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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the musical 

caree r of Wi lliam Orville "Lefty" Frizzell in an attempt to 

determine how he has influenced modern country music. This 

examination 

performing, 

will include his songwriting, recording, 

and most importantly, his way of singing. The 

current project will not only examine the role of the mass 

media in the career of Lefty Frizzell but will also provide 

insight into the years he lived in Nashville , Tennessee. 

One may question the need to study the career of Lefty 

Frizzell. Certainly there are other names in country music 

that are more widely recognized as major contributors, such 

as Jimmie Rodgers and Hank Williams . The fact that Lefty 

Frizzell has often been overlooked only serves to strengthen 

the need for this study. There are many singers who have a 

more impressi ve chart history when looking at numbers alone, 

but few, if any, can match the influence Lefty Frizzell's 

music continues to have on country music. 

Virtually 

almost forty 

every major male country singing star today, 

years after his heyday, recognizes the 

importance of Frizzell. Many have emulated his intimate 

singing style and cite Lefty as a major influence. As a 

struggling young man in California searching for direction in 

life, Me rle Haggard discovered Lefty Frizzell. "Lefty was 

ninety percent of the reason that I'm in the business. He 

1 
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wa s my i nsp i r a ti o n, a nd I f ee l that he was the most uni que 

thing t hat e ver happened to countr y music" (Haggard). Rand y 

Tr a vis t oo k the country music world by storm a few years ago 

with his back to basics sound. When he was developing his 

popular style he studied the genius of Frizzell. "Back when 

I was a kid working the clubs, in the beginning I would learn 

Lefty Frizzell songs and try to copy them note for note, you 

know, and try to learn all the licks and the phrases that he 

would use in his songs" (Travis). 

The importance of Frizzell's music is also recognized by 

country music scholars. Author Charles Wolfe places great 

importance on the work of Lefty Frizzell: "I can't imagine 

modern country singing existing without Lefty; I think his 

impact was that profound. 

more than Hank Williams" 

It was marvelous, in some ways 

( Wolfe ) . In their chapter on 

honky-tonk music in The Listener's Guide to Country Music, 

authors Green and Oermann also have high praise for Lefty: 

Frizzell possessed one of the most heart 

stopping voices in country music history. His 

vocal influence on modern country music is 

incalculable. Although not regarded as such at 

the time of his death in 1975, he is now being 

recognized as the most influential country vocal 

stylist of the honky-tonk genre. (Green/Oermann 

69 ) 

Although Lefty Frizzell is cited in most books on 

co untry music, only one work is devoted to him alone. Lefty 
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Frizzell His Life His Mu sic by Cha rles Wo lfe is an excellent 

book that traces Frizz e ll ' s beginnings in Corsicanna, Texas, 

in 1928 to his ris e to fame in the 19 50 's to his untimely 

death in Nash v ille in 197 5. Unfortunately, this book is not 

widely available as i t can o nl y be purchased as part of a 

fourteen r ecord boxed s et of Frizzell's music from Bear 

Family Reco rds in West Germany . Mr. Wa l fe is currently 

updatin g his companion book for a future r ei ssue of the 

compl ete Frizzell collection o n compact disc . 

Ther e is a very limit ed amount of literature t o review 

o n the life and influence of Lefty Frizzell . The file on 

Frizzel l at the Country Music Foundation consists primarily 

o f the sin ge r's obituary notices from fourteen newspapers on 

microfilm and some r andom articles and r eco rd r eview s written 

afte r his death . A majority of the r e search fo r this thesis 

was compiled from personal interviews with fami ly members, 

friends, a nd associates of Lefty Frizzell . Their insight 

in to the life and music of Lefty Friz zell has bee n in valuable 

in preparing this work . 



CHA PT ER 2 

Fr om Te xa s Schoo l bo y t o Coun try Mus ic Superstar 

"If Yo u ' ve Got t he Mo ney , I ' ve Got t he Ti me " 

Every sin ge r l ea rns t o si ng by hea rin g o thers and 

Frizzell wa s no e xce p t i on . As a s i x yea r o ld bo y 

Le ft y 

i n El 

Do r a d o , 

Ro d ge rs . 

Ar ka ns a s, he imme rs ed h i ms e l f in the music o f Jimmy 

He rus hed home f r om s choo l to si t in front of the 

r eco r d pl aye r a nd memorized every wo r d a nd l o ne some yode l. 

As he got a little older and started s ingi ng him self, he 

would imitate Rodgers and soon discovered peop l e li ked t o 

hea r him s in g . 

Ji mmie Rodge r s became one of America ' s mo st po pular 

pe r formers and country music ' s first real "sta r . " I n 19 28 

two original Rodgers compositions, "Blue Yod el" and 

"Br akema n' s Blues, " sold one million copie s e ac h . He wa s 

pr omoted as "The Singing Brakeman" o r " Ameri c a ' s Blue 

Yode l e r" in his heyday and now bears the il l us t ri o us ti t le of 

"The Fathe r of Country Music ." Rodger s became the fir s t to 

be in ducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame whe n it wa s 

fou nd ed in Na s hvil l e . The 1961 inscriptio n o n his plaque 

recog n ize s hi s s ig n ificance . "Jimmie Rodge rs s ta nds foremo s t 

in th e cou n t r y musi c field a s the ma n wh o started it a ll . 

. . . Al t houg h small i n s tatu r e , he wa s a g iant among me n, 

starting a tr e nd in the mu s ical t as te o f millio n s" ( Ewe n 

309) . Jimmi e Rod gers l ost h is l ife t o t ubercul osis o n Ma y 

26 , 19 33, at t he a ge o f th ir ty - s ix . His life and mus i c would 
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serve as an inspirati o n for generat i o ns to come . One of his 

first disciples was a li tt l e boy destined for stardom 

himself. 

William Orville Frizzell was born on Ma rch 31, 1928 , in 

Tuckertown, Texas , the first of nine children for Naa mon and 

A. D. Frizzell. Because he was their firstborn , the yo ung 

couple called him "Sonn y . " Naamo n Frizzell worked in the oil 

fields and often moved his growing family from o ne boom town 

to the next. 

the 

When Lefty was about two years old , 

biggest new oil discovery in El 

the family moved to 

Dorado, Arkansas . 

Bu s i ness was booming and the developing southern city was 

home for Lefty for nearly ten years . It was there his love 

of music was born from his mother singing old folk songs in 

the kitchen to the 78 RPM records of Jimmie Rodge rs and Roy 

Acuff. 

Lefty san g for the first time in public when he was 

eleve n at the Parker ' s Chapel Hill School social. He was 

invited to sing after a schoolmate heard him singing a nd told 

a teacher what a good voice he had . Becau se Lefty had not 

learned to play the guitar at the time, he rehearsed his 

number with a piano player . "Sou th Of The Borde r, " a popular 

Gene Autry s ong, was the selection Lefty cho se to perform . 

Lefty 's mother recalled he r son's singing debut : " ... he sang 

the song pretty good, and everybody clapped and hollered and 

everything . He was thrilled to death , and he talked about it 

all the way home" (A . D. Frizzell ) . 
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Another important event in the mus ical development of 

the you ng Frizzell occu rr ed later in his eleventh year . On 

weekend visits to his uncle ' s hou s e he discovered an elderly 

black man who lived nearby an d wh o had an o l d guita r. Lefty 

loved to go a nd vi sit him to pl uc k a round o n the guitar . 

Eventua l ly Le ft y 's uncle bought the beat up ins t rume n t fo r 

abou t t wo doll a rs a nd gave it t o Lefty. He spent ma ny hours 

le a rning t o play the guitar and was assisted by strummin g 

a l ong with the old Jimmie Rodgers records. 

In 19 40 Lefty made his debut on radio on KELD in El 

Dorado. He was only twelve at the time and became a regular 

singer on the station's children's show. Even then Lefty 

knew that making music was his purpose in life: ttI knew when 

I was twel ve years old what I was gonna do, I was gonna sing. 

Jimmie Rodgers, absolutely, just his voice, the guitar, and 

the yodel shaped my part in lifett (Wolfe 11). 

By the time Lefty was fourteen, the family had relocated 

to Paris, Texas. His father was in Europe serving in the war 

effort in the Army Air Corps and Lefty was back on radio. He 

landed his own fifteen minute Saturday morning show on the 

o ne thousand watt KPET. His repertoire included the popular 

son g s of his favorite singers, 

a nd Ernest Tubb. 

most notably Jimmie Rodgers 

Ern e s t Tubb had a major impact on th e mu s ical 

developme n t o f Le ft y Fr i zz e ll. Tubb wa s also a Te xa n a nd a 

serious discip l e of J i mmi e Rodge r s . He developed an 

important friendship with Carrie Rodgers, the widow of his 
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hero . ~r s . Ro dge rs l ent Tubb one of J i mmi e ' s guitars and 

helped hi m land a r ec o r di ng contract with Victo r Rec o rds . 

Ernest Tub b r e l e ased h is firs t r e c or d in 1936 , bu t hi s 

br e ak t hr ough came in 1941 on Decca Records when "I'm Walki ng 

The Floor Over You" sold a million discs. 

As a pioneer of the Texas honky-tonk sound, Tubb took 

coun t r y musi c all the wa y to Carnegie Hall and was fondly 

known as "The Texas Troubadour." He joined the Grand Ole 

Opry in 1943 and was el e cted into the Country Music Hall of 

Fa me in 1965. Tubb is recognized as the first country 

performer to use an electric guitar and was one of the first 

artists to record in Nash v ille. The distinctive Texas drawl 

that Ernest Tubb captured on record influenced thousands of 

a spiring country singers. The earliest radio air checks of 

Lefty Frizzell show that he had gotten pretty good at 

i mitating Ernest Tubb. Lefty also followed his hero by 

tr y ing to write his own songs. 

About the time the young Frizzell was experimenting with 

words and music, he was tagged with his famous nickname. 

Although widely report e d that the name came as the result of 

a knock-out he delivered in a Golden Glo ves boxing match, 

th a t account i s disputed by family members. Lefty's father 

recalled the name came as the result of a fight that ensued 

whe n a local bully got in a school yard tangle with his son. 

"He f orgot that So nny was l e ft-handed, and the firs t thi ng 

you kno w, he wa s l ay ing off ove r t he r e , a nd from t he n on it 

was Le ft y Friz ze ll" ( Wolfe 12) . Thi s accou n t is co n firmed by 
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Le f ty 's younger brother , David : "That ' s exact l y where my Dad 

says it come s from, a nd I sa y the old man has got to be 

right . I don't recall Lefty ever fighting in the rin g . I do 

reca ll him fighting a lot" ( D. Frizzell). 

In 1944 Lefty was sixteen and living in Dallas. He had 

completed his first original song called "Please Be Mine, 

Blue Eye s," and performed it at a local talent contest called 

"Wa yne Babb's Stage Show." 

remembered: 

That event was one Lefty always 

There were a lot of girls and women sitting on 

the front row and all of them must have had blue 

eyes because it wound up a tie between me and a 

little kid who hardly stood up to my knees but 

who had brought the house down. When they asked 

the audience to choose between us, I looked down 

at the front row and got a bigger applause than 

the other boy, so I won the prize. (Wolfe 13) 

The win boosted the young singer's confidence and made him 

five dollars richer. 

Lefty had written his prize winning song about the blue 

eyes of his sweetheart, Alice Harper. The two were married 

at the tender age of sixteen on March 12, 1945, just nineteen 

days before Lefty's seventeenth birthday. It was a marriage 

that would endure thirty years and Alice became the 

inspiration for many of Lefty's classic compositions. 

Within a year Lefty and Alice were the proud parents of 

a baby girl and li ved near Roswell, Ne w Mexico. In 1947 
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Lefty beca me a l ocal f avo r1'te · via his hourly week l y sho w on 

KFG L radio . 

To make ends meet, Lefty joined his dad in the oil 

fields and was soon making about $250 a month. Although the 

satisfaction of a steady paycheck caused Lefty to abandon his 

music for a short time, it was not long before he got back to 

pursuing his dream. 

In the summer of 1948 Lefty took a trip east to 

Shreveport, Louisiana, home of a new country show on KWKH 

radio called the Louisiana Hayride. On the same day that 

Lefty arrived to audition for the show, another young hopeful 

had come in from Alabama - Hank Williams. Naamon Frizzell 

recalled the events of that day : "Hank had three guys with 

him and they hired Hank and told Sonny, ' We can 't put you to 

work, you don't have a band. And you need a little more 

practice'" (Wolfe 16). 

Lefty returned to Roswell and spent the next two years 

playing his music in the honky-tonks and dance halls of New 

Mexico and Texas. After working for awhile with house bands, 

Lefty formed his own group and landed a regular job at the 

Ace of Clubs in Big Spring, Texas. Lefty Frizzell and his 

Westerners developed quite a local following and soon his 

fans were encouraging him to make some records. Next stop 

was the Dallas studio of recording pioneer Jim Beck. 

There are conflicting stories about what actually 

happe ned that first day in Dallas. Some reports maintain 

that Lefty recorded some demos that April day in 1950 that 
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Jim Bec k eve n tua ll y played for some r eco rd co mpa n ies in 

ash v il l e . Na a mon Frizze ll mai n tained th a t Be ck had Le f ty 

and his ba nd audi tio n f or s eve r a l ma j o r l a be l t a l e n t scouts 

t hat day . Lefty 's father claimed that Don Law fr om Co lumb ia 

Reco r d s had littl e int e r e st in Lefty but expre ssed a ge nuin e 

i n te r e st in his original song, "If You' ve Got The Money, I' ve 

Got Th e Time." After hearing a verse and chorus of th e song, 

Law wanted the song for the label's hottest new act, Little 

Jimmy Dickens. According to Naamon, Lefty refused and told 

Law, "No, if I can't do it, won't nobody do it" ( Wolfe 18 ) . 

Within two months Don Law signed Lefty to Columbia Records . 

Alice Frizzell remembers the day differently, but her 

account also reveals the initial interest in Lefty was his 

songwriting talent. Her account of that day in Dallas makes 

no mention of Don Law being present at Lefty's first 

recording session with Beck. 

Jim Beck was interested in the songs, not in 

Lefty being on record. That's where the money 

was. If the song was published and somebody 

recorded it, and if his (Beck's) name was on it, 

he gets half the royalties. So he made the 

little session there and he had "I Love You A 

Thousand Ways" and asked him if he had anything 

up-tempo, and he said, "Not really, I don't 

write anything but ballads. Well I do ha ve this 

li tt l e thing I was kicking around, II If You' ve 

Got t he Mon e y." "We ll, th a t's good, ca n you 
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finish it? " We ll ye ah, s o So nn y fin ished i t . 

( Wolfe 19 ) 

It appea rs t ha t Don Law was not in Dallas f o r that firs t 

de mo r e c o rding session of Frizzell ' s . He first heard of 

Left y in early May 1950 wh e n Jim Bec k took one of the songs 

fr o m the session to Na sh ville . Beck took th e song, not in 

hope s of secu rin g a r eco rding contract f o r Lef ty , but to 

pitch the so ng to be included in Littl e Jimmy Dickens ' 

upcomi ng reco rd i ng s e ssion. Law liked the s o ng, but his main 

inter e st wa s in the mystery voice singin g it. Within two 

weeks , Law was on his wa y to Big Spring, Texas, to offe r 

Lefty a rec o rd ing contract. 

Whe n Don Law a rri ve d in Big Spring, he liked what he saw 

and hea r d when he attended Lefty's performance that n ight . 

He had a feeling he was witnessing the label's next big 

s upe rstar. Lefty recalls the day he was offered the contract 

with Columbia : "When Don Law and I agreed on the contract, 

he gave me a handshake and said, 'That's your contract until 

we get it to you '" (Wolfe 20). 

In 1950 , 4 pe rc e nt of 90 percent was the ro ya lty r ate 

most e stablished a rt ist s received. That was something Lef ty 

Fri zz e ll didn ' t know and he was glad to get the rate of 2 

pe r cent o ffered him by Law. The Co lumbia contract dated Jun e 

15, 1950 , "was a standard t wo-year contract ca llin g for Lefty 

t o do four sides per year , at a r oya lty rat e of 2% of 90% per 

r e c o r d , with 2 one -yea r options calling for a n i ncreased 

r o ya l ty r a te of 3% " ( Wolfe 20) . 
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Jim Beck pla d · l · ye a maJ or r oe 1n the ea rly career of 

Lefty Frizze ll . Not only did he bri ng him t o th e atte n tion 

o f Do n Law that r e s ulted in a r eco rdin g cont r act , but he a l so 

s erve d as h is first manager a nd booking age n t . Beck also 

helped himself t o 50 pe r ce nt of the writi ng credit and 

roya l t i e s o n Lefty's firs t hit son gs. It was a common 

prac ti ce in that era f o r songwriters t o give away portions of 

t heir song rights to those guiding their careers. It is 

do ubtful whether Beck actually contributed to any of the 

s ongs where he is listed as co-writer. Billy Walker was 

reco r ding for Capitol Records at the time and was a good 

friend of both Lefty and Jim Beck. Walker was in the Beck 

studio on July 25, 1950, for Lefty's first Columbia session 

and he claims that Lefty wrote those songs by himself. Many 

year s la te r Alice Frizzell noted that Lefty was bothered by 

the shared credit all his life. She said it was a matter of 

"c om posing pride" to Lefty. A possible exception to the true 

authorship of the early Frizzell compositions may be his 

first hit, "If You've Got The Money, I've Got The Time." In 

hi s discussion on this matter Wolfe notes: 

... a number of sources ( including Mrs. Beck) say 

that Beck did in fact help Lefty to polish up 

the song; some evidence for this derives from an 

odd discrepancy between the lyrics of "If You've 

Got The Mo ne y " as they appear on the original 

de mo and as they appear in the final released 

reco r d ing. In the demo , the first two lin e s 
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r ead , "There ain ' t no use in mar r ying and having 

those l ove pain s, We 'll spread j o y , o h boy, oh 

boy, wi thout these ba 11 and ch a in s . " This was 

o b v i ou sly a pr etty gamey a ss e rti o n in the ear l y 

1950 ' s , a ge neration befo r e the se xua l 

r evo l uti o n , a nd i was t o ne d do wn t o a mo re 

sedate , "The r e ain ' t no s e to ta rr y , s o l e t ' s 

start out to ni g h ," wi h a corr e s po nding cha nge 

in the ne x l i ne . o lf e 20 , 21 ) 

Whet he r Bec k con r ib e o r no o fr ' z z e l ' s s o ng s , he 

he s ha r es o - wr i in g e r e o n his · rs i ve h i s ons . 

date o f he f irs co yri h fi e w · h t e . . s . opyr ig ht 

o ffi ce in \l a shin g o n is J 7 , 1 50 . 

