Tennessee Three, and its recordings featured a blend of country and rock n’ roll, which was rockabilly, and they were very successful. Sam Philips signed him to a contract, and one year later, Cash found success with the songs, “Cry, Cry, Cry” and “I Walk the Line”. Around the same time during these successful songs, Cash did recordings with Elvis Presley, Carl Perkins, and Jerry Lee Lewis. These recordings were known as the Million Dollar Quartet. They represented the sound of rockabilly. Cash was known to follow his own path. He would dress in all black, which was contrary to how country musicians would dress during that time. Despite his success in the late 50s, Cash hit rock bottom in the early 60s. He developed a drug addiction to amphetamine and smuggled drugs. He got divorced and was arrested during this time. By the late 60s, Cash met his future wife, June Carter. She was a tremendous influence in his life by impacting his conversion to Christianity and helping him straighten out his life. He made a comeback in 1968 where he performed a record at Folsom Prison. His desire was to relate and reach out to this audience through his music. Additionally, the 1960s brought him other projects like duets with his wife, performances with the Carter Family as well as movie and television appearances. By the 70s, one of his main projects was the soundtrack to the movie, The Gospel Road. Although his commercial popularity dwindled in the late 70s and 80s, Cash signed a contract with a small record company in 1993. His American recordings were a success and reached a younger demographic. He was nominated for “video of the year” in 2003 at 71 years old! Unfortunately, his wife, June, died in 2003 from heart surgery complications, and Johnny passed away four months later from diabetes. Cash was known to be one of the greatest songwriters, where his lyrics have had a lifelong impact on others. So why did Cash wear black? It was a statement he wanted to make for his identity with the poor and impoverished. His lyrics convey this in his song “Man in Black.” Cash impacted many musicians of different genres. The movie, Walk The Line, featuring Reese Witherspoon and Joaquim Phoenix, was released in 2005 that portrayed the life of Cash. This movie was nominated 48 
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times and won an Oscar! Finally, although Johnny Cash was known for his country style influence, he was one of the first rockabilly influences. Some of his classic 
songs to listen to that featured rockabilly include: “Rockabilly Blues”, “Cry, Cry, Cry”, and “Hey Porter”.

Wanda Jackson (Singer, Guitarist, and Songwriter)

Wanda Jackson was born on October 20, 1937, in Maud, Oklahoma. Known as the Queen of rock n’ roll, within a few years later, she became one of the first female rockabilly singers. Wanda’s father was also a country singer and exposed Wanda to music at the age of six years old where he bought her a guitar. He gave her lessons and also introduced her to piano. He would take her to see other country greats like Tex Williams and Bob Wells, which made a big impression on her. Her family moved to Bakersfield, California, at a young age.  Around age seven, she discovered the singer, Rose Maddox. Wanda would mimic her look, learn her songs, and aspired to sound like her at this time.  In 1952, she won a local talent show in Oklahoma and ended up getting featured in a 15-minute daily show. It was at this time she was discovered by country singer, Hank Thomson. Her first big hit song, “You Can’t Have My Love” became a national hit. After finishing high school, she began touring. Her father came with her to assist her, and her mother designed her stage dresses. In 1955, her career gained tremendous momentum where she was placed with Elvis Presley. Under the influence of Presley, she began performing many rockabilly songs. Her signing with Capitol Records in 1956 further increased her reach where many of her songs were a mix of rockabilly and country. Her career from the late 50s through early 70s thrived. She was on tour often, developed a strong name in Las Vegas, was nominated twice for a Grammy, and had songs that reached the billboard charts. She even started her own band called The Party Timers!  By the early 70s, Wanda shifted her attention to gospel records as she became a Christian in the early 70s, along with her husband. By the early 80s, she was invited to Europe to perform rockabilly songs. She influenced other female singers to sing rockabilly music and did many duets throughout her lifetime with others. She was inducted in The Rock N’ Roll Hall of Fame. She recorded in German, Dutch, and Japanese, and her song, “Santo Domingo”, recorded in 1965, was number one on the German charts. Although she was a notable public figure, she and her husband decided to remain in Oklahoma and not move to Los Angeles or Las Vegas as they wanted their children to remain close to extended family. She shared the stage with other rockabilly musicians like Elvis Presley, Carl Perkins, and Johnny Cash. She also played an influence in country style, sharing the stage with Ray Price, Reba McEntire, and other country musicians.  Many said Wanda was perceived as a rebel but was a sweetheart when you met her.  She was known to be very interactive  
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with her audiences during shows and was a significant influence for other female singers getting started!  Some of the rockabilly songs to listen to from Wanda Jackson include: “Let’s Have a Party”, “Fujiyama Mama”, and “Honey Bop”.