Jim Bec k n Do n L e n s e e e nts of he be s 

musi i ns in D 11 s o r Le y ' s s r e o r · ng sessio n for 

o lumbi o n Ju l y 5 / 50 . h he s n a r s ring 

as s, l ea gui r I s ee u r, I Se k rec r uite d a 

music i a n wh o ec me e el eme n :n he F'ri zz e 1 s o nd : 

ho n ky- o nk pia no ye ~ e s ee . Le y pr o vided 

a o us i c r hy t hm u i r n I O S i ~o r an e l e oc al . 

Of the f ou r s o n s r ec o r e t a I r e e 0 beco e big 

hits for Lefty . " If You ' e 0 he ~ ne I I ' e ot ~he ime " 

a nd " I Love Yo u A Th ou s a nd a s" e r e 0 h n mber o ne hits 

l a t e r that yea r. "S h in e , ha e, Sho er 

The f rt h s o n 

' s Sat r day ) " was 

n t he sess io n wa s a top te n hit in l 51 . 

" old fee "and was no r e leased n il af er Lefty 's death . 
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Co l umb i a r e le a s e d "If Yo u' ve Go t The Mo ney , I' ve Got The 

Ti me " o n Septe mbe r 4 a nd by Octo ber 28, 19 50 , it r ocke t ed to 

numbe r o ne on Billboard's "Mo st Played J uke Bo x Folk (Co untr y 

& Western) Records." Lefty's debut single was listed at 

number two on both the "Best Selling Retail Folk (Country & 

Western ) Records" and the "Country & Western Records Most 

Playe d By Folk Disc Jockeys" in Billboard. 

By November the future honky-tonk classic had generated 

record sales of 500,000 copies. When Lefty received his 

first royalty check for "If You've Got The Money, I've Got 

The Time" later in 1950 , it was reportedly in excess of 

$30, 000. 

The flip side of the Frizzell smash also became a big 

hit. "I Love You A Thousand Ways" took over the number one 

chart position in Billboard on November 4, 1950. Columbia 

purchased a half-page ad in the trade magazine with the 

headline, "A Double-header that's a runaway." In an effort 

to capitalize on the almost instant fame of Lefty Frizzell, 

Columbia took Lefty back in the studio less than three weeks 

after his debut release. The unprecendented move by the 

label was reported in the September 21, 

Dallas Times Herald newspaper: 

1950, issue of the 

Two Vice Presidents of Columbia Records will be 

in Dallas Friday to record two special sessions 

with their newest star, up and coming Lefty 

Frizzell. Columbia has recorded many artists 

here, but their policy has been only to record a 



c o n tracted a r t is t a bo ut twic e a yea r, if the 

t alent is co nsid e red worth y . Th e se s e ssions 

we re conduct e d first by Don Law, Vice President 

in charge of Folk, Western, and Hillbilly 

talent, or his agent, Jim Beck of Dallas. This 

will be the second plane trip Mr . Law has made 

to Dallas within three weeks to record Frizzell, 

whom he calls Columbia 's find of the year . 

Arthur E. Satherly, Vice President in charge of 

studios in Hollywood, is also on route to Dallas 

for this special session. (Wolfe 25 ) 

15 

Of the four songs Lefty recorded on that September 21 

session, 

Do." In 

Columbia released only one, "Look What Thoughts Will 

March of 1951 it became the third hit single for 

Lefty, notching in at number f o ur on the Billboard "Disc 

Jockey" chart and obtaining top ten status on both the 

"Jukebox" and "Best Seller" listings. 

The surprising explosion of Lefty's music on the 

popularity charts yielded another important benefit for the 

new star. After the September meeting in Dallas, Columbia 

renegotiated Lefty's contract that "increased his royalties 

from 2% to 3% on 90% of sales, and gave the company options 

for four years instead of two" (Wolfe 26). 

Before Lefty was to reap the rewards of his recording 

debut, he suffered a very lean two month period . The events 

o f t ha t period are significant because they point to a 

ha llma rk o f Lefty 's career - poor management. Jim Beck 
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rr o hibited Lefty from perfo rmin g in any l oca l Da llas c l ubs , 

prefe rring that he wait un ti l the r eco r d came out . He 

maintai ned , and r1· ht l g Y so , th a t he could de ma nd mo r e mo ney 

for Le f ty ' s perfo rman ce when he had a h i t song . Beck did 

not , ho weve r, take ve ry good care o f the you ng singer a nd his 

fami l y i n t he int e rim . 

Left y , Al i ce , and d a ug hte r Lo is wer e s tay in g in a l itt l e 

be d r oom abo ve Steve South's Roundup Club in Dallas. South 

ga ve them a plac e t o sta y in exchange for Le ft y kee ping an 

eye on the la r ge ni g htclub which was closed. 

Lefty had a l o t o f time on his hands and his only income 

was s ma ll l oans from Jim Beck. At one point Lefty's 

de s pe r at i on l e d him t o try and find some work himself at a 

local n i ght s pot. He auditioned for Pee Wee Reid's Round Up 

Cowboy s bu t didn't get the job. 

Eve n as "If You' ve Got The Money, I've Got the Time" was 

be co ming o ne of the most popular songs in the country, 

had no money and headed back to west Texas. On the 

docume n ta r y album on Lefty compiled by his brother, 

Lefty 

1980 

Allen, 

Naamon recal ls th e night his son returned home. It was on e 

hour past mi dni ght when Left y knocked on the door of his 

parents ' hou se. Naamon recalls Lefty's pleading words, 

"Daddy, I ' ve co me down and I' ve got to have some help. This 

o ld car I ' ve got , I o we sixty doll a rs note on it, and don't 

have i t . We ' ve bee n li vi ng o n soda pop and a ho t dog a d ay " 

( N. Fr i zz e ll ) . 
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Lefty ' s pa r e nts were di str e ssed to s ee t he s hape Lefty 

wa s in a nd the ne xt day t oo k so me s teps to c ha nge h is d i re 

eco no mic co nd i t i o n . Ba s ed o n the po pul a ri ty of Le f ty ' s 

reco r d , Naamo n wa s co nfident Lefty cou ld be k ' d ma 1ng goo mo ney 

in th e clubs . To prove his point he took Lefty to his old 

s t ompi ng g r o und of Big Spring to a club called "George 's." 

George was t hri lled to see Lefty and offered him $125 to play 

at his club. Lefty thought that was for two nights and 

accepted g ladl y . When he found out he would receive $125 for 

Friday and another $125 for Saturday night he was ecstatic. 

The crowd s were so big the two nights that the club owner 

o ffered Lefty $100 for a one hour Sunday matinee show. 

Lefty's total take for the weekend was a much needed $350. 

Back in Dallas the slump was over and it was common for 

Lefty to earn $300 a night for his performance. As his fame 

grew and his records dominated the radio and jukeboxes of the 

nation, his fee would climb to $1,000. 

Lefty's third recording session for Columbia took place 

on January 11, 1951, at Jim Beck's Dallas studio. He cut 

four songs that day and two of them became number one hits 

late r that year. "I want To Be With You Always" entered the 

Billboa rd char ts in the spring of that year and eventually 

spe nt e l even consecutive weeks at number one of the "Disc 

J oc key" chart . The single was also a chart topper on both 

the "Be s t Selle r" (six weeks) and "Jukebox" ( five weeks ) 

c ha r ts . Le fty appealed to the popular music fans as well 

with the so ng a nd it made it to n umber twenty-nin e on th e 
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Bil lboa rd pop cha rt. Th e other number one hit fr om the 

January recording s e ssi on was "Gi ve Me Mo r e , Mo r e , Mo re (O f 

Your Ki sses) ." It entered the Billboard charts in December 

1951 and held the number one spot on all three charts for 

three weeks. It would be thirteen years before Lefty would 

reclaim the coveted number one chart position. 

As Lefty's fame grew, there were increasing demands on 

him and he was not happy with Beck's handling of his career. 

Lefty wanted someone with more experience on the promotion 

side of the music business and enlisted the services of Jack 

Starnes in Beaumont, Texas, on January 26, 195 l. One of 

Starnes' first acts was to line up a guest spot for Lefty on 

the Louisiana Hayride in Shreveport. 

Although Starnes was probably a better manager for Lefty 

than Jim Beck, he too was not equipped for the task of 

handling a property as hot as Lefty. Alice Frizzell 

remembered that many people were after Lefty and that Starnes 

signed him "because he saw him as a hot property" (Wolfe 31). 

A few years after his brief association with Lefty, Starnes 

discovered George Jones, who by the way was a Lefty Frizzell 

impersonator at the time. 

Starnes as: 

Jones' biographer described 

•.. a local Southeast Texas wheeler-dealer who 

favored diamond rings, long cigars, and big 

shiny cars. Operating on the assumption that if 

yo u can spell the word "manager" then you can 

paint it on a sign and hang it out and become 
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one , he had hust l ed his way i n to the hu rl y- burly 

Beau mont music s cene . ( All e n 70) 

Although Sta rn e s d i d mu c h t o further the ca r ee r o f Le ft y 

Friz z e ll, the pri ce was high. His arrangement with Lef t y 

gave h i m 50 pe r c ent of all the singer's income bo t h 

roya l t ie s fr o m reco rd sales and money earned from personal 

appearanc e s. When Lefty sign e d with Starnes in 19 51 he 

thought the contract was for one year, but the shrewd Starnes 

attache d a two year renewal option. Feeling that Starnes was 

t akin g too much of his money, Lefty wanted to renegotiate the 

c ontract. Starnes refused and the rift caused him to file a 

lawsuit on June 28, 1952, seeking $22,250 in damages from 

Lefty charging he had broken the contract. He also sought a 

court order preventing Lefty from making any further public 

appearances without Starnes' consent. Starnes also sought to 

block Lefty from collecting any record or publishing 

royalties or earning any income from personal appearances not 

arranged by Starnes. Attorneys for Starnes and Frizzell 

reached an out of court settlement the following month, but 

Le ft y lost most of his royalties on record sales up to that 

po int. 

Le ft y 's f o urth session for Columbia took place on May 

24, 19 51. Once again he cut four sides and two were destined 

to bec o me perennial Frizzell favorites. The first song was 

one he wrote on a ro a d trip with band member Blackie 

Cra wfo r d . By t ha t time Lefty 's dad was traveling wi t h him a s 

his drive r a nd they h i t a de t o ur on a trip t o Shre vepo rt. 
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The side trip put them off schedule and Lefty comme nt ed to 

his father that his dri v ing was going to make th e m l ate . 

Lefty ' s dad replied : " ' You a in ' t ne ve r worried about being 

on time or bei ng l ate .' And Bl ack i e Crawford s aid ' Le ft y , 

' Yea h. 

said , 

there ' s a title fo r a s ong , Al way s Lat e .' And I s aid 

Alwa ys late wit h your l ove.' ' No, no, no,' he 

' kisses .' I said 'Lo ve, man, l ove.' He said, ' Al way s l ate 

with yo ur kisses.' Finally I said, 'I think you'r e right'" 

( Wo lfe 39 ) . 

Ri ght he was. "Always Late ( With Your Kisses ) " hit the 

Billboard chart on August 4, 1951, and quickly rose to number 

one where it remained for twelve consecuti ve weeks. The 

se co nd song fr o m the session to become a big hit was the 

tou ching "Mom And Dad's Waltz." It was the flip side of 

"Always Late ( With Your Kisses ) " and although it failed to 

reach number one, it did hold the number two spot for eight 

weeks. Lefty wrote the song during those difficult days in 

Dallas when he was waiting for "If You' ve Got the Money, I' ve 

Got t he Time" to be released. 

It was two or thre e months, like fore ver coming 

out, and I got to thinking. My mother and dad 

lived in west Texas at the time, he was in the 

o il fields .•. We got plenty hungry and it was 

nat ural to think of mom and dad out in west 

Texa s. I wa s thinking that I'd be gl a d to walk 

miles to s ee mo m a nd d ad, maybe f o r a good 
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Su nday dinner o r s o mething, and it just ea s ed 

o ut . ( Wo lfe 53 ) 

Lefty did more than pay tribu te to his parents in "Mom 

and Dad ' s Wa ltz." He donated all his r oya lti es fr o m the so ng 

to them and conv in ced his manager to donate his share as 

we ll. Year s l ate r Alice Frizzell confirmed that A. D. a nd 

Naamon Friz zell did recei ve the royalties from the song. 

There was no one hotter than Lefty Frizzell in 1951, not 

e ven Hank Williams. In the October 13, 1951, issue of 

Bi llboard, Lefty had four songs in the top ten, a feat never 

duplicated by any other country artist. (The Beatles matched 

the record with four songs in the top ten on the pop chart in 

1964.) "Always Late (With Your Kisses)" was number one, "Mom 

And Dad's Waltz" was number two, "I Want To Be With You 

Alwa ys" was number se ven, and a song co-written by his idol 

Jimmie Rodgers, "Travel in' Blues," was at number eight. What 

makes this accomplishment even more astounding is that at the 

time Billboard only listed the top ten records. Today the 

trade magazine lists seventy-five records on its "Hot Country 

Singles & Tracks" chart with an additional listing of 

twenty-fi ve records on a new chart called "Hot Country 

Recu rren ts." 

As Lefty took count at the year's end, it was a 

r ema rkable year to say the least. As Billboard tabulated the 

yea r's top r e l ea ses, Lefty was on top. In the issue of 

Janua r y 12, 1952, Lefty had a record seven songs on the list 

of the best selling records of 19 51. He dominat e d o n every 
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hand : radio, retail, jukeboxes , and concert st age . Lefty 

had joined the Grand Ol e Opr y i n Ju l y a nd wa s o n top of the 

"Hil lbill y Mu sic Wo rl d ." 

Bi ll boa rd published the first chart recognizing c o untr y 

mus ic succ e ss o n January 8, 1944. The chart listed two t o 

e i g ht records, was based on the popularity of songs on 

j u ke boxes, and was titled "Most Played Jukebox Folk Records." 

Fo r a three month period in 1947, Billboard renamed the chart 

"Most Played Jukebox Hillbilly Records." The magazine 

returned to the original name of the chart in 1948 and 

increased its number of listings to between nine and fifteen. 

The same year Billboard introduced a chart to reflect sales, 

called "Best Selling Retail Folk Records." The chart debuted 

o n May 15, 1948, with a listing of ten records. The 

following year Billboard added in parenthesis the term 

"Country & Western" to both charts. In December of 1949 a 

third chart was introduced to report on the growing 

popularity of country music on radio. The chart initially 

listed eight to ten records and was titled "Country & Western 

Rec o rds Most Played By Folk Disc Jockeys" ( Whitburn XIII). 

The multiple chart listings began a move to a single 

chart when the "Jukebox" chart was published for the last 

time on June 17, 1957. The following year the "Best Sellers" 

a nd "Disc Jockeys" charts also came to an end with a final 

listing on October 13, 1958. Billboard expanded its listing 

to thi r ty rec o rds with the debut of the all-encompassing "Hot 

C & w Side s" ch art o n October 20 , 19 58. Four years later the 
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name o f the chart was changed to "Hot Cou n try Si ngles " a nd in 

1964 was expanded to a l isting o f fi f ty records . In 1966 

Bi llboard increased it s li st ing to s eve nt y-fi ve a nd t he n o ne 

hu ndred re co rds in 1973 . In 1990 Billboard lis t s 

s eve nt y-fi ve rec o rds on the ''Hot Country Singles & Tra cks" 

c ha r t with an additional listing of twenty-five singles on a 

ne w chart called "Hot Country Recurrents.'' The new listing 

reflects "titles which have already appeared on the top 75 

Singles & Tracks chart for 21 weeks" (Billboard 36). 

In 1952 Lefty placed four songs in the top ten, but none 

reached number one. Early in the year Lefty quit the Opry, 

of the having been a member less than seven months. 

problem with the Opry for Lefty was logistics. 

Part 

He continued 

to li ve in Beaumont and making his scheduled Opry appearances 

became tiresome. Perhaps more importantly, Lefty could make 

a lot more money making personal appearances - up to $1,000 

per night. Much of the pressure to quit the Opry came from 

Starnes, who wanted his $500 per show that Lefty played. 

Many historians feel that leaving the Opry was one of the 

biggest mistakes of Lefty's career. 

By the end of 1952, Lefty had moved to California where 

he lived until his 1961 move to Nashville. He began a 

ten-year business relationship with manager Steve Stebbins 

and was hoping his career would take an upswing. His west 

coast move proved beneficial in that it provided exposure for 

Le fty on a new television show called Town Hall Party, on 

which he be came a regular. Other significant e vents from his 
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yea rs 
star 

to be enshri ned o n Ho ll ywood ' s famous "Walkw ay Of The Stars . " 

i n Califo rnia include becoming the first country 

Another milesto ne wa s being the first co un try sin ge r to 

perform at the famed Hollywood Bow l. 

Lefty 's mag n ificent e n t r y int o t he co un try music world 

in 1950- 51 had beg un t o c oo l by 19 53 . From 19 53-5 5 Le f ty 

only landed o ne s o ng per year in the top ten on the Bill boa r d 

chart s. Le ft y 's limited chart success also had a neg a ti ve 

effect o n his personal appearances and his concert f e e 

dropped substantiall y . 

The tremendous impact of rock 'n' roll in 1956-57 also 

hurt the career of Lefty Frizzell and many other country 

stars. Faron Young recalls the drastic loss of revenue he 

e x perienced: "Rock 'n' roll knocked the block out from under 

us; some of us went from making $350,000 to $400,000 a year 

down to $50,000 a year" (Young). Radio stations by the 

hundreds quit playing country music in favor of the new 

sensation of rock 'n' roll. In 1958 Frizzell returned to 

co untr y radio with a top thirteen hit written by Marty 

Ro bbins called "Cigarette and Coffee Blues." 

As Lefty's career cooled in the mid 1950's, his younger 

br other started tra veling with him. By then Lefty no longer 

had a band and Da v id would help drive, tune his guitar, and 

make s u r e he had stage clothes to wear. According to Da v id, 

the co nfli cts wi th bad management took their toll on Le f ty 

a nd that was o ne o f t he r e asons his career suffered. "Af ter 

all the ear ly stuff happe ned to him a nd he we n t to co urt, he 
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n ~ ·.- e r r i s t e d a n Yb o d y e 1 s e to e v e r be c 1 o s e to h i m . He 

needed some guida nce and he ne e ded some he lp , an d he s impl y 

didn ' t - he was afraid - to trust a nybod y " ( D. frizz e ll ) . 

Le fty was ea rning l e ss tha n o ne - third of the money he 

ha d r e ceived a f e w years ea rli er and was back t o playing in 

the litt l e clubs where he cut hi s musica l teeth . He stayed 

bu s y wo r k ing on the road thoug h he l ac ked the enthusi a sm and 

his disconte nt gre w. 

By 19 59 Lefty was r eco rding in Nashvill e and his Ma r ch 

3rd session pr ovided hi s be st chart success in f our yea rs. 

"The Lo ng Bl ack Vei l" wa s writt e n by Nashville t une smit hs 

Ma rijohn Wi l k in a nd Danny Dill and landed at number six on 

Bi llboard ' s top te n t hat summer. 

Most o f Le fty's money was gone by 1961 and he decided 

the time was ri g ht t o mo ve to Nashville. The Tennesse e 

capital was gro wing in country music significance and Lefty 

hoped he might find greener pastures in the town that had 

welcomed h i m wi t h open arms a decade earlier. In August he 

moved hi s family to Nashville; it became the final stop on 

his rolle r coa s te r c o untr y music ride. 



CH APT ER 3 

The Na sh v i ll e Yea r s 

" I Neve r Go Arou nd Mi r r o r s " 

Le f ty ' s dec isio n t o make th e move t o Na sh vi ll e was 

in fl ue nce d by se ve r a l factors . In 19 60 the Town Ha ll Pa r t y 

te l ev isi o n s ho w had been ca ncel l ed , c l osi ng a n important 

av enue o f e xpo sure for Lefty . All his recordin g was being 

do ne in Nash ville because Left y was not happy with the 

re s ults he got 1n the Hollywood recording studios. He 

acc us e d the process in the west coast studios of being too 

"mechanical " and lacking the "feeling" he needed to make a 

record . 

Another key reason for Lefty's departure from California 

was that hi s booking had hit an all-time low. He was 

scheduling many concert appearances himself and still rel y ing 

on hou s e ba nds to back him up. Lefty was earning $300 on a 

good night and often the money was much lower. 

Gib Gi lbeau has been a member of the country-rock group, 

Th e Flying Bu rrito Brothers, since the 197 0 's. He and band 

mate John Be land were big fans of Lefty Frizzell and started 

a campaign to get him elected into the Countr y Music Hall of 

Fame in 1981 . Twenty yea rs earlier Gib was playing fiddle in 

the hou se band at the Hi nkl ey Valley Grange Hall in Barstow, 

Califo rn ia . That 's where he first met Lefty and backed him 

up o ne n ig h t during a conce rt performance . Gi l beau was 

imp r essed wi t h th e brilliant talent Lefty possessed but wh at 
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,2 ~,st v1v1d 1n h1s me mo ..- y 1s •·hat 
L w oo k pla ce whe n the mu s 1~ 

" I sa w what he got paid a nd i wa s 

t'laty -fi ve buc ks a nd I co uldn ' t be li eve my e ye s " ( Gilbeau ) . 

~ 1b was paid S2 0 f o r h is fi dd l e p l ayi ng a nd r eco ll e c ts on why 

the si nge r wh o was o n t op o f the wo rl d a dec ad e earli e r made 

on l y $15 mor e than the me mbers o f his pick- up ba nd . "That 

wa s a ve r y , ve r y l ow point in hi s ca r e e r, ' c ause Le fty had 

don e great t hi n g s a nd t ha t wa s th e time wh e n El v is and 

e·✓ e r y bo dy wa s s o bi g a nd t hese g uys c ouldn't wo rk" (G ilbeau) . 

Bi ll Ande rs o n wa s a n aspirin g country singer in 1960 wh o 

wa s l i v i ng in Ca lifo rnia at the time . He worked many shows 

with Lefty and also recalls that time being a low point of 

hi s ca reer . 

I wo rked with Lefty quite a bit in the early 

19 60 's before he moved to Nashville. I was with 

him during some very, very bad times in his 

career when a fell ow named Steve Stebbins in 

California was booking him anywhere for any 

a mou n t o f mo ney . I remember, I think one of the 

first, if not the first time I ever performed 

wit h Le fty, we played in the window of a 

f urni t ur e sto re . No w I was just getting started 

in the music business and I was glad to play 

a ny whe r e . ( Wa s t his the early 1960 ' s? ) . I 

th ink it was the yea r 1960 . I wa s l iv in g i n 

Ca l ifo rni a . I moved out the r e f o r a wh i l e a nd 

· d te s f o r Steve Ste bb in s . wa s working so me a 



Stevo was booking froddie Har , 

oh n ny a nd Jo n i Mosby , me , a nd 

LeE y frizz 11, 

WO 0 

othe r ac s , probably o ff th e To wn Ha ll Pry 

e levis i o n sho w. I do n ' t r e me mbe r wh ic h o ne o f 

he li t tl e t o wns aro und L. A. it was, i t ' s 

imma te rial, may have been Glendal e , ma y ha ve 

bee n Pasadena, I don ' t know where it was, but 

o ne of th e southern Califo rnia towns o n a Friday 

or Satu rday night. I remember it was kind of a 

Spa nish section of town and the r e weren ' t a l ot 

o f people there . And there was a band and me 

and Lefty Frizzell and Freddie Hart singing in 

the window of a furniture store . 

get to sing anywhere in those days, 

I was glad to 

but what a 

comedown that must have been for Lefty . I don ' t 

know how much longer it was after that that he 

moved to Na s hville , but it couldn ' t have been 

too long I don ' t think . (Anderson) 

?9 

One of the first business moves Lefty made 1n Nashville 

was to sign with the Jim Denny Artist Bureau for bookings . 

Denny was a former WSM radio executive who was awarded the 

key role as talent director for the Grand Ole Opry in 1951 . 

He was also the founder and co-owner of the Cedarwood 

Publ is h ing Compa ny, whose first success e s included Lefty's 

1959 hi t , "L o ng Black Vei l." One o f Ce darwood ' s key wri ters 

wa s a r ece n t transplant from Flo rid a named Mel Tillis . He 

•,note suc h classic s as " Det r o it City " a nd "R uby Do n ' t Take 
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Your Love To To wn" for Cedar wood and became o ne of Lefty ' s 

be s t 

only 

f ri e nds . 

o ne made 

Lefty r eco rded fo ur Til l is co mpositions 

the c harts . "Gato r Ho ll ow" mad e 

disappoi nting sh ow at numb e r fift y in 196 5 . 

By 1961 De nn y had l e ft the Opry to co nce n trat e o n 

but 

a 

his 

thriv ing booki ng a gency and publishin g co mp a ny . De nn y had 

several age n t s who ha nd l e d the boo k i ng of h i s im pr e ss i ve 

li ne - u p o f countr y t a l e n t . Jac k Andrews, Larry Moell e r, a nd 

W. E . Moe ller s hared the booking du t ies on Le ft y . The mo ney 

wa s a litt l e bett e r t han he had been making on the west coast 

but not by mu ch. 

One o f the first bookings the De nn y agency arranged for 

Lefty wa s in Ka nsas City, Missouri, at the Ch e stnut Inn. 

Le ft y was co n t racted to play three thirty minute shows a da y 

for fou r day s - September 20-23, 1961. The club owner agreed 

t o pay Le fty $675 for the four day stint. After the agency 

rec e ive d their 10 percent ($67.50), Lefty was paid $607.50, 

o r about $ 50 per performance ( Denny, 1961 ) . 

Le f ty 's co ncert fee varied from $200 to $45 0 his first 

two years in Nash v ille. It's inter e sting that the high end 

o f t he pay s c al e c ame fr o m a date Lefty worked in Canada, a 

reg i on where he had ne ver spent much t ime performing. On 

Septe mber 23 , 196 2 , he was booked t o per f o rm at the Pala ce 

Pie r in Toro n to , On ta r io , for $45 0 . Although he 

comma nded $ 1 , 000 pe r n ig ht t wel ve yea rs ea rli e r in Tex as 

Oklahoma , he no w a veraged onl y $2 50 pe r ni ght. 

had 

a nd 
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The Ji m De nny Art i st Bu r e a u r e pr e s e n te d a majo ri ty o f 

Nashvi ll e ' s bi gg e s t nam e s a nd a common practic e was 

s eve ral arti s t s o n t o ur together i n " package " shows . 

to put 

Le fty 

wo r ked s eve ral of those type show s a nd a r ev i e w of De nn y 

ag enc y booking sheet s r evea ls a typical line -up and wh o was 

paid the most . On Octo ber 28, 1962 , Lefty was booked on a 

show in De s Mo ines, 

Pri ce , Tex Ritte r, 

I o wa, at the KRNT Theater a l ong with Ray 

Roge r Miller, and Bill Monroe and his 

Blueg r a ss Boys. The fact that Lefty had not had a hit record 

i n more than three years is evident in the pay scale; Price 

go t $825 , Ri tter got $440, Monroe got $400, Miller got $300, 

and Lefty got $250 ( Denny, 1962). 

Lefty extended his business relationship with Jim Denny 

when he signed with his Cedarwood Publishing Company. That 

pro ve d to be a good move for Lefty for several reasons. It 

seemed to revive his interest in writing songs again and 

teame d him up with several of Nashville's 

songwriters. Although Lefty was an expert 

premier 

songwriter 

h imself, for the first time in his life he was associated 

with a small group of people who earned their living writing 

songs . Lefty had the opportunity to write songs with great 

write rs like Wayne Walker, Mel Tillis, Marijohn Wilkin, and 

Da nny Dill. 

Although Lefty was once again writing, his next big hit 

came from the pens of two others. Lefty was preparing for an 

· d ' sess1· on 1· n the summer of 1963 when he pcom1ng r eco r 1ng 

stop pe d by Tree Publishing to r evie w so me materi a l. So ng 
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plugge r Budd y Killen played several songs for Lefty but none 

of the m really caught his ear. As Lefty was about to go, 

Kill e n urged him to listen to just one more song. The song 

was "Saginaw Michigan" and Lefty recorded it on October 21, 

1963. The session took place at Columbia's famed Studio B 

with Don Law and Frank Jones sharing producer duties. Lefty 

was in great voice and the backing musicians were Nashville's 

finest: Grady Martin, Harold Bradley, and Ray Edenton on 

guitar, Joseph Zindan on bass, Buddy Harmon on drums, and 

Floyd Cramer on piano (Wolfe 106). 

"Saginaw Michigan" made its Billboard debut on January 

11, 1964, and quickly rose to claim the number one spot for 

four consecutive weeks. Lefty had regained the coveted top 

slot on the country charts for the first time in thirteen 

years. 

The composer credit on "Saginaw Michigan" lists Don 

Wayne and Bill Anderson. Wayne was a leading Nashville 

songwriter and Anderson was one of country music's fastest 

rising new stars. Anderson was well known for his 

songwriting talents, too, because of hits like Ray Price's 

"City Lights," and the debut hit for Connie Smith, "Once a 

Day." 

Songwriters had greater access to recording artists in 

the Nashville of 1963. Because he was a writer himself, 

Anderson often frequented the music publishing companies in 

town. Don Wayne thought "Saginaw Michigan" would be a good 

song for Anderson's upcoming recording session for Decca. 



Do n Way ne pl ay e d me th e s ong a nd wh e n he playe d 

it f o r me i t wa sn't finish e d . He did not have 

the ending on it/ the hook e nding o f sending the 

old man up to Alaska. And he wasn ' t really sure 

where to go with the ending of the I song so 

took the song and put the ending on it and Don 

liked it a lot. I did not ask, nor did I expect 

to recei ve any part of the son g ' c a use I was 

gonna record it myself . I took it to a 

recording sessi on and I a lso had another song 

with a city in t he titl e called, "Cincinnati, 

Ohio" that I t ook to this session, and then I 

had a ballad. I forget what the ballad was, but 

I did the ba ll a d first an d t he n we had our 

choice wheth e r to r e cord "Cin c innati, Ohio" or 

"Saginaw Michigan . " And I r e member Owen Bradley 

(producer) saying to me, "Cincinnati is a bigger 

town, we ' ll sel l more records there ( laughs ) so, 

I recorded "Cincinnati, Ohio" whi c h was before 

the Conni e Smi t h record o f it ( t o p fi ve hit for 

Connie Smith in 1967) . And the n I 

intended to record "Saginaw Michigan," 

fully 

but 

befo r e I could do it , Don Wayne or somebody at 

Tree Publishing pitched it to Lefty and Lefty 

cut it . And then Don Wa yne did what I thought 

wa s a very honorable thing. Even though had I 

rec orde d it I wo uld not ha ve taken part of the 

3 2 



When 

writ e rs' credit, when Lefty recorded it Don 

Wayne offered me one third of the writers' 

credit on the song, which I appreciated because 

I think I legitimately wrote a third of the 

song. (Anderson) 

3 3 

reflecting on Lefty and "Saginaw Michigan," 

Anderson's most vivid memory is not on the great success of 

the song or the fact that it was Lefty's first number one hit 

in thirteen years. All those aspects are obviously part of 

his memory, but it's a surprising incident that is first in 

The setting is a large auditorium in St. Louis, his mind. 

Missouri, 

show with 

Frizzell. 

in early 1964. Bill was performing on a package 

several other country stars, including Lefty 

Lefty was on the show and "Saginaw Michigan" was 

number one in St. Louis and e verywhere. And 

Lefty went out on the show that afternoon at the 

Keel Auditorium and did his great hits - "Always 

Late" and "I Lo ve You A Thousand Ways" and "Mom 

and Dad's Waltz" - all these great things from 

the fifties, and he left the stage. Then the 

people started hollering "Saginaw Michigan! 

Saginaw Michigan!" and the M.C. brought him back 

out and the people are screaming "sing 

Michigan!'" and Lefty stood there in 

'Saginaw 

front of 

those people, number one record in the country, 

, k · t " He had not learned and said, "I don t now 1. 



it 

one 

sad . 

and could not sing it a nd it was the numbe r 

r eco rd i n t he co un t r y . .. I t hough t t hat was 

(Ande rson ) 
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Bill Ande rs on wo rked with Lef t y on s eve ra l more pa c ka ge 

s ho ws the next fe w years. The two singe rs neve r beca me good 

f riend s a nd t we nt y-fi ve years after the s ong he co -wrote 

rul ed the country mus i c ch a rts, Anderson still wond e rs a bout 

i ts a bs e nce fr om Lefty's repertoire that night in St . Louis. 

I didn't know him well enough to know whether he 

was l a zy, just wouldn't l e arn it, or whether he 

didn't think it was important or whether it was 

just something he just didn't think to do. I 

don't know the moti vation behind why he didn't 

do it, all I know is he didn't do it ... he 

disappoin t ed the fans, and disappointed me. I 

wanted to see him do it and I never quite 

understood why he wasn't able to. (Anderson ) 

Ac cording to Fr i zzell biographer Charles Wolfe, "Saginaw 

Michi gan" was the biggest selling singl e record of Lefty's 

c aree r. Although "Always Late" he ld t he number one position 

on the cha rt t hr e e t imes longer, i t had been thir te en ye a rs 

ea rli e r. 

gr o wn, 

By the mid 1960's not only had the population 

but more peopl e had record playe rs and in turn more 

r eco r d s to r e s o pened to supply the demand for product. 

Lefty 's fri e nd Faro n Young ca lled "Sa ginaw Mi c higan" 

" the per f eet come bac k son g . Who coul d ha ve e ver fou nd a 

bette r co mbinatio n t ha n Le ft y Fr izze ll a nd ' Saginaw 
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Mi chigan'" ( You ng ) . Eventually Lefty did learn the song a nd 

pla yed it live for his faithful fans . The fact that he 

performed the song is substantiated by a 1965 appea r ance on 

the "Porter Wago ner " television show. 

"Saginaw Mi chigan" remained on the country chart f or a 

total o f twe nty-six weeks and became only the second song 

( the first was "I Want To Be With You Always," number 

twenty-nine in 1951 ) to cross over to the pop chart where it 

hit number eighty-five on Billboard's top one hundred. Lefty 

followed up his 1964 number one with another song written by 

"The Nester" made a fair showing in August that 

year at number twenty-eight and remained on the chart for 

eleven weeks. 

As 196 5 began, Lefty's personal appearances were earning 

him more money because of his recent number one song. He 

hoped to keep his radio airplay consistent, but the new year 

got off to a disappointing start. The Mel Tillis composition 

"Gat o r Hollow" was released in January but was gone from the 

chart almost as quickly as it appeared. At number fifty, it 

beca me one of the lowest charting singles of Lefty's career 

and was absent from the chart after only two weeks. 

Lefty bounced back in May of 1965 with a song written by 

one of Nashville's most successful songwriters, Harlan 

Howard . His compositions include many country standards like 

"I Fall To Pieces" ( Pats y Cline), "Heartaches By The Numbers" 

( Ray Price ) and "Pick Me Up On Your Way Down" (C harlie 

Wa lker ) . The Harla n Howard song Lefty chose to record was 
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"She 's Go ne , Gone , Go ne" and it made i t all the way to number

twel ve and sta ye d on the Billboar:-d cha r:- t f or fift ee n weeks . 

Lefty had two mor:- e songs on the c har:-t la ter- in the year-, but 

neithe r:- r-emained long or- achieved a position on the char:-t 

above thir:-ty -six. 

The following year Lefty only managed to place one 

single on the chart. "I Just Couldn't See The For-est ( For 

The Trees ) " made its debut in Billboar:-d on October:- 15, 1966, 

and peaked at a discouraging fifty-one, r:-emaining on the 

char:-t for- only six weeks. Lefty's absence from the char:-t for 

most of the year- was not because he was not trying. In 1966 

he completed four sessions for Columbia that yielded a total 

of sixteen songs. 

The slump Lefty experienced in his recording career 

during the mid l960's can be attributed to several factors. 

The record business was more complex than it had been when 

Lefty ruled the charts in the early 1950's. There were more 

new artists recording and vying for the coveted top ten 

positions in Billboard. It seems that Lefty was no longer a 

priority for Columbia Records. Their roster also included 

othe r major country stars and they were getting the push of 

promotion money from the label. Charles Wolfe's review of 

the trade magazine Music City News during that era reveals 

that it "was full of ads for Johnny Cash, Flatt & Scruggs, 

a nd other acts - but not Lefty" (Wolfe 88 ) . 

Lefty was discouraged by the lack of promotion his 

singles were getting fr om his r ecord company. His drinking 
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increa sed a nd no longer was he writi ng his own songs but 

relying o n his producer to find material . Often the songs 

Lefty recorded we r e not r ea l ly suit e d to him and his vo i ce 

and he was just goin g thr oug h th e moti ons in th e r eco r d in g 

studio . 