Johnny Burnette (Singer, Acoustic Guitarist, and Songwriter)

Johnny Burnette was born March 25, 1934, in Memphis, Tennessee. After 8th grade, he attended a Catholic private high school where he played baseball and football. He also became an amateur boxer, but after a broken nose and only receiving $150 after a fight, he quit boxing. He then began work as a deckhand by the Mississippi River. At this time, he also discovered his love for music, where he would perform at local bars in Memphis after work. It was at this time he was introduced to Paul Burleson, a golden glove boxer, and they formed their own band called The Rhythm Rangers, along with Johnny’s brother, Dorsey, in 1952. Johnny played the acoustic guitar and sang. Four years later, Johnny and his band moved to New York City and got an audition for Ted Mack's The Original Amateur Hour. They had great success where they won the competition three times in a row. This led to a contract with Coral Records. At this time, they also renamed themselves as The Rock N’ Roll Trio. Although they picked up tremendous momentum after being featured on Dick Clark’s Bandstand, The Steve Allen Show, and toured with Carl Perkins, their first singles did not perform too well. As a result, they were forced to go on the road and do many one night stands. In late 1956, they had a fall out where Dorsey quit the band. Johnny then moved to California for a fresh start. He was eventually reunited with Dorsey. Burleson briefly joined them but was committed to other endeavors at that time. Burnette was known as a persistent individual! He sat on the steps of pop icon, Ricky Nelson, in his Los Angeles home and persuaded him to hear his band play. Ricky was impressed that he recorded many of their songs, including: “Believe What You Say” and “Just a Little Too Much Amongst Others”. Although Burnette didn’t have many national hit songs, his sound and style were influential to the development of rockabilly. One of his most successful songs came out in 1960 and was number 11 on the charts. The name of this song was “Dreaming Back Cincinnati Fireball”. It sold over one million copies and was awarded a Gold Disk. Later in 1960, his song, “You’re Sixteen” was number eight on the charts, which was even more successful than “Dreaming Back Cincinnati Fireball.” Tragically, his life came to an end at the age of 30 years old when his fishing boat was struck by a cabin cruiser and drowned. Burnette was considered a pioneer and founder of rockabilly despite not having the prominence of Elvis or Cash.  His bandmate, Paul Burleson, was a key inventor of the slap bass. Some of the key songs of Burnette that featured rockabilly style include: “Lonesome Train”, “Train Kept A-Rollin’, and “Honey Hush”.
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Carl Perkins (Guitarist, Singer, and Songwriter) 

Born in April of 1932, Perkins, by many, was known as the “King of Rockabilly”. Known for his innovation, Perkins was a guitarist, songwriter, and singer. Growing up in a poor family, Perkins was inspired by bluegrass legend, Bill Monroe, but because of his early exposure to the Black culture in the cotton fields, he was also inspired by the singing of Black men who worked the cotton fields. Perkins’s first performance was in his elementary school marching band where he played the guitar. When his family moved to Jackson, Tennessee, for better job opportunities, Carl began pursuing music more regularly where he started his own band with his brothers at age 14. Shortly after this, his band began to play in honky tonks. Although they were playing many gigs, Perkins struggled to make ends meet with his wife and young child. After hearing Elvis on the radio in 1954, Perkins was compelled to go to Sun Records to record his work. He signed with Sun Records this year only after his second audition. He made his radio debut in February of 1955. Further, right around this time, Elvis also signed. Since Elvis and Carl had similar styles, Sam Phillips wanted Carl to focus more on country style and Elvis to focus on rock n’ roll. When Elvis left Sun Records, Perkins had autonomy to record songs of his preference. His first big hit, “Blue Suede Shoes” was a huge success, selling one million copies after four months of its release! It was also said that 20,000 copies were being distributed every day. The inspiration of this song came from a man confronting a beautiful woman not to step on his shoes while they were dancing. This propelled Carl Perkins to write this song. He wrote out the lyrics on a brown paper bag! Although Elvis performed the song eight months after Carl Perkins released it, it was Perkins who first made it famous. On December 12, 1955, Elvis, Cash, and Perkins performed in Amory, Mississippi. Although Elvis’s popularity was building, the audience was shouting out “We want Carl!” during their individual performances. As a result of this event, Perkins never performed with Elvis again. Sadly, in 1956, while Perkins and his band were on their way to perform a series of television shows in New York, they were involved in a serious car accident. This killed the truck driver involved, and Perkins was out of commission for a while, having a separated shoulder and fractured skull. This accident slowed down the momentum of Carl Perkins as the career of Elvis skyrocketed in 1956. In 1958, Perkins claims he made one of the biggest career mistakes by leaving Sun Records to pursue more performances in Nashville. By leaving Sun Records, this dwindled his popularity as rockabilly was not as familiar as country music in Nashville. His career revitalized in 1964, where he did a series of live sold out shows with Chuck Berry. He also joined Johnny Cash’s band in the late 60s but left it in 1975 to pursue his own band endeavors again. This time, instead of playing with his 
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brothers, he started a band with his sons! Perkins was known as a man of thankfulness. While he never reached the stardom of Elvis Presley or Johnny Cash, he was content with his life, the blessing of his four children, his wife of 44 years, and the impact he had on music. He passed away in 1998 at 65 years of age from a series of strokes. Paul McCartney of The Beatles once said, “If there was no Carl Perkins, there would be no Beatles.” Carl Perkins once said, “It’s not what you lost in life; it’s what you have and what you do with it.” Some of the classic rockabilly songs from Carl Perkins include: “Put Your Cat Clothes On”, “Matchbox”, and “Glad All Over”. 
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