Cou n t r y mus i c was goin g through s ome maj o r changes a t 

the time a nd Le f ty wa s c au g ht right in t he mi ddle. So me key 

e l eme nts he helped establish more than a decade earlier we re 

bein g challenged, as pointed out by historian Paul Hemphill: 

One of the traditions of country musi c has 

alwa y s been that the son g s are written by the 

same people who sing them ... up until the 

mid-sixties, when "pop-fe ver" set in, most of 

the hit country songs were written by the people 

who recorded the m: Hank Snow ( "I'm Moving On" ) , 

Lefty Frizzell ("Always Late" ) , Don Gibson ( "Oh 

Lonesome Me" ) , Floyd Tillman ( Slipping Around" ) , 

Ernest Tubb ( "Soldier's Last Le tter" ) , and Bill 

Anderson ("Still" ) . ( That was) the nature of 

country music, going back to the da y s when it 

was more of an expression of a way of life than 

something intended to make money. The appeal of 

the earl y commercial country singing stars was, 

then, that they were writing what they knew and 

puttin g i t on r ecord, a nd if it sold that wa s 

f ine wi t h the m. ( Hemphill 66) 
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Be t we e n 1967 a nd 1970 Le fty r e c o rded twenty - e ight s o ngs 

for Co lumbia ; o f these onl y two we re written by him . Of 

t hose, only one was a ne w song , "Ho bo's Pride," co -written 

with Abe Mulkey a nd Jack Kirch . Th e ot her Frizze ll 

compo sit io n recorded in that era was a remake of his firs t 

hit, "If You ' ve Go t The Mo ney, I' ve Got The Time ." Lefty 

re - recorded the song as a duet with June Starnes and it was 

released by Columb ia under the name of "Ag nes and Orvi lle." 

Nei ther song made an appearance on the Billboard chart. 

During the three year per iod fr om 1967-7 0 Lefty did place 

fi ve singles on the chart, but none of them made it above 

forty -nine. ( "Watermelon Time In Georgia" was forty-nine, 

debuting o n Aug ust 22, 197 0 . ) 

The discontentment between Lefty and Columbia Records 

continued to escalate as the 1970's began. In 1971 he only 

did one recording session for the label on July 14th. In 

contrast to the usual four songs on a session, Lefty only 

recorded two - Don Reid's "Honky Tonk Stardust Cowboy," and 

his own "What Am I Gonna Do." Ne ither song met with success 

and Lefty 's name wa s absent from the Billboard country chart 

for the entire year. 

Allen Frizzell was born the year his brother was king of 

the country music world, 1951. Although he missed the 

exciteme nt o f the early years in Lefty's career, he spent a 

great dea l of time with hi m in Nash ville. 

discou r aged Lefty was abou t his dwindling 

He remembers how 

suc ce ss. The man y 

f · ht stands had taken their toll a nd whe n Le ft y years o o ne - n1g -
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did work th e road he usually d id the le a st he could . If he 

was scheduled for two shows, he most li ke l y onl y s howed up 

for the second . He j us t didn't ca r e anymore and Allen 

reca ll s one day when the depr e ssi·o n h d f 
L a Le ty extreme ly l ow : 

I ' d never se e n him down like that . He was 

a lw ay s joking ; even if he was down he joked 

about it. But this time he was talking and he 

had a few tears coming down and he was talking 

about how he ' d had it with the business ; he ju s t 

kinda wanted to get out s ome wher e in he count ry 

and do some s o ngwri ting . ( A. frizze 1 ) 

Allen spe n t th e e ntir e y ith his brother and an 

in teresting thing happe ne 

stat e - of - aff irs . " He h 

fer Lefty ' s refle tio n o f thi s 

t lke himse f to where he was so 

down a nd befo re he got thro h heh 1 e himself up and 

hich he did " ( A. told me 

Frizzell ) . 

just wh at hews oin to do , 

Le fty planne to co nce n r ate o n writ ' ng songs 

again and in th e ye rs that ol o we he compose some of the 

greatest son g s of his career . 

Lefty completed h is fina sess on for o umbia o n June 

14 , 1972 , twenty - two years fter ·ta be an back ·n Dal las . 

The session was rath er une ve ntf with the e xception of the 

s o ng "You Babe . " It bec ame hi s fin a l sin g le f o r olumb ia and 

a lthough it peaked at n mbe r f . fty - nin e , it ma rked the 

beginning of a great chapter in Lefty ' s 1 i fe . 

Sanger D. "Whitey" Shafer moved to l a s hvil le from Texas 

in 1967 at the urging o f fellow son gwrite r friends Dallas 
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Frazier and Doodle Owens . He arri ved in town with three new 

songs a nd two O f them , "Be tween My House And Town" and "I ' m A 

New Man In Town," were recorded by George Jones . Whitey 

land ed his own recording contract with Musicor and then RCA 

Records but fail ed t f . d o 1n much success as a recording 

artist . He did continue to have su ccess with his songs and 

on Jun e 13, 1972, garnered up enough cou ra ge to pi ch a song 

to his favorite sin ger - Lefty Frizzell . 

Whitey li ved a bou t a block away from Lefty a nd heard he 

was looking f o r materi a l for his final 

With a tape in hand of several new songs, 

olumbia session . 

hitey walked dow n 

the street and knocked on the door of he Fri zz el l house . 

His timi ng was ri ght and a friendly Lefty greeted him a s 

Shaf e r r eca lls : " He sai , ' hey , come on in here .' He had a 

beer in his hand . I just caugh h·m ri ht . I think Alice 

wa s go ne a nd he was home by his self" ( Shafe r ) . After 

introducing himself, Whitey old Lefty he picke out a song 

he thought might be goo 

hearing the first son g , 

for his upcomin sessio n . After 

Lefty wante to hear the whole tape 

a nd wh en it was done playin selecte Shafer 's "You Babe . " 

To Whitey ' s sur prise and excite ent, Lef Y o him he was 

r eco rdin g the next day and invited him to the r eco rding 

studio . 

June 14, 197 2 I was a ve r y special day for Whitey who 

remembers hearing Lefty singing his son g as he pu lled in the 

pa rking lot of Columbia's Mu sic Row s tdio . Whitey had been 

Frizz el l fan since he was a Texa s schoolboy who spent all a 
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his lunch money playing "If You ' ve Got The Money , I've Got 
The Time" 

song. on the jukebox the first time he heard the 

He eager l y awaited e very Lefty Frizzell record and loved each 

and every one of them. Twenty-one years lat er to have his 

idol singing one of his songs was a highlight of his life. 

Before l ong the two became good friends and started writing 

songs together, including Lefty's first single for ABC 

Records, "I Can 't Get Over You To Save My Life ." 

Lefty was excited about his new recording contract with 

ABC. It was a chance f o r a fresh start and the opportunity 

to try some things in the studio t hat he had been prevented 

from doing at Columbia. Shortly before his split with his 

label of twent y-two y ears, Left y reflected o n how the 

business had changed from th e ea rly da ys. 

When I started in 19 50 I thou g ht country music 

was commercial even then. But things are a lot 

different now. It was easier to have a number 

one record because the re was much less 

competition. But wh e n yo u go t a numbe r on e , it 

seemed to mean more bec au s e i t stayed number one 

a lot longer and s o ld mo r e c op i e s . Nowadays, 

number one records come and go almost every 

week, it seems, and they don't really have to 

sell that much to be number one . ( Wolfe 88 ) 

Rather than being bitter about the changes, Lefty seemed 

d ·ted about the new possibilities that to be encouraged an exc1 

were emerging . 



But the only changes I can see in country music 

are the better . . . There are 

th ings to write and sing about . 

for 
so many more 

When I had my 

n umber o ne records, a l ot of subjects were 

off- limits . So I just cut regular commercial 

there was no real depth to them, such as songs ; 

you find in today's songs . ( Wolfe 88 ) 
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Some wou l d argue that Lefty ' s early hits had "no real 

dep th ," but the b · t su Jee s were pretty mainstream; love , 

sweethearts, and 

A Thousand Ways" 

mom and dad . Many sugges t that "I Love You 

is among the best l ove s ongs ever written 

and the touching tribute t o paren t hood in "Mom and Dad's 

Waltz" will never go out of style . Neve r t heless, some of the 

issues in life that Lefty was e xperi e nc in g in the 1970 ' s 

loneliness, separation, and the de vil in th e bottle - were no 

longer taboo subjects for country sin gers . Lefty wrote and 

sang on these issues, but he also r e fl e cted on the bright 

side and wrote (with Shafer ) songs like the enduring love 

bal l ad , "That ' s The Way Lo ve Goe s . " 

One of the main provis i ons of Le f ty 's 197 2 contract with 

ABC is that it allowed him t o r e c o r d e nti re albums rather 

than just singles . The plan was to record a complete album, 

perhaps even a concept album, and select two or three songs 

fro m the album to be released as singles . This was an 

appealing concept to Lefty and marked another change in the 

Nashville way of doing things . Lefty Frizzell was one of the 

first country artists to record a concept album . In 1951 he 

I R 
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recorde d a Jimm i e Rodg e rs tri· bute 
album for Colum b ia . One of 

the albums Le f ty hoped t o r e c o rd f o r AB C was a "honky - tonk 
gospe l " g r o f u p O s ongs he wanted t o wri te with s ongwr iti ng 

buddi e s Whit ey Shafer , Dood l e o••e n s , d 
w a n Da ll as Fraz ie r . 

All the r eco r d compani e s had pr evio usl y been "sing l es" 

minded . Rare l y wou l d an a rtist go i n to the studio to r e cord 

an entire a lbum, but i ns tead a n album wa s rel e a se d whe n the 

l a bel had acc umu l ated e nough s i ng l e s . The foc us wa s a lw ay s 

on the si ng l e r e l ea s e , f o r both a ir pl a y a nd s a l e s purpo ses . 

As the cost of s in g l e s inc r ea s e d , mo re c onsume rs l ooke d 

f o r a bette r barg ai n by pur cha sin g ten s o ng s by thei r 

f avori te a rtist ins tead o f a s i nge r eco r wi t h o nly t wo . To 

mee t the g r owin g demand f o r album s , the l a be ls would o f te n 

ru s h th ei r a rtis ts i n t o t he studio to r e co r d a n a l bum to be 

r e l ea s ed wi t h t he ir l ate s t r a io h i t . Fo r e xa mpl e , in the 

l a t e 196 0 ' s a rt i s ts like Geo r ge Jo ne s we r e r e l e a s ing th r ee 

a lbums pe r yea r . Th e pr ob l e m wa s t hat the a rti s t s ofte n 

fo und th e msel ve s r e co rd i ng " fi ll e r " mate r ial j st to comp l ete 

t he a lbum . Ma ny c o n sume rs fe l t s ho r - cha nged a nd e ve n tua ll y 

th e re co r d compa ni e s r ea liz ed the need fo r a l bum s t o co n tai n 

mo r e t ha n o ne hit s o ng . 

In the fall o f 197 2 Lefty pr e pa r e d fo r hi s fi r st a lbum 

for AB C. It wa s t he fir s t t i me he e nt e r ed the studio 

pl a nn i ng t o r ec o r d a n e n ti r e a l b m. It wa s a ls o th e first 

time he r e co r de d a s o ng co - wr itte n with ne w friend Whi te y 

Sha fe r . Not l o ng afte r thei r initia l meeting, Lefty s to pped 

by Whit e y ' s hous e o n hi s way to tow n . Befor e he left , t he 
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two had completed their first song together. Whitey recalls : 

"I had this song started called 'L ucky Arms ' and I had a 

verse and part of the bridge and some melody to it. He 

stopped by the house one day and I just played i t for him 

the piano and he stayed and we finished it" ( Shafer ) . 

on 

On se veral occasions Lefty in vited Whitey to perform 

with him . No long e r travelling with a band, the o n stage 

line - up featured Lefty on guitar, Whitey on pia no, and a 

pick- up drummer . Acco rd ing to Whitey , Lefty was earning 

a bout $5 00 per appea r ance in 1972 . That amount was a bout 

double what he ea rn ed a decade ea rl ie r but still quite low in 

li g ht of Lefty's accomplishments . 

Lefty's ca r ee r was on an ups win g in 1972 with his new 

r eco r di ng contract, increased bookings, a nd appeara nces on 

the television shows of Porter agoner and Bill Ande rson . 

But his personal life was becoming strained by his chronic 

dri nkin g . Alice would no longer allo w his drinking in the 

house so Lefty mo ved into a much smaller house nea rby, ofte n 

r e f e rr ed to as the "li tt l e house," or s brother David ca ll ed 

it/ the "dog house ." In spite of the separation , Lefty and 

Ali ce still cared a great deal for each othe r and David 

recalls they saw each other almost every day . 

A typical occurrence leading up to the separate 

residences is told by Me l Tillis in hi s 1984 autobiography , 

Stutterin' Boy . The scen e is the t rip back home after a 

night the town that included too much drinking : "He asked on 

to home with him to help break the ice, so I did . When me go 



45 

we got there his wife, Alic e , thr e w us bot h out along with an 

old buffalo head with on e of is ho rns mi ssin g " ( Tillis 132 ) . 

Anothe r f acto r in t he se pa ra tio n o Lefty and Alice may 

have been that she joined t he c h r ch pa s to r ed by the Revere nd 

Jimmy Snow . 

members not 

Ac c ording t o Fa r o n Yong , 

t o coo k s uppe r o r c e n p 

Sno w a mo nished his 

e ho s e i f their 

husb a nds wo l d not s o p rinkin no ne r of Snow' s 

sugg esti o ns was foll o e by e n · c r e a ly a nge r e d 

Le ft y . You ng r ecalls : 
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t r eating them r 1 h :.o 0 ... o t e r s a in s 
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? . " Yo n e e r r ec gnize 0 

- e r e s t r a ine d , his 
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songwriters were t ogethe r : 
" I kinda kept him company, he was 

pretty lonely . 
Mo st people have t o wo rk a nd at the time I 

was just writin g songs . My wif e was wo rkin g and I did n ' t 

have much else to do bu t go to his ho s e , s o I did " ( Shafe r ) . 

According to Shafe r, the s o ngwri ng he y i d to gether was 

not planned but r a ther a b y- pr od uct of he t i me he y s pent 

toge t her . 

We never di d r eal l y r y to wr i e I yo kno w a s 

far as sitti ng 0 n n s y e ' s wr i e a 

song . II e lways 0 0 e er n ha fe w 

bee rs o r some h'n n I yo 0' I shoo he b 11 

a nd i f s ome h · n come p n e 0 to ee n 

jus t r i h I we ' j st 0 he n wr e . e 

made kin 0 n . e 0 0 i 0 0 i 

wa sn ' t r ea y wor . 

The o ne e xceptio n o he · r bor ion e ho pr od ced 

a song in 197 3 h t s esc · ne e o e o n r 

c lassi c . On th t n ey 

son . ns e 0 r. n th e y wo uld wri te 

place , th e y tr ve l ed o n he o n • r :o e o 

ec i e d 

Le f y ' s 

b · n of a 

fellow songwrit e r, Da s fr 

up in north Hendersonvi e . " 

Way Love Goe s" was wr i t te n : 

er, 

ha 

oc e 

er re 

he f' 

h to it and kind of a mel o Y t h 

sang it to him and he j st sai ' 

And after that - there's on Ya 

t ' s 

e rse a n 

d it was easy t o it just got written, an 

n:n the oon oc ks 

s n ha ' s The 

rs co p e o f ines 

o r a ong me . I 

e ay o e goes .' 

a b r· dg e you know -

" ( Shafer ) . 
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Lefty had a good f ee ling a bout the so ng a nd re co rded it 

on his July 17 , 19 7 3 , s ess i on f or ABC . Th e ot her t wo so ngs 

o n t he session we r e a l so s o ng s h 'd e writt e n with Sha fer - "I 

Can ' t Get Over Yo u To Sa ve My Life," and "I Ne ver Go Around 

Mirrors." Le f ty want e d to release "That's The Way Lo ve Goes" 

as t he firs t single but it wound up as the B-side of "I Ne ver 

Go Ar ound Mi r rors." "IN G e ver o Around Mirrors" pro ved to be 

hi s best chart success in nearly a decade when it reached 

number twenty-fi ve on the Billboard chart in early 1974. The 

song was masterfully crafted and strikingl y autobiographic 

with the picture of a man growing old who avoids mirrors 

because the reflection is too sad: "I never go around 

mirrors-I can't stand to see me without you by my side-I 

ne ver go around mirrors 'cause I got a heartache to hide (and 

i t tears me up to see a grown man cry ) " ( Frizzell-Shafer). 

The success of "I Never Go Around Mirrors" was welcomed 

by Lefty, but the regret over not releasing the B-side as a 

singl e grew. Johnny Rodriguez was a new artist recording for 

Me r c ury who had learned to sing listening to Lefty Frizzell 

rec ords. He rushed into the studio to record "That's The Way 

Lo ve Goes" and it q uickl y rose to number one. The 

s ongwriting royalties he earned on the song did little to 

ease the despair Lefty felt o ver not having the number one 

h i ms e lf. He f e lt that the song was stro ng enough that it 

cou l d have been the c omeback single he needed to regain the 

coveted to p of the c ountry c hart. Lefty was probabl y right. 

f t h ng was pr oved in 198 3 whe n i t The en during grea tn e ss o e s o 
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became numbe r one a second time. It Frizz e ll wa s disciple 
Me rle Hagga rd with the hit and his great performance earned 
him a Gra mm y Award for best country vocal performance by a 

ma l e from the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences 

in 1984. 

Following the success of Lefty's debut single on ABC in 

ea rl y 1974, the Label released two more songs from the album 

later in the year . "Railroad Lady," a song written by Jimmy 

Buffett and Jerry Jeff Walker, spent nine weeks on the chart 

that summer, peaking at number fifty-two. In September ABC 

released "Lucky Arms," the first song Frizzell and Shafer 

teamed up on back in 1972. The up-tempo happy song with 

driving piano throughout connected with country music fans . 

The song stayed on the chart more than three months and rose 

to number twenty-one in Billboard. 

All of Lefty's recording sessions for ABC were produced 

by Don Gant. He was a young producer who had already worked 

with Roy Acuff and Roy Orbison. Lefty took a liking to him 

right from the start. Gant encouraged Lefty to write new 

songs and also helped him find some of the best songs on 

music row being written by some of the new writers in town. 

Lefty was very happy with his debut album for ABC titled 

· 11 Don Gant was also pleased with The Leg endary Lefty Fr1zze • 

the project and remembered how moved Lefty was when the 

recording was ready for release. "When we'd finished the 

first album, he listened to it, and cried - openly - he was 

just ove r come that it could be that good" (Wo lfe 91). 



Whitey Sha fer was a lso de li gh ted with the 

grateful to have se ve ral of his s ongs include d . 
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a l bu m a nd 

But Sha f er 

wa s not hap py a bout Lefty's growing disr e gard for the hi g h 

blood pr e ssur e he had de veloped. "He just wouldn't take his 

medicine. I don't know if he was afraid to take it with 

vo dka, or what, but he wouldn't take his medicine right" 

( Shafer ) . Shafer recalls one day when he accompanied Lefty 

to see his doctor who was angered over Lefty's actions: "The 

doctor told him to get out of his office before he died" 

( Shafer). 

In the spring of 1974, it was time to prepare for the 

second album for ABC. Once again Lefty and Whitey wrote some 

songs together and two of them were included in the first 

session that year. On April 30, 1974, Lefty recorded "She 

Found The Key" and "My Wishing Room," co-authored with 

Shafer. The third song on the session was "I Wonder Who's 

Building The Bridge," a song by Doodle Owens and Roger Burch 

that didn't make it on the album. 

Two more recording sessions took place for the album 

that year on August 14 and October 22. The session in 

October was to be Lefty's final recording session. 

Lefty's second LP for ABC was titled The Classic Style 

of Lefty Frizzell and was released in the spring of 1975. 

Lefty appeared tired and worn in the publicity photographs 

for the album and much older than his forty-seven years. 

J ournalist Geoff Lane commented on the 1975 Lefty: "His face 

is s c arred_ he was once in a serious automobile accident 
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but the s c ars you t · no i ce co me fr o m the insi de , 

the r e pai n lines etched deep in his 

ar o und his e ye s" (Wolfe 91 ) . 

i n the 
a nd they ' r e 

for e head a nd 

A series of concert ap pearances was sch ed ul ed to help 

pr omote Le fty 's ne w album on ABC. One of the first stops 

scheduled was a show with Skeeter Da vis and Stonewall Jackson 

o n July 19 at the Delaware State Fair in Dover . It was to be 

Lefty 's first appearance in the eastern state, but he never 

made it. Lefty suffered a massive stroke before his 

scheduled departure and was rushed to Nashville Memorial 

Ho spital . The doctors were unable to reverse the damage from 

the hemorrhage and Lefty died that night at 11:20. He was 

taken to the Cole and Garrett Funeral Home in Nashville where 

the ser vi ce was handled by the pastor of Lord's Chapel in 

nearby Brentwood , the Reverend Billy Ray Moore . The service 

was attended by many of his fellow country music stars and 

his pallbeare rs were six of his songwriting friends: 

Doodle Owens , Dallas Frazier, Abe Mulkey, 

Whitey 

Rusty Shafer, 

Ada ms, and Tommy Smith. Internment took place on July 22 in 

Forest Lawn at Goodletts ville. 

The news of Lefty's death went out on the U.P.I. wire 

a nd was carried by newspapers across the nation. A review of 

the count ry Music Foundation Archives reveals Frizzell's 

following newspapers on July 21, 1975: obitua ry in the 

Oakland Tribune , Oakland, CA ; St. Pe tersburg Times, St. 

Pete rsburg , FL ; Minneapo lis Star, Minneapolis, MN ; Houston 

Post , Hou s to n, TX ; Fort worth Star Tel egram , Fort Worth , TX ; 
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De mocrat and Chro nicle, Roc hester, NY; Chicago Daily New s, 

Ch icago, IL; Columbus Citizen Journal, Columbus, OH; Chicago 

Tribune, Chicago, IL; Delaware State News, Dover, DE; 

Philadelphia Inquirer, Philadelphia, PA; The New York Times, 

New York, NY; The Nashville Tennessean, Nashville, TN; and 

The Nashville Banner, Nashville, TN. 

The story in The Nashville Tennessean was headlined: 

"Frizzell Praised As One Of A Kind," and featured comments 

from Don Law, who signed Lefty to Columbia in 1950 and 

produced all of his early hits: "Lefty was a unique 

character; he was reall y a unique genius - he was a stylist 

with a style all his own - he wasn't like anybody before or 

since" ( The Nashville Tennessean ) . Both the Philadelphia 

Inquirer 

feat in 

and Ne w York Times re count ed h is 

1951 of placing four s o ngs in 

record-breaking 

the top ten 

simultaneously and carried a quote from Lefty taken from an 

interview shortly before his death: "When I sing a song, I 

want to make it sound like the last thing I ever say in my 

life" ( The New York Times ) . 

Lefty Frizzell was gone from this ea r th , but his legacy 

was destined to li ve on for generations to come . No serious 

student of country music can overlook his major contributions 

to the art form. 

j 
I 
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CHAPTER 4 

Lefty Frizzell and the Mass Medi a 

" I Love You A Thousand Ways" 

i nvo l ve d, in varying caree r of Lefty Fr izz e ll 

a ll f o rms of ma ss me dia. Be f o r e he was a national 

star , Lefty gained regiona l po pul a ri ty perfo rm i ng o n local 

r ad i o station s. Hi s first bi g impact on the mass me dia ca me 

v i a the juke bo x. In the early 1950's the music o f Le ft y 

Frizzell p l ayed co ns ta ntly on the music boxes in honky-tonks 

and restau r ant s ac r o ss t he nation. At the same time , he 

impacted the popular mass media of radio through his records. 

Because o f his tremendous rise to stardom, Frizzell also 

gained 

popula r 

expo sure 1n the print media, with major stories in 

ne wspapers like the Times-Herald of Dallas, Texas, 

and t r ade publication, Billboard magazine. In the mid 1950's 

Fri zz e ll's mass media proliferation expanded to television 

and i n the mid 1960's he appeared in two motion pictures. 

The American public's insatiable appetite for music in 

the ea rl y decades of the twentieth century can be clearly 

seen in the enormous popularity of radio. The scientific 

work done in t he late lB OO's by James Clerk Maxwell and 

Hei nrich He rtz became the foundation that men like Oli ver 

Lod ge , Gug l ie l mo Ma r coni, and Nikola Tesla built upon t o 

c reate the eno r mou s ma s s media of radio. It wa s the p i vo t a l 

decade o f t he 1920 ' s "w he n t he a d ve nt o f pu bl ic br oadcasting 

transfo rmed radio from a mea ns of point - to - point 

52 
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co mmuni ca tion, co mpeting with the wir e d t e l e graph, into the 

a ge ncy of mass communication i' t i' s today" (A itken 3 ) . 

When radios were first mass produced in 19 20 they 

quickly beca me t he most importa n t medium of e n te r ta inme n t in 

America . The dramatic increas e in amplitude - modulated (AM) 

radio s ales were phenomenal that decade . 

From a relatively modest figure of $60,000,000 

in 1922 , sales rose to a total of $842,000,000 

i n 1929, a nd some observers estimated that radio 

had penetrated e ve r y third home in the country . 

According 

12 , 078 , 345 

32) 

to the federal c e nsus of 

f amiles owned radi o sets . 

1930, 

( Malone 

Wh i le radio ma nufa c tur e rs e n joyed tr e men dou s sales , t he 

rec ord business experi e nc ed a se ve r e loss in revenue . From a 

record high in excess of 100 , 000,000 r e co rd sales in 1929, 

the number plummeted to 6, 000,000 discs sold in 1932 . The 

loss was only tempor a ry and the record co mpa nies saw sales 

pick up sig n ifican tly in t he mid 1930 's . By the e nd of 1939 

the combined sales o f re cords pa sse d t he 140 , 000, 000 mark 

( Ewe n 283 ) . 

Electronic television was the br a inc h ild of American 

inventors Philo T . Farnsworth and Vladimir Zworykin . RCA 

paid Fa rn sworth $1,000,000 in 1934 for the right s to us e his 

e le c tron optics invention . Zworykin led the famed Camden, 

Ne w Jerse y , research team that combined engineers from RCA, 

Ge ne r a l Electric, a nd Westinghouse . At the 1939 New York 
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World's Fair, 
RCA displayed its first modern television 

the U.S. public (Head-Sterling 76). 

to 

Nine years later commerc1.·a1 1 te evision in America 

experienced significant growth with the number of stations on 

t he air expand1.'ng fr om seventeen to forty-eight. The 

exciting new mass media quickly surpassed radio at the 

consumer level as sales of television sets increased more 

than 500 percent from 1947-48. "Increased opportunities for 

viewing 1.n 1948 multiplied the audience in one year by an 

astonishing 4,000 percent" ( Head-Sterling 84 ) . When Lefty 

Frizzell made his first network television appearance in the 

early 1950's, there were more than 800,000 television sets in 

the United States with a potential audience of more than 

4,000,000 (Ewen 506). 

Lefty Frizzell had a long, and for the most part very 

good, relationship with the mass media. The courtship began 

in 1940 on KELD radio in El Dorado, Arkansas, when Lefty was 

twelve. Although the details are unclear, it appears that he 

was a regular guest on the station's weekl y children's show. 

Two years later the Frizzells had relocated to Paris, Texas, 

and for the second time Lefty was back on the air. This time 

he had his own fifteen minute show every Saturday morning on 

KPET. The one thousand watt station was a daytime operation 

Lefty with a listening radius of about fifty miles. 

performed his version of favorite songs by popular stars like 

Jimmie Rodgers, Ernest Tubb, and Roy Acuff. 
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The ne xt time Lefty wa s heard on r ad i o wa s five years 

late r in 194 7 . He was married wi th a baby d aug h t e r a nd wa s 

li v ing nea r Roswe l l , Ne M · w e x1c o . The t own ha d a po pul a t i on 

of about 30 , 000 a t t he time and was ser ved by two radi o 

s t a t i o ns, 

KGFL a nd , 

KSWS and KGFL. Lefty approached the manager of 

ba sed on his previous experience at KPET and KELD, 

was g i ve n his o wn half hour show. The show was so successful 

t hat Lefty found it easy to solicit his own sponsors and 

qu ickl y ex panded his show to sixty minutes per week. 

When Lefty Frizzell was heard on the radio again, he was 

no l onger performing li ve. The year was 19 50 and his 

r e cording of "If You' ve Got the Money, I' ve Got The Time" was 

heard man y times each day on every station in the nation that 

pl aye d c o untry music. That song was his first release for 

Co lumbia Records and it soon captured the number one spot in 

America. The flip side of the record was "I Love You A 

Thousand Ways" and it too became a number one smash. 

Amother important mass medium in 1950 was the jukebox 

a nd the re were thousands in honky-tonks, restaurants, and 

o the r public places. One of the leading ma nufacturers of 

jukeboxes was the Wurlizter Company who introduced their 

first c o in-operated phonograph in 1928. Following the repeal 

o f Prohibition in 1934, sales of jukeboxes increased 

dr as tic a lly as ta verns and beer joints opened up by the 

t ho us and s. Fur t her inno vations of the automatic music 

ma c hine a ls o he lped boost sal e s, such as "remote control 

device s (that) pe rmit te d s on g c ho i ce s wi thou t l eav in g one 's 
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boo th o r stoo l" (M alone 154 ) . 
Thirteen years after the 

introductio n o f the first electrically amplified jukebox in 

19 27 , 

19 40 . 

s a les of the music machine passed the 300,000 mark by 

Although the jukebox has lost the significance it once 

had, it was a major source of entertainment when Lefty 

Frizzell launched his career. The entire nation of jukeboxes 

was playing Lefty Frizzell records as fast as he put them 

out. Faron Young remembers the predominance of Lefty's songs 

in the early 1950's, citing a simple drive down the street as 

a case in point: 

The 

evident 

jukebox 

You didn't have to have a radio, 'cause if you 

had your windows down, you could hear somebody 

else's radio or you could hear the jukeboxes on 

the outside of the honky-tonks as you went by 

and you could hear Lefty Frizzell. I don't care 

if you drove for a hundred miles; you'd always 

hear Lefty Frizzell on some car around you or 

from a club loudspe aker. ( Young ) 

importance of the jukebox in the mass media 

in the fact that there was a separate chart for 

is 

the 

popularity of records in the important trade journal, 

Billboard magazine. The listing was as follows: "Most 

lk (cou nt ry & Western) Played Jukebox Fo Records." The 

criteria Were Pr inted above the week's top ten for listing 

records: "Records listed are Country and Western 

mo st played in jukeboxes according to Billboard's 

Records 

special 
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weekl y sur vey among a selected group of . kb t 
JU e ox opera ors 

wh ose customers play Country and w 
estern records" (Billboard 

1951 ) . Lefty 's two releases in 1950 and his seven in 1951 

all appeared on the Billboard "Jukebox Chart" and man y of 

them held the number one spot for multiple weeks. 

Lefty's name first appeared in Billboard on September 2, 

1950, under the advance record release column . It was simply 

a listing of his record number, Columbia 20739, and, oddly 

enough, appeared not in the Folk section but under the 

"Rhythm and Blues Records" listing. 

Another key element of Lefty Frizzell 's mass media debut 

was the release of his music on record. At the same time his 

first release was constantly playing on jukeboxes, 

of fans were rushing out to buy the hit record . 

thousands 

"If You've 

Got The Mo ney, I've Go ·t The Time" sold more than 500,000 

copies in less than three months. Many of the records that 

followed sold equally as well for Lefty. 

The print media found great copy in Lefty Frizzell. The 

Times-Herald in Dallas reported in its September 21, 1950, 

issue that Frizzell was being rushed back into the studio by 

Columbia because of the enormous success of his first two 

singles. A key point in the story was the journey of two of 

the label vice -presidents to Dallas to meet with their new 

star. Billboard magazine named Lefty their "Discovery Of The 

Year" in 1950: "From out of nowhere a new hillbilly artist 

has skyrocketed to the top " (Billboard) · 

,, ) 
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Le f ty 's debut a nd med i a b l ' i t z were so si gnifi ca n t t hat 
ma ny o ther arti s t s got o n t he 

Frizzell bandwagon. Mor e th a n 
forty 

Got 

othe r ar t is t s recorded 11 f I You' ve Go t The Money, I' ve 
The Time," including pop music star Jo Stafford who 

s co r ed her own hit wi th Lefty's composition. Lefty's 

indir ect impact via the mass medi· a was heard by millions when 

to t a lling all the artists who recorded his songs, e ven in 

19 50. 

With th d e a vent of his recording star status, Lefty 

began to interact with the media in a new way - inter views. 

His first experience probably came in Nashville when his 

manag e r at the time, Jim Beck, brought him to town to promote 

his new record. Hugh Cherry was one of Nashville's leading 

disc jockeys at the time and he recalls that Beck was very 

protective of the young star: "He reminded me of a Hollywood 

hype man, with a touch of Texas cockiness. He always seemed 

afraid for Lefty to speak for himself. 

confidence in Lefty's commercial potential, 

He had great 

little in his 

ability to articulate" (Wolfe 30) . Another reason cited for 

Beck's close watch on Lefty was the fear that some of 

Nashville's leading agents and managers might try to sign 

Lefty away from him. By early 1951 Beck's fear came true 

when Lefty signed with a new manager named Jack Starnes. 

St a Nashvl. lle power broker but rather a arnes was not 

promo t er in Lefty's home state of Texas . 

for arranging I t appears that Starnes was responsible 

Lefty ' s first na t ional network radio appearance. The dat e 
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was Janua ry 27 , 1951, just one day after Lefty signed a 

personal management contract with h ' 1m . Lefty performed live 
over high -powered KWKH radio in Shreveport on the famous 
Louisiana Hay r ide . Lefty must have fe l t deep a se nse of 
accomplishment remembering his attempt to perform on the 

radio show about two and a half years earlier . It was Hank 

Williams who got the s t h po on t e important show before he 

moved up to the grand daddy of co untry radio shows , The Grand 

Ol e Opry i n Nas hvi ll e . By the summe r o f 195 1, Lefty j oi ned 

Hank Wil l iams as a member of the Opry . 

The management at the fifty thousand watt KWKH was 

impressed with Lefty ' s performance of the January 27th 

Louisiana Hayride . Because the s how had recent l y l ost two of 

its leadi ng ac t s , J o hn nie & J ack wit h Kitty We l ls , a nd Leo n 

Payne, they we re anxious to add some hot new star s to their 

popu l ar r adio s how cast . The Fe br uary 24 , 1951 , issue of 

Billboard reported that Lefty was negotiating with several 

high-power station s for a regular spot, with Shreveport ' s 

KWKH a l eading c on te nde r . Lefty ' s ma nager, Jack Sta rn es , was 

handling the negotiations and when the deal did not 

materialize with KWKH, he turned his attention to landing 

Lefty a spot on WSM 's Grand Ole Opry . 

Another powerful radio station vying for Lefty ' s 

affiliation wa s KR LD in Da ll as . Thi s un do ubt ed l y had a major 

appeal for Lefty because he was living and recording in the 

Texas city . Another important plus for the station was that 

Da llas was, at that time, the recording center for Columbia . 
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Beck 's s tud io wa s considered 
one of the best in the nation 

a nd th e major stars who recorded there included Marty 
Robbins, Little Jimmy Dickens, Ray Price, Billy Walker, 
Maddox Brothers and Rose, Wayne Raney, Ted Daffan , Leon 

McAuliffe, and The Callahan Brothers. 

The plan was to create a radio show in Dallas that would 

rival Shreveport's Louisiana Hayride and Nashville's Grand 

Ole Opry. With Columbia an affiliate of the powerful CBS 

network, station management at KRLD hoped for their support 

of the show. In May 1951 KRLD recruited popular disc jockey 

Johnny Hicks (who was also a singer and songwriter ) to host a 

show they called the Columbia Country Caravan. The audition 

show they recorded that spring featured a who's who of Dallas 

talent : Lefty Frizzell, Ray Price, Billy Walker, Leroy 

Jenkins, The Light Crust Doughboys, and newcomer Betty 

Johnson (from North Carolina ) . The show opened with a lively 

brief version of the "Steel Guitar Rag" and lots of hooting 

and hollering from those assembled in the studio. Next, an 

enthusiastic Johnny Hicks introduced the show "featuring five 

of America's outstanding folk music recording artists and 

starring the young man whose first t hree Columbis records are 

now three of the biggest hits in the whole hillbilly world, 

Lefty Frizzell!" ( Columbia Country Caravan ) . Lefty launched 

into a rousing version of "If You've Got The Money, I've Got 

The Time," and then joked with Johnny, who questioned Lefty 

about writing the song . "Did you work on it very long?" 

Hicks asked. "I'd say about thirty minutes," Lefty replied . 
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" I wr o t e i t o ne day on the way 
to Dallas from wa y out in west 

Texa s" ( Co lumbia Country Ca ra van ) . Next, 
Lefty told Johnny 

o f a special verse he'd ' tt 
wri en especially for the show and 

was o f course invited to sing it: 

"If they got the money, we got the time 

We'll pick and sing for CBS , each Friday night at nine 

We got lots of talent, I know they'll like just fine 

So if they got the money, we' ve got the time." 

After Lefty's song, Johnny introduced Billy Walker and 

the two talked briefly before Billy sang "Beautiful Brown 

Eyes." In reality Billy Walker was not really there that day 

in Dallas. He was out of town so the producer of the show 

"got someone they said sounded like me to talk and then they 

played my record" (Walker). After a song from Leroy Jenkins, 

a comedy bit by Toby Tolliver, and an up-tempo instrumental 

by the Light Crust Doughboys, Lefty sang another song with a 

special dedication: "I'd like to dedicate this particular 

song to all them fellers up at CBS listening t o this show; 

it's called 'I Want To Be With You Alwa ys'" ( Frizzell ) . That 

song was Lefty's current single that spent el even weeks at 

number one after it debuted in Billboard on April 14, 1951. 

Following his performance, Lefty helped Johnny introduce Ray 

"If You're Ever Lonely Price who sang his current release, 

Darling," a song written by Lefty Frizzell. 

In the closing moments of the audition show, Johnny 

l t the CBS executi ves in New York: Hicks made a strong appea o 



A co ns e r va ti ve coun t o f the a vai la b l e nat i o na ll y 

kno wn r e c ordi ng art is t s ( in Dallas ) wo uld be 

about twe nt y groups. w· h 1t this amount of talent 

t ha t is now a vailable, d an with what the show 

would draw, we could make the Country Caravan 

the biggest folk music show in the whole United 

States of America, bar none! 

Cara van) 

( Columbia Country 
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Although CBS seriously considered the proposal, they decided 

not to sponsor the show. Perhaps they didn't want to go up 

against the two shows already established, WSM's Grand Ole 

Opry and KWKH's Louisiana Hayride. 

When the Columbia Country Caravan did not materialize, 

Lefty decided to accept the invitation to become a member of 

the Grand Ole Opry. Red Foley introduced Lefty that summer 

night in 1951 on the stage of the Ryman Auditorium and the 

applause was thunderous and long. Lefty pleased the crowd 

with "I Love You A Thousand Ways" and it took Foley several 

minutes to quiet down the ecstatic audience. Lefty returned 

later in the show to perform the number one song in the 

nati on, "I Want To Be With You Always," and was once again 

rewarded with extended and deafening applause. 

Lefty's appearances on the Grand Ole Opry were important 

from a mass media perspective because the show was broadcast 

d . The h1'gh-power station carried on cl e ar-channel WSM ra 10. 

the c o untry sounds north to Canada and south to Florida and 

a ll the wa y to Texas. 
o n a clear night the signal of the 
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fifty thousa nd watt statio n wou l d r each i' n to 
about twe n ty - six 

state s . 

Although the Gra nd Ol e Opry was considered a ma jor 

fact o r in a count r y artist's career, L f · e ty opted t o end h1s 

af filiation wi th the pre t · · h s 1g1ous sow ab out eight months 

afte r hi s debut. One of the reasons was that he still made 

hi s home in Tex as and tra vel to make the required appearances 

was o f t en difficult. Another factor was a financial one: 

Le f ty co ul d make $1,000 for a performance on a Saturday night 

ve rsus the standard Opry pay which was probably l e ss than 

$ 100 . Also, with the unprecendented success Lefty was having 

with his records, he might ha ve felt he just didn't need the 

Opr y to insure his continued good fortune. Lefty addressed 

th is point himself in an interview shortly before his death 

in 197 5 when recalling a conversation he had with Opry member 

Hank Williams: 

Wol f e 

Lefty 

I forgot where we were at the time, but one day 

he said, "You need to join the Opry." I looked 

at him and said, "Look, I' ve got the number one 

song, 

the 

the number two song, the number 

number e ight song on the charts. 

six, and 

And you 

t e ll me I need to join the Opry?" Hank thought 

about it for a few seconds, then laughed and 

said, "Darned if you ain't got a heck of an 

a r gument." ( Wolfe 57 ) 

ou t a chronological probl e m poi n ts 
with t he story: 

. the top te n un t il af t er did not have f our son gs in 
he 



joi ned the Opr-y . He co nc ludes tha t Ha nk was tr-y ing 
co nvi nce Lefty to s ta y at the Opr-y . Wolfe also notes 
irony i n the situation, pointing out that Hank Will iams 

soon after asked to leave the Opr-y foe his alleged abuse 

a lc oho l. 
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to 

the 

was 

of 

Lefty developed a habit ear-ly in his career of visiting 

radio stations to pr-ornate his r-ecor-ds . He was a favor-ite of 

many countr-y disc jockeys and remained good friends 

throughout his car-eer with several of them . During a trip to 

El Paso, Texas, in 1953, Lefty was accompanied by r-odeo star-

Jack Skipworth. They stopped off to see some old fr-iends in 

New Mexico, including Ray Patterson who recorded the visit on 

audio tape and eight millimeter home mo vie s. Lefty performed 

a shortened version of his current release, "Run ' Em Off," 

and intr-oduced a new song he'd written for son Ricky and 

daugher Lois called "My Little Her And Him . " The home movies 

show Lefty singing at a microphone outdoors in the New Mexico 

sunshine with buddies Jack and Ray standing near-by. It is 

believed by the author that Patterson taped Lefty's visit foe 

a show he produced for a local radio station. 

The first television exposure foe Lefty Frizzell came in 

the fall of 1951 while touring in California. He was a guest 

on Hometown Jamboree in El Monte, California, a weekly 

Satur-day night live combination concert and television show . 

fl t elevision broadcast was The producer of the success u 

Mus l·c Hall of Fame inductee Cliffie Stone, who recent Count r y 

has fond memories of Le fty's reception that night: 
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It was my gr ea t pl ea sur e t o pr e sent Lef t y 
Friz zell for t he first time on t e levision. 
... The first night that Lefty performed on the 

show the mail, phone calls and attendance at the 

show tripled. L ft , e Y s easy, natural, down-home 

ways were immediately captured by the cameras, 

and the v iewers at home lo ved him. ( Stone ) 

After an eleven year run with Hometown Jamboree, Cliffie 

Stone began a new television show that originated from 

Co mpton, California, called Town Hall Party. Lefty became a 

regular guest on the show that featured an impressive cast, 

including Merle Travis, Spade Cooley, Tex Williams, Joe and 

Rose Maphis, Wesley Tuttle, and Eddie Kirk. The Saturday 

night show was first broadcast o ver KFI, later expanding to 

KTTV. The popular program . was also regularl y heard on Los 

Angeles radio and sometimes carried on the NBC radio network. 

Town Hall Party was part of a trend in the 1950's to 

meet the programming need created by the expansion of the 

medium. 

During 

expanded 

the 1950s, country TV 

dramatically in the 

programming 

context of 

America's postwar economic boom. As the a verage 

household's disposable income grew, television 

ownership rose sharply, from 1 percent of the 

nation's homes in 1948 to 50 percent in 1953. 

(By the early 1960s this figure would pass 90 

pe r ce nt ) . Networks, l ocal stati ons, and 
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s yndi c ators scra mbl e d to fill airtime , 
country 

burgeo ning 

s hows took their place wi thin 
number of news, dra ma t ic, 

66 

and 

a 

and 
e nt e rtainme nt 

Foundatio n ) 

programs. ( Th e Co untry Music 

of Town Hall Party proved to be e xpa nsion 
a key 

f actor in Le fty ' s mass media e xposure. The show became so 

popular that it generated the spin-off show Western Ranch 

Party (AKA Ranch Party). The production began in 1957 and 

thirty - nine half-hour shows were scheduled that season. 

We s tern Ran ch Part y was recorded on film and distributed by 

the Columbia Pictures subsidiary, Screen Gems. The show even 

took the music of Frizzell and other guest stars to the 

mi litary masses when it was picked up by the Armed Forces 

Rad io a nd Television Service . 

By 1957 movie star and country singer, Tex Ritter, was 

the regular host for Western Ranch Party. Regulars on the 

s ho w were listed as the Collins Kids, Joe and Rose Lee 

Maphis , 

Ander son. 

Fiddlin ' Kate, Skeets McDonald, and Carrot Top 

Lefty Frizzell was listed as a guest star along 

with Patsy Cline, Me rle Travis, Tex Williams, Eddie Dean, and 

Jimmy Wakely . 

, si· nger came out of west Texas 'Not long ago a young and 

set the r eco rd industry on its respective ear," are the words 

introduce Lefty on Tex Ritte r used to 
show number 

t wen t y- five . ' plat1·tudes continued a s he Ritter s 
described 

Fr i zz el l a s one of the "most individual singi ng artists we 

) 
) 
I 
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ha ve i n th e reco r di ng i ndus t ~y 
L to da y ." I n th e final word s o f 

his introduct i on , Ri tte r co mment ed on t he man y gre a t son gs 

written 
co mpo s ed by Le ft y and brought him on with, "he ha s 
one s ong th a t I think · 11 w1 live fore ver, 'Mom and Dad's 
waltz' - Le ft y Frizzell!" ( Wes t ern 

Ranch Party ) . 
Lefty performed his 1951 hit with ease and was 

acco mpa nied by some of th e west coast's finest musicians. 

The group was comprised of two fiddles · t , gu1 ar, bass, piano, 

and accordian. Two members of the group were stars in th e ir 

own right, Fiddlin' Kate and Joe Maphis. 

Strumming his trademark Bigsby Gibson guitar with his 

name on the pick guard, Lefty looked l i ke a star. The 

rhinestones on his fringed cowbo y sui t glistened in the 

bright lights of the television studio and when he began to 

sing his unique voice was filled with emotion. The 

expressions on his fac e displayed the sincerity of the love 

song written for his parents. 

The regular guest appe a rances on the southern Californi a 

based television show came at a good time for Lefty . His hit 

r ecords had slowed in 19 55 with onl y one Frizz e ll s ong, "I 

Love You Mostly," making the charts. The fo llowing two years 

h he had dominated a Le fty's name was absent from t e pages 

sh ort five years earlier. There seem to be se veral factors 

L fty experienced in those fo r the lack of chart success e 

yea rs. 

creati ve 

pe ri od . 

Le ft y 's time had slowed his 
The increasing demand on 

. very f ew songs during that 
flow and he was writing 

Left y recorded fifteen songs 
Al t houg h 

in 1954-55, 

) 
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on ly fou r were o r igi na l. 
The s i ngl e song that charted i n 

19 55 was o ne co -au t hor e d by Lefty. 

the tragic de ath of Jim Beck, 
Another key fact or wa s 

Lefty's longtime studio 
engine e r who helped creat th 

e e trademark Dallas sound. In a 
s t range twist of fate, he was poisoned by carbon 
te trachloride 

equi pment. 

during a routine cleaning of hi' s . recording 
The loss of Beck shifted Lefty 's recording to 

Nash vill e and the change in location and sound may ha ve been 

part of the reason for Lefty's nearly three year absence from 

th e Billboard charts. 
·, 

Lefty's regular guest appearances on Western Ranch Party ~~ 

kept him before his many fans and probabl y brought some new 

admirers. About the same time, Lefty was a featured guest on 

another California country music t e levision show called 

Country-America that was telecast on KABC-TV. He was also a 

guest on the very popular Perry Como Show which served to 

help Lefty expand his audience. The popular singer's variety 

show featured a wide range of talent and dr ew a more diverse 

audience than the narrow casting of a country music show. 

Another important network appearance for Lefty was on the 

Mitch Miller Show. In a 1972 radio inter v iew, Lefty r ecalled 

being on the radio show and Miller asking him about writing 

h1· s b' h't "Mom And Dad's Waltz." 19 l I 

The Governor, Minnie Pearl, a gang of us was on 

Lord, and I was asked why ( I wrote there ... Bobby 

the song ) . First of all Don Law said, "Lefty, 

be e as y o n wha t you say; it's network." Mi tc h 



Miller started talking 
and said, "Here's a g uy 

that wrot e a song that 
sold two milli on copies, 

and he wrote it to his 
mother and dad." Th e n he 

said, "Lefty Frizzell!" 
The first thing I said 

was "Mitch, 
would you ha ve someone t o lock the 

door while Don Law 1· s -1 st1 l in her e _ I ne ve r 

got pa id for that many copi e s. 11 And he s a id, 

"Why did you write it?" and I said, 

hungry, I was thinking of mom and dad." 

City U.S. A. ) 

"I was 

(M usic 
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After recalling the humorous in c i dent on t he 1972 radi o 

show, Lefty told host T. Tommy Cutrare , " I think I' ve onl y 

pla yed about one show in all these yea rs that I didn' t do 

' Mom And Dad's Waltz'" (M usi c Cit y U. S . A. ) . Af te r the r ec ord 

o f the famous song was played, Lefty reca ll ed th e time on t he 

Miller show with fondness and jo ke d wit h T. Tommy , " I go t 

more laughs than Minnie" (M usic Ci ty U.S. A. ) . Le ft y 's g uest 

s pot on the Mitch Miller Show was pr obabl y in 19 5 1 whe n he 

was a member of the Grand Ol e Opr y . Mill er came to t own, 

Minnie Pearl recalls, and broadcas t hi s s how from the And rew 

J ackson hotel. 

The fact that Lefty Frizzell was a g ues t on bo t h the 

Perry Como Show and the Mitch Mil l er Show i s ve r y si gnificant 

and reveals a marked chan ge in the acceptance of country 

music by network power brokers. 

Mus i c Television Programming, 

In a s tud y t i t l ed "Co untry 

1948 - 1987 : A Pr e liminary 

.... 
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su r ve y ," com mi ss i one d by 
Th e Nash ville 

Network and 
sate ll ite Comm uni cat i ons, 

t his point is 
cle a rly made. 

Ex ec uti ves f o t he Fift · 
ies realized that whether 

Group 

rural or urban, the country music fan was 

w 

growing more affluent, 
more educated, and more 

sophisticated. "The typical country dweller 
today," claimed Music Reporter in 19 58, "no 
longer goes around with hay i·n h1·s hair and 
manure on his boots. 

Likely as not his stock is 
pedigreed, his farm electrified with his home 
air conditioned ... He's de finit e l y not a 

cornball, and he won't listen to a program which 

talks down to him ... He likes coun t ry music if 

it's up to date, and he's got pl e nty of fellow 

admirers from the big cities who never saw a 

COW o II ( The Country Music Founda ti on ) 

When Lefty moved to Nashville in the earl y 1960's, many 

opportunities for television exposure wer e de veloping. In 

19 64 th e Grand Ole Opry was producing a wee kly thirty minute 

s how sponsored by Pet Milk that featur ed mo st o f the Opry 

s t ars on a rotating basis. In 1965 t he s pons or changed and 

t he show adopted the name National Life Grand Ole Opry. The 

shows were being filmed in color by 19 66 and t he syndication 

of the program was growing. Because Lefty was not an Opry 

me mbe r at the time, 

t ele vi s io n series. 

he ne ver appeared on any of the Opry 

... 
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Anot her nonula 
t:"' t:"' r country m · 

us1c program was the Porter 
wago ner Show . The Gr a nd Ole Opry star was at the peak of his 
popu larit y a nd he lped lau h 

nc the careers of several popular 

arti sts, most notably Dolly Parton, who was 
a regular member 

of his show for seven years. 

Lefty Frizzell was already a big star when he appeared 
on Porter's show in 1965. He sang two songs that day and was 

backed up by Porter's band, The Wagonmasters, featuring Buck 

Trent on electric guitar. Lefty sang the Harlan Howard song, 

"She's Gone, Gone, Gone," which made sense as it was his 

current hit single. (The song reached a chart high of twelve 

in the spring of 1965). Abe Mulkey, Lefty's friend and 

songwriting partner, joined him on camera to sing harmony. 

When Lefty finished the song, Porter walked over to him and 

asked him to introduce his partner and a surprised Lefty 

looked away with a funny grin on his face. Porter caught him 

off guard with the question and Lefty drew a blank on Abe's 

name. It all happened pretty quickly and when Lefty's memory 

returned, he introduced a smiling Abe Mulkey. Later in the 

to Perform hl· s smash hit from 1964, show Lefty returned 

"Saginaw Michigan." His third number on Porter's show that 

day was an abbreviated version of his trademark, "Always Late 

(W ith Your Kisses)." 

By the late 1960's Lefty's longtime friend, Billy 

Wa lker, had his own weekly television show called Billy 

Walker's Co untry Carnival. 
Billy hosted the show in 1968-69 

and it debuted in about thirty markets. 
Lefty appeared on 

" 
! I 

.,. 
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show number three of the 196 8_69 season a nd chose to perform 
two of his early hit so ngs . 

His single r e l ea s es for Co l um bi a 
in the late 1960 's were d' 

isappoi n t i ng with onl y one charted 

re co rd on the low end o f th e cha~t 
,._ both years. In 1968 "The 

Mar ria ge Bit " peaked at fif ty-nine 
and the f o llowing ye ar "An 

Article Fr om Life " onl y made it to sixty-four. 

In his i n t r odu c tion Walker said, "Gaze into the eyes of 

the man who had s i x of the top ten songs at the same time, 

Lefty Frizzell!" ( The actual number was four of the top 

ten . ) Lef t y 's first numbe r was his big hit from 1950 , II I 

Love You A Thousand Ways. II A . f h f review o t e per ormance .,. 

sugge sts Le fty had been drinking before the television taping 

and h is vocal performance was not up to the quality one ~ 

us ua lly e x pected from Lefty, as he struggled to hit the high 

note s i n t he song. Lefty was also having some trouble 

ke eping rhythm as he played guitar and sang the song. He did 

ma na ge t o complete the song and even if Lefty was little bit 

"of f," he was still better than most at singing a country 

song . Le ft y had less trouble later in the show when he sang 

the mo r e up-tempo "I Want To Be With You Always." 

Bi l l y 's show that day also featured the talent of Jean 

Sheppa r d . To close the show, the trio of Billy, Jean, and 

Lefty we r e assembled together on camera. Lefty launched into 

his eve r popular "If You've Got The Money, I've Got The 

Time ," joined by Jea n and Billy who sang the second verse. 

All th e final chorus and as three we re si ngi ng on 
the show 
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ca me to a n e nd, 
i t must have been a relief for Lefty , who 

probably wo uld rather ha ve b 
een somewhere else th t d a ay. 

De l Re e ves took o ver hosting duties of 
the t e le v ision 

show in 1970 and appropriately the name changed to Del 
Ree ves' Country Carnival. 

The popularity of the country 

music show was growing and its coverage had more than doubled 

t o sixty-three markets. It also helped fill need for a 

entertaining the troops and was telecast worldwide to 

twenty-one American military bases via the Armed Forces Radio 

and Tele vision Service. 

Lefty taped the Del Reeves' Country Carni val on January 

26, 1970, and performed two songs. Once again he opted to 

draw on his powerful songs from the past rather than promote 

a current struggling single release. Lef t y was in good 

spirits and looking sharp, dressed in a brown leather fringe 

jacket. Gripping his Fender guitar he sang a rousing version 

of "If You've Got The Money, I' ve Got The Time." He 

dedicated his second selection to all the moms and dads in 

the audience, and the song was, of course, "Mom And Dad's 

Waltz." 

Whether Lefty made additional appearances on the 

Nash ville based television shows is doubtful. One exception 

ma y be 

Anderson. 

a reported guest spot on a show hosted by Bill 

It is unclear whether Lefty was not invited to 

that he was invited, and decided not to. 
appear more often or 

• t seems the latter may 
In li ght of his great popularity, 1 

be 

that his appearan c e "unde r the 
t r ue . It is possible 
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influence " on Bi ll y Walker• h 
s sow could ha ve discouraged some 

producer s fr om wa nting him on thei' r 
shows. As his personal 

life be came more complex in the 1970 ,s, 
Lefty probably had 

little desire to go to the effort of preparing for a 
television show. 

Lefty always liked radio. 
From the early excitement of 

over KELD as a boy to ha ving hundreds of performing live 

stations playing his records, radio was always a friend. In 

the 1960's Ralph Emery hosted a very popular all night show 

on high-power WSM radio. It was the era before disc jockeys 

were required to follow an automated play list and radio was 

more personality oriented. Emery was one of America's 

fa vorites and a regular feature of his show was country music 

stars dropping by to chat. Along with his visits from big 

stars, Ralph is credited with helping expose many new artists 

who would drop by the studio with their latest singles. 

Ralph would usually play the record over the airwaves and 

spend some time talking with the young hopefuls over the 

clear-channel powerhouse. Many artists li ked the hours Emery 

kept on the air; he started about midnight. Bill Anderson 

recalls that Lefty became good friends with Ralph and spent 

many nights in the WSM studio with him. Some nights Lefty 

would visit with the audience but many times he was 

there to "hang out" with Ralph. 

Music City U.S. A. was a syndicated daily radio 

ho sted by veteran 
· c disc country mus1 

jockey, T. 

Cu trare . The format of the show was country 
music 

just 

show 

Tommy 

and a 

... .... 
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guest host who joined T. Tommy in 
reflecting on the songs and 

the artists singing 

produced 

markets. 

them. The daily hour 
for about · six years and 

was heard in about 120 

program was 

T. Tommy and his guest host would go into a 
Nashvil le studio and spend the 

day taping five one hour shows 
that were delivered to the t t · 

s a ions on disc and played Monday 
through Friday. 

Lefty co-hosted Music City U.S.A. in the fall of 
1972 

and the shows were broadcast the third week of September. 
One of the reasons Lefty probably agreed to do the show was 

his longstanding friendship with T. Tommy. They first met in 

Houston, Texas, in 1951 when Lefty travelled to radio station 

KUZZ to promote a new record called "Always Late ( With Your 

Kisses)" and T. Tommy was a disc jockey at the station. It 

was the beginning of a friendship that lasted until Lefty's 

death . 

T. Tommy and Lefty had a good time taping the radio show 

and Frizell fans were treated to dozens of interesting and 

humorous stories. · c·t us A number 623 featured a Music i y ... 

story about the upcoming wedding of Lefty's youngest brother, 

Allen . · · bout his mom and dad Lefty talked with anticipation a 

driving to Tennessee from Tipton, California, 

home for the celebration. 

When questioned about his favorite type 

told T. Tommy he liked love ballads the best. 

of his fondness for blues music. Lefty also 

in their motor 

of song, Lefty 

He also spoke 

responded to a 

. with a comment that 
question about his method of songwriting 

... 
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hi s f avorite time to write 
was late at night . Sometimes , 

Lefty explained, he worked on songs 
while he was driving to a 

concert or wa i ting to go o n st age . 

Before T . Tommy pl ayed the l ates t re l ease by Hank 
Williams , Jr. , he asked Lefty how it felt to work with Hank 

Junio r after working with Hank Senior twenty- two years 

ear l ier . "We l l it almost makes me feel li' ke , Im getting old 

or something ," Lefty said . 

more hair tha n Hank Junior . " 

T. Tommy joked, "And you have 

"That ' s what happens when ya 

wear a hat, " Lefty joked, and then gave a great endorsement 

of Hank Junior . "He's t · f · h err1 1c; e puts on a good long show" 

(Music City U. S . A. ) . 

The hou r long daily radio show Lefty co - hosted with T. 

Tommy also featured several of his r e cordin gs . Some of the 

songs included in the shows were "You Babe, II "Through The 

Eyes Of A Fool, II and the classic composition from 1951, 

"Always Late (With Your Kisses ) . " 

T. Tommy asked Lefty if, after more t han a qu a rter of a 

century of perfor ming , he e ver got ne rvo us about going on 

stage . "The only thing I get ner vous abou t ," Lefty replied, 

"is waiting to go on, as a rule . " "Do you ever forget the 

words?" T . Tommy questioned . "Yes, I just rewrite it right 

on the spot, " Lefty replied with a chuckle. He continued the 

f t o his singing style . thought with a humorou s re erence 

way I Can get on one word and hang 
that I write my songs 

"The 

in 

there right on through the most of it an yway" 

U. S. A. ) . 

( Music City 

. .. 

.I 

;,, 
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Lef t y worke d again with 
T. Tommy Cutrare on a television 

show 

taping 

pilot taped at a music 
park in northern 

probably took l 
pace in 1973 or 1974 and 

Alabama. The 

was produced 
by Webb Pierce. 

Pierce taped a series of shows with numerous 

country stars in hopes of 
securing a syndication deal. Lefty 

sang three songs on the show that day in the hot Southern 

sun. He continually wiped the sweat from his brow as he went 

through his numbers. Lefty performed two of his hits from 

the 1950's - "I Want To Be With You Always" and "Mom And 

Dad 's Waltz," wh · h h d d ' 1c e e 1cated to all the parents in the 

crowd. His third selection was the Hank Williams 

composition, "My Bucket's Got A Hole In It." 

It is apparent in viewing the videotape that Lefty was 

not feeling too well physically. His face appeared puffy and 

his voice revealed some strain, but Lefty was a trooper and 

performed his songs with all the classic Frizzell charm he 

could muster. The television pilot, owned by Webb Pierce, is 

one of Lefty's last appearances, if not the last, that was 

captured on videotape. Plans for the performances of Lefty 

Frizzell have not been disclosed by Webb Pierce Enterprises. 

Lefty was recruited to appear in two motion pictures 

that were filmed in Nashville in the mid 1960's. In 1965 he 

was featured in second Fiddle To A Steel Guitar and the 

following 

Nashville. 

year made a cameo appearance in the film Road To 

musl· c has never had as much exposure in 
Although country 

the film medium as pop music, 
there have been some notable 

,., 
:1 .. 
·• 
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ca s e s. Le ft y 's two favorite 
singers both took advantage of 

t he de veloping mass media. 
Jimmie Rodgers was probably the 

first country music singer to appear in a talking picture, 

when the subject of a h sort feature movie he was 
in 19 29. 

That was one year after the debut of the first all-talking 

mot ion picture, Lights Of New York, d t an wo years after the 

historic 1928 Warner Bros. movie musi· cal, h Te Jazz Singer, 

starring Al Jolson. 

Lefty's other singing idol, Ernest Tubb, starred in four 

motion pictures in the 194O's. Two of these "B" movies, 

Fighting Buckaroos and Ridin' West, were musical westerns and 

the other two, Jamboree and Hollywood Barn Dance, were 

country music features. Tubb was following in the footsteps 

of Hollywood's three major cowboy singing stars: Gene Autry, 

Tex Ritter, and Roy Rogers (Mason 397). 

Roy Acuff also traveled to Hollywood in the 194O's to 

make a series of five movies for the industry giant, Republic 

Pictures. The Grand Ole Opry star made another three films 

for Columbia Pictures. 

Two other country music stars who were lured to the big 

screen were Eddy Arnold and Jimmie Davis. 
Da v is made history 

Go vernor Jimmie 
with the 1947 Monogram Pictures release, 

Davis Louisiana, making the first film to portray the 1 i fe 

story of a country music star. 
Two years later the 

"Tennessee Plowboy" was d Wher e Arnold starred in 
in Hollywoo 

the feature film, Feudin Rhythm. 

,· 
I 

, 
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Road To Na shville mad . 

Caroli na , on 
e its debut i· n Ch ar l otte , North 

Septe mber 21 , 1966 _ 
The musical comedy motion 

picture was written a nd directed by 
Will Zens and produced by 

Robert Patrick Product i ons. 
The 109 minute featur e film 

starred comed ic actor Doodles Weaver and several country 

music stars, inc l udi ng Connie Smith and Lefty Frizzell. 

When Lefty first appears on camera, h e is greeted by 

Co nnie and she introduces him to Doodles Weaver. "Why do 

they call yo u Lefty?" Weaver asks, and Lefty answers with his 

obviou sl y scripted reply, "Because I pick this left handed 

guita r right handed." After a brief reaction to his line 

from Doodles and Connie, Lefty delivered his next sentence of 

dialogue. 

he re . " 

"Say, I understand ya' 11 are making a movie around 

Doodles confirms Lefty's statement and informs him 

they want him to do a "guitar number." Then Weaver launches 

into a silly version of "Home On The Range" with parody 

lyrics. He expresses his desire to perform a song with 

1 d 1 · th f f "0 h , 1 e t me Lefty, but Frizzell kind y ec 1nes e o er. 

do it by myself. 

Nashville). 

Let me do it my own way" ( Road To 

As the musical track begins, it is instantly 

f 1950, "I Love You A recognizable as his number one smash rom 

Thousand Ways." Lefty was dressed in one 

b . h embro1'dered musical symbols, co w oy suits wit 

of his custom 

and strummed 

his trademark Bigsby guitar effortlessly. 
The director had 

the nightclub setting 
Lefty sit on a table top in 

by othe r tab les with bar s too ls turned up on 

surrounded 

their tops. 

., 
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Jurina his Pmotiona l 
per f o r ma nce , the f 1' lm 

di r ecto r r eco r ded 
a few cu - a - way sho s of Dood l e s a nd Conni e 
at entively . Whe n Le f t f ' 

Y 1nished singi· ng , he thanked Con ni e 

liste nin g 

and Dood l e s for t he ir kind 
remarks and his work i n Road To 

Nash vill e was com pl e te . 

A v ideo t a pe copy of Road To 
Na s hvi ll e i s housed i n t he 

a r chives o f The Cou ntry Mu s ic Fou nda t io n i n Na shvi ll e , 
Te nn e sse e . The othe r mov i e Le ft y appe are d i n, Se cond Fiddl e 

To Steel Guita r , is mo r e difficult to find. Avid Frizz e ll 

fan, adve rtised f o r many ye ars in various 

country mu sic magazi ne s in hopes of s e curing a copy of the 

Har vey Pitt s, 

movie . Although the movie has ne ver surfaced, Har vey did 

obtain a l arge po st e r for the mo v ie with pictures of all the 

country arti s t s who starre d in the film. 

like a 196 5 who 's who in country music: 

The line-up reads 

Homer and Jethro, 

Kitty Wells , De l Reeves, Sonny James, Minnie Pearl, Webb 

Pierce, Faro n Young, Bill Monroe, George Hamilton IV, Dottie 

We st, Bi ll y Wa lke r, Little Jimmy Dickens, 

John ny Wright , 

songs feat ur ed 

a nd o f course, Lefty Frizzell. 

Connie Smith, 

Some of the 

i n the movie were "Young Love," "Abilene," 

"Hello Wall s , " d H k T k Ang e ls," "It Wa sn't God Who Ma e on Y on 

"Careless Love , " an d "Don't Let Me Cross Over." There is no 

listing on the poste r f o r the son g Lefty performed, 

Would be h l·s numb e r one hit from late go od possibility 

"Sagi naw Mi c higan ." 

Th e the f ilm we r e Arnold Stang a s 
mai n ac t o rs in 

but a 

1964, 

Jubal 

as Jubal ' s wif e . Best known for 
Bri sto l a nd Pa me l a Hayes 

.. 
J 

,. 
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their co me dic wo rk a s "T he Bowe ry Boys," Leo and 
Heintz Hall a lso starred in the film 

as stagehands. 

Gor cey 

The plot 
o f -S_e_c_o_n_d_ F_i _d_d_l_e--:T:...:o:__:A..'...-.:S::....:._t e~e.::l_~~-~~ u1tar is stated in the film's 
entry in The Mot ion Picture Guide: 

Sta ng is put in a bind when the Italian opera 
co mpany hires his wife for benefit a that 
cancels at the last minute. Being a fan of 
country music, he gathers up a number of 

co untry-western performers. Things get out of 

hand when Gorcey and Hall cause some confusion 

by dressing up in the Italians' wardrobes." 

(N ash, Ross 2793) 

Lefty Frizzell wrote and performed music for the common 

man. His accurate portrayal in song of life's joys and 

sorrows became very popular with the masses. Countless 

nickels and dimes were dropped in jukeboxes to hear the 

brilliant vocalizing of Frizzell. Radio stations were 

flooded with requests for his songs in the 1950's and Lefty 

found an even greater audience in the 1960's with exposure on 

television and in motion pictures. 

The recordings of Lefty Frizzell have been available 

nearly e very year since his Columbia disc debut in 1950. 

W. d d new singers discover the 1th the dawning of every eca e, 

music of Frizzell . 
· d 1·s one of country music's What they fin 

greatest 

expressing 

hi s own. 

treasures who 
showed the world a new way of 

l
· n a song and created a vocal style 

e motions 
all 

•11 
,1 



CHAPTER 5 

The Supreme Song Stylist 

"Always Late" 

Lefty Frizzell may be the most influential 

country music history. Since his first records 

singer in 

appeared 

forty years ago, multitudes of aspiring singers ha ve tried to 

sing like him. Al th ough Lefty was a superstar in the early 

1950's, many other country music artists have had bigger 

careers and sold more records. However, no one has had a 

greater impact on how country singers sing their songs than 

Lefty Frizzell. 

The enduring significance of Frizzell's vocal style was 

the subject of an article in The Houston Post in 1986 by 

music critic Bob Claypool: "The ghost of Lefty Frizzell 

still haunts country music. In fact, more than a decade 

after his death, Frizzell's influence can still be heard 

everywhere" ( Claypool). 

The respected country music journalist cites Merle 

Haggard, Johnny Rodriguez, John Conlee, and George Strait, 

He all of whom are very vocal in their admiration for Lefty. 

challenges the "oft-repeated, carved-in-stone critical dictum 

that says, 
t singer'" 'George Jones is the greatest coun ry 

( Out that before Jones had his own style, 
Claypool), pointing 

he, too, was a Frizzell imitator. 

to da y 

country music 
Many of the newest names on the 

ar e 
. · ng traditional honky-tonk 

playing and s1ngi 

P.? 

scene 

music, 

4 

J . 
1 
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the musi c Lefty Friz ze ll pio nee r ed. 
In 1990 the Frizzell 

influence is a l ive a nd Well in artists like Dwight Yoakam. 
A 

Bi llbo a
rd 

r ev iew o f Yo akam's If There Was A Way album clearl y 

make s t he co nn ec tion. "This latest Dwight flight finds him 

s t ill ci r c ling his honky-tonk roots and sounding like Lefty 

Fri zzell on jumper cables" (Billboard 17 Nov. 1990, 76). 

Re cord c ompany biographies for singers like Clint Black, Alan 

Jackson, Doug Stone, and Garth Brooks don't mention Lefty 

Frizzell, but they all talk about the influence o f Merle 

Haggard. When they talk about the way Haggard sings, they're 

talking about Lefty Frizzell. 

I first saw Lefty Frizzell in 1951 at the 

Rainbow Gardens in Bakersfield. I be 1 ie ve 

was twenty-two years old at the time, and he 

the hottest country artist in the nation. 

he 

was 

No 

one, not even Hank Williams, was as hot as Lefty 

was then. He was just dynamic on stage, and he 

really inspired me to try and sing a song. A 

year he C ame back t o Bakersfield or so later, 

and I was introduced to him. I sang a couple of 

a nd he got me up on the stage songs for him, 

h ·11s of my life, One Of the greatest t ri that was 

to be on stage with him. From then on when I'd 

get on stage, der how I should do a and I'd won 

song, 
in doubt, I'd just and maybe I'd be 

it/ 
me ntally try to remember how 

pull e d me out of a 

Lefty would do 

l o t of holes. We 
a nd that 



beca me c lose f ri e nds. 
Yea rs later s omeone s a id 

"Merle, that guy to me, 
sounds a lot like you ." 

8 4 

I can remember when h . 
av1ng someone say that 

abo ut Lefty was d 
a ream beyond ever coming true. 

( Haggard) 

In 1970 Lefty only managed to place one song on the 

The Harlan Howard composition, "Watermelon Bi llboard chart. 

Time In Georgia," peaked at number forty-nine on August 22nd. 

Although disappointing, it did better than his sole chart 

records from the previous two years. In 1968 "The Marriage 

Bit" peaked at number fifty-nine and the following year "An 

Article From Life" struggled to a chart ranking of 

sixty-four. 

Me anwhile, the California singer who idolized Lefty had 

become the biggest star in country music. He dominated the 

country charts with self-composed songs like "Swinging 

Doors," "Branded Man," and "Okie From Muskogee." In 1970 he 

was named "Entertainer of the Year" by both the Academy of 

Country Music and the Country Music Association. Haggard was 

now the king of the kingdom that was ruled twenty years 

earlier by his favorite singer and major source of musical 

inspiration. 

Although Lefty was flattered by the adulations from 

Haggard and many others, he was not always comfortable with 

the implications. It is important to remember that Frizzell 

and wanted to be back at the top 
was still a recording artist 

o f the chart s where Haggard had taken up 
residence. Merle 

,l 

,. 
' ... 
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Haggard had so c lo s e l y 
e mul at ed the intimate singin g st yl e o f 

Lefty that he eve n f ool e d Lefty's wife, Alice, as she 
r ecall ed f o r Charl e s Wolfe. 

She was in the kitchen at their house in 
Nash v ille and a new Haggard song came on the 
radio. She was just sort of walking around the 

kitchen working d k ' an inda humming to . t 
1 ' and 

Lefty came in from the b d e room wanting some 

coffee since he'd J·ust gotten up, and she said 

something like, "Sonny I didn't know you had a 

new record out!" And (Lefty) looked up and 

said, "That's not me, that's that blankety blank 

Haggard!" And he was sort of amused but at the 

same time slightly irritated. ( Wolfe) 

Allen Frizzell met Merle Haggard when he accompanied 

brother Lefty on a vist to Haggard's Bakersfield home in 

197 4. Merle was thrilled that his idol had accepted the 

invitation to his home and nervous about how the meeting 

would go. 

When Lefty, Allen, and other family members arrived, 

Merle gave them a tour of his spaci ous dwelling. Haggard's 

fascination and love affair with trains was immediately 

evident with multitudes of replicas throughout the house. 

Trains were mounted on the walls and placed along the 

staircase that led up to one big room packed with elaborate 

scal e model 
· Part of Haggard's obsession railroad trains. 

with the r a ilroad undoubtedly stems fr om his fascination with 
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the life a nd music of J ' immie Rodgers. 
A deep admiration for 

t he l egacy o f Ro d gers w 
as shared by Lefty as well. 

Sur round e d by a sundry of · miniature trains, it seemed 
the perfect setting for Merle t 

0 compliment Lefty on his 
current single, "Railroad Lady." ( 

The song, written by Jimmy 
Buffet 

June 15, 

and Jerry Jeff Walker, peaked 
at number fifty-two on 

1974). Lefty's response to Haggard's praise of the 

song revealed his unique sense of humor. "I don't care for 

it; I think they oughta let Johnny Cash, or somebody like him 

do the train (songs). 

Frizzell). 

I don't e ven like trains" (A . 

., 

Since Lefty didn't like trains ( he was being sarcastic, j 

according to Allen), 

the listening room. 

they left the collection and moved to 

Merle was anxious to play Lefty his 

version of some early Frizzell hits. I n search of the magic 

of Lefty's early sessions, Haggard tra velled to Dallas to 

record at the same studio Lefty had used in 1950. He even 

sought out some of the same musicians in an attempt to 

duplicate the classic Frizzell sound. 

Lefty listened attentively to the Ha ggard recordings and 

Allen recalls they were very good. When t he music finished 

playing, Lefty had an immediate r e sponse. "Hey, if I knew 

h t ble why didn't you just you was going to go to all tat rou ' 

call me. t r name on some of my old You could have just pu you 

records and it wouldn't have cost you. 
You wouldn't have had 

to go to all that trouble" ( A. Frizzell ) . 
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Whe n Hag gard responded with h1' s 
explanation of wanting 

did a 
t o do a tribute, Lefty's reply was, 

II I th ought you 
when tribute 

Frizzell) . 

somebody was 
gone ... I'm still here" ( A. 

Lefty must have understood 
the desire to record 

in honor of a musical hero as he did of 
Jimmie Rodgers' songs 

back in the 1950's. Of course Rodgers was dead at the time 
and following Lefty's death, H d aggar did record that tribute 

to Lefty. He paid his debt to both Lefty and Hank Williams 

with the Capitol album The Way It Was In '51 that included 

the touching song, "Goodbye Lefty." 

By the time Merle Haggard was a superstar, there was no 

way he could stop singing like Lefty. His star was shining 

much brighter than Lefty's in the early 1970's, but Haggard 

always knew there would have been no light without Lefty . In 

spite of his generous admiration, Lefty could not help being 

a little upset with Haggard's cloning of his amazing voice. 

Charles Wolfe recalls a story of Lefty riding in the back 

seat of a car when the latest Merle Haggard hit came booming 

over the radio. "Lefty leaned forward ove r th e seat and 

turned the radio off. And somebody said, 'Well, Lefty, 

that's Merle. He sounds just like you,' a nd Lefty said, 

'Yeah, I know, 

a song but you 

If Lefty 

of his vocal 

songwriting. 

' then he sat back and said, 'You can copyright 

can't copyright a style'" ( Wolfe ) . 

sometimes annoyed by Haggard's adaptation 
was 

he also impressed with his 
techniques, was 

singing his own songs 
Frizzell built his career 

and the emotions he portrayed lyrically were a big 
part of 
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Lefty loved a we ll - wr itten song and wa s 

impressed with the quality of son gs Haggard was generating . 

All en Frizzell reme mbers Wh en he was staying wi h Lefty 

and a package arri ve d on e day fr om Bakersfiel . 
sent Lefty a box full of his re cor s and en r eca lls an incide nt that happened soon after the rr 

Merle had 

He came in a nd woke me pone e an e 0 the guitar a nd he sang he H g r 0 osi ·on ) "Today I Star ed Lov n Yo ;.. i , n t J s knoc ked me OU yo no I n ne·er he r 
, 

ain . hen he sa s , .. 
no pe e 

sing it 

he l so n s lee e n so 

s y tha re y 

he ' s 00 wr er n 1 e 
forth , bu I kno 

th t son Fri el 

Lefty 
:nen b re or n h ' s 

pa i !er l e r e 0 

song , "Life ' s Like Poetry," n 

the si nifican ce of his · 0 sin n s 

fact 

Like 

Le f y 

th t it w s Lefty ' s · n 1 r ecor. 

Poetry " 

( number 

w s no her 

six y- s e en 

is P. 0 

n :e r · 

~erle Hag rd it remains ne f s 

The r e have been many c e s • 

t u e 

r 2, 

re ·es 

es 

n o 

0 s he 

ses 0 " l e ' s 

r 

b o r 

ens . 

e e 

Of Lef y frizze creative ge n ius ' s te n e . ne o 

to tackl e the task the first as h n . o r e ~n 52 an 

maga zine called S r apbook of H 

e . s "Lefty ' s ha ll ma r k of his s · nging s y 

o f ' wa y- yaay s ' ( ways ) , ' day - yaays ' a. s ) , 

s 

Wes::ern s a rs : 

ncia ions ?ron 

an , ay - yaate ' 
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( late ) . He explains t h i s i s d e 

which comes of bein g bo r n i n Tex a s , 

Louisi a na " ( Wol f e 93 ) . 

0 h ' s i xe - up ac ce nt , 

r a· s e in r kan s a s and 

Tw e n t y yea rs l at e r wr i e r J o hn p h f f e r e h is 
de sc r i pti o n o f Le f ty ' s my s i e : "':' he Fr ~zz e s y e ha 
has had suc h a n infl ue n e s 0 n I e e r e 

r a ns ce nd e n t vo c a l y h s so e ~ :: e , OS 

ha un ti ngly beau tif 1 s o n s eve r o e n e ro 
r o 

huma n voe 1 cho r s " ( ; o ) . 

In 19 82 m si jo rn s 00 r 0 r . nn h 

pr ise fo r f r izz e i n r o. r 

r e l e s e , "Tr s r es n 0 E y or 0 

Fri ze ll , " n o un r v R s n •H~s s n - n 

o f - he - be t ph r s n I no n sy 5 

h im o n 0 co n r y ms ' s os:: .so r . , n 0 ' n 

oc l i s so 11 m " (0 n ) . 

I n Th e Ill us 

r r e s c r i s Le y ' s s n n n 5 r C 

n l e nc o n H r n rs . 

His s i n r n r s~s r l ~ r ::o 

n e he r ~n h o . r. e ~ 

n mi e r e r - n r n 

o z e n re, e 0 r: s 

of s a yin " . e " r .. , y• s·e :: 3 J ens , 

t e s r :'l e I b ::o e ) t !." e s f o r e x m 

r- as n e ? i nn o a t e, 

~'. o r e h n 
f Le f:: . :r zz e 

pr o n ncia n 
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thi s, 

song . 
Lef ty Frizzell cold be ntima e wi th a 

He wasn ' t as oath sin er · n he co boy 

or we s tern swing tradi ion, an e wasn ' a 
sing e r with a big , emo ive 0 e e Roy 
o r Hank illiams . ere as n e la y n 
wa r-m th an a ep h 0 s b e ee n 

Fr-izz ell ' s ·o ce s n : t 

could 1 i er- 11 sen s · e rs 0 s ne . 

r r- 21 0) 

Bob Claypool e u t s ::'r e ' s •oc ~ 5 ~ ... ... ::.n 

0 pop music sens o n Fr s n H no· ., t 

like Sin I'." I s on r n .S l n 

in uitive ly n e r- s 00 n 0 0 _y ( n 

r o phon e n I'." o r n 5 00 i ' n l. 

r e cor e son s s r 5 n ll'l r 

e h n r o n 0 h l ,0 0 3 

The in ivi 1 o n h s 

0 

ty 

to 

5 . 

o re v r he l n n r .1:n r r o 5 # ns . 

"In on I'." e ... 0 nc I 

hoop - ' em - up oc s s o n n t t .95 

( .:: a . pool ) . 

Fr · z e l ' s s s r e .. o r 

tha s r e ._ I 0 e - 5 ►• 0 

oc l izin t eo e . : e . . 

ir- ec 1 e e · o s '.I s 

a r-ra y 0 s ·rs, ::,e n s o f: ::. . e 

note hat 
e x r e s s : ·: e · ... ": e 
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ec hnique has been one of th 
e most imitated in 

all of cou ntry music, and f 
or goo d r eason - it ' s 

a treme ndously emoti ona l 
technique . (C laypoo l ) 

The fact that Lefty Friz zell 
c hanged the way a co untr y 

song was sung is also echoe d by supe rst a rs 
of t he mode rn era , 

including Randy Travi s. "Lefty kinda started a style of 

singing that had neve r bee n done before. The little licks he 

would sing withi n lines, and t k a ea one syllable word and 

make three o r four syllables out of it" (Travis). 

Country music legend Hank Snow met Lefty in 1950 while 

tou ring in Texas. He too recognized something very special 

in Lefty's vocal presentation. "Lefty had a very unusual 

voice . I mean he was really different and you can tell, the 

same as they told me they can on me; I could tell Lefty's 

vo ice over the radio from a thousand other voices" (Snow). 

Fellow Grand Ole Opry star and Country Music Hall of 

Fame member, Little Jimmy Dickens, echoes the words of Hank 

Snow. "A great part in his success and selling records was 

his styl e , and when you heard a record by Lefty Frizzell, 

the re was no question who that was" (Dickens). 

Ricky Skaggs' main influences were bluegrass pioneers 

like The Stanley Brothers and Bill Monroe. He is also a fan 

o f Lefty Frizzell and offers some thoughts on the immense 

popularity of Lefty's music. 
"Lefty was a very unique singer 

d to hear him sing because he was very 
and I think people love 

emotio nal" ( Skaggs) . 
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Fe l lo w Te xa n Michael Martin Murphey 
heard the music of 

Lefty Friz e ll as a young boy 
growing up in Dall as. 

I personally will always remember him 
for his 

phrasing. He had this way of h 1 a f cracking, 
half yodeling a line th 

at his voice just broke a 
certain way. 

It was a warm kind of sound, this 

fee 1 ing of whoe ver is singing that line is a 

little world weary, a little tired, had a little 

wear on 'em, a little experience, and it makes 

you believe the song more. (Murphey ) 

David Frizzell equates his brother's amazing voice with 

a fine musical instrument. "Lefty had a voice like a Martin 

guitar; there's just nothing else quite like that" ( D. 

Frizzell). 

Charles Wolfe suggests Lefty Frizzell opened a door with 

his vocal technique that virtually all other country singers 

have passed through. 

He is the person who actuall y showed country 

singers the small, interesting, intricate things 

they could do with the vocal changes and 

phrasing especially. •.• The musicians sometimes 

listened to him more closely than the fans did. 

He was, in jazz, what they call a musician's 

musician. 
•·•ho uas serious about country Anybody,,. ,,. 

music singing listened to Lefty. 
Whether it was 

who was tr y ing to imitate him back 
somebody 

in 

the 1950's or 19 60'S, 
or whether some of the 
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people who ne 

ve r eve n h 
ea rd hi m in 

just heard his pe rson bu t 
r eco r ds. ( Wo lfe ) 

Keith Whit ley was bo rn and 

hi lls 
raised far from Texas in o f easte rn Ke ntucky. 

the 
In the 

bluegrass wa s the d · 
rural region where 

om1nant musical 
expression , a young 

Whit l ey wa s introduced to Lefty 
Frizzell through h1· s 

reco r d c o ll ectio n. 
parents' 

Those songs he heard as a child 
had a 

gr ea t impact on Whitley's musical 
development, as he noted in 

an i nte r v iew for The Nash ville 

Mu sic in the summer of 1988. 
Network 's This Week In Country 

The biggest influence on me musically was a 
gentleman from Texas by the name of Lefty 
Frizzell. And I have a lot of people ask me how 

he became such a big influence on me, gi ven my 

age. My momma had a lot of old Lefty Frizzell 

records when I was a kid and I can remember 

sitting in front of the record player when I was 

very, 

style. 

singer. 

very young trying to emulate Lefty's 

He was then, and still is, my favorite 

(This Week In Country Music) 

Unlike many other country music stars of the 1980's who 

reflect Lefty's influence filtered through Haggard, Keith 

Whitley went to the source directly. During a taping of the 

PBS show, Au stin City Limits, Whitley proudly proclaims "90 

pe rcent of the reason I got into this business was Lefty 

Fri zz e ll" · · ) He then introduced his (Austi n Ci t y L1m1ts • 

ve rsion o f t he Friz zell / Shafer composition , "I Never Go 



94 

Around Mirrors," as "the best song to introduce somebody to 
cou n try music that had never heard it be f ore" (Austin Cit y 
Limits) . The original version of the song, as recorded by 
Lefty in 1973 , had onl y one verse and a chorus. Whitley 
desperately wanted to record th 

e song on an a lbum he was 

compl eting for RCA i n 1988 . The r e cord company beli eved the 

song needed a seco nd verse and they tea med up wi th Whit l e y in 

conv i ncing the co - writer of the son g , Wh i tey Shafe r, to 

compose another verse. 

It was no easy task f o r Shafer to go back to a song he 

had put to rest fifteen ye a rs ea rl ie r. He completed the ne w 

verse just a few days befo r e Whit l ey reco r ded it and 

r e members some strange eve n t s i n the pr ocess . 

Whe n I wrot e it , I was sitting out in the de n 

and I said, "L e f ty , my co - writer ' s passed away 

I ne ed a l i ttle he l p ." And all of a here ; 

sudden, I ' m a li tt l e s pooky about spooky stuff, 

but it came to me and it came out good . So I 

do n' t know if he .. . well , he always ooked ove r 

my shoulder . (Sha f e r ) 

When Shafer finished the ne w l yric he called up Whitley 

and read it to him over the phone . Kei t h loved the ne w lines 

and Shafe r_ di r ections to had one more requeS t for 
Le f ty 's 

grave . After the record was releas ed , Ke it h Wh itley 

explai ned to 

"Appare n t l y , 

reporters wh y he nee de d tho se di r e c t ions . 

th e Tennessee ceme te r y he went to 
whe r e Lefty 
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was buried, read the new lyrics over hi' s 
grave, and then went 

back to Nashville and recorded the song" 
( Coleman ) . 

Keith 
was very pleased with the version of the song he 

captu red in the studio. 

Lefty's brother, Allen , 

Add ing to the Frizzel l magic was 

providing the haunting harmonies . 

Although Whitley's first introduction to Lefty was his big 

hits of the 1950's, the song he car e full y pi cked t o r e cord 

himself was from Lefty's final years. Writing in The Journ a l 

of coun try Music, Mark Coleman notes th e s ig nifi can ce o f the 

song Whitley chose to pay tribute t o the mu s ica l l egacy o f 

Lefty in his own career . 

Keith acknowl e dges his de b t to Le f ty with Do n' t 

Close Your Eye s ' co ve r ve rs io n of "I eve r Go 

Arou nd Mirrors" and pays i n ful l. On the 

Somewhere Betwee n r ead i ng of the s ame so ng , 

Keith respectfully ec hoe s Fri zzell ; s i x yea rs 

later, he und e rlines the places whe r e the ir 

styles inters e ct, a nd where they d ·verge . 

Sig nifi cantl y , II I A d Mi rr ors " eve r Go rou n i s 

late-period Left y ; the key lines " I ca n' t s tand 

to see a good man go to wa s te" fo r e s hadow the 

hitley hi msel f 

( Co l e ma n ) 

harrowing, introspecti ve tu rn 

On h is next record. would take 

vocal in his admiration of Keith Whitley was very 
Lefty 

t of his 
Frizzell and his heavy influence is e v ide nt in mos 

recordings. 

neither was 

Whitley shared 
somethin g e lse wi th Lefty that 

weakness for alcohol. 
proud of - a 

At the height 
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o f his po pularity on s tage d . 
an in the charts' K . h e1t Whitl ey 

died of alcoho l po isoning on May 
9, 1989. 

Anothe r c ountry star of the 1980's who emulates 
Frizz e ll is J o hn Anderson. In 1982 he 

Lefty 

Lefty's 

Lefty's 

"way-yaays" a nd all. The single only went up to fifty-

recorded 
c lassic, "I Lo ve You A Thousand Ways," and copied 

vocal 

four on the Billboard chart, but it put the country music 

world on notice that Lefty was Anderson's hero. When he hit 

paydirt in 1983 with the number one gold selling single, 

"Swingin," the influence of Lefty Frizzell was clear. The 

note-bending style of Lefty was taken to the limit as 

Anderson enunciated the refrain, "just a swaaiinngin." 

John Anderson is often linked with Lefty Frizzell, as in 

a review of a single record release in the September/October 

1990 issue of Country Music magazine. "'Who's Loving My 

Baby' glistens with echoes of 1950's Lefty Frizzell, its 

loping beat perfect for one whose voice still carries the 

Frizzell influence" ( Kienzle 62). 

Whitey Shafer was a fan of Lefty Frizzell long before he 

He recalls a was a friend and co-writer of the great singer. 

conversation they had in which he questioned Lefty about 

innovative singing style. 

I said, "How can you just start that way-yaay 

and all that stuff?" He said, "Well when you 

can't gotta go somewhere." hold a note you 
So 

that's what happened, 
that was his philosophy 

wi th it. 
hold a note too long, you 

If you can't 

his 
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might a s well k i nd 
a c ur l i t aro und a li tt l e bit 

a nd t hat's what he 
d i d . (S ha f e r ) 

I n an intervie w shortly b 
efore his death, Lefty tal ked 

about his 

Rodgers ' 

s l urred , 

l a ndmark vocal styling 
and of the impact Jimmie 

mus i c had on him. "I'm b a out the first one that 
but I'd trade all my yea-yeahs and slurs for his 

yodeli ng a ny time" ( Lane 42). In his conversation with Geoff 

Lane f o r Country Music Magaz 1'ne, L ft , e y s admiration for 

Ro dge rs continued. "I can truly say he was the biggest 

infl ue nce on my life. Frustrations you can't talk about, you 

can sing about, and that's the story of my life" (42). 

Lefty's love of Rodgers' vocal technique never waned and 

his desire to sing like his hero remained firm. "I'd give 

anything if I could yodel and sing like Jimmie Rodgers •.. I 

did yodel, but I'm like Ernest Tubb. My voice changed till I 

couldn't yodel good no more" (42). 

When Lefty talked about the way he sang, which rarely 

occurred, he focused more on his philosophy of singing than 

on the actual technicalities of his unique style. Two months 

before his death Lefty made several profound statements about 

t h · h sought to express when he sang: e urgenc y and emotion e 

When I sing, to me every word has a feeling 

about it. I had to linger, had to hold it, I 

didn't want to let go of it. 
I want to hold one 

Who le line of melody, wo rd through a 
to linger 

with it all the way down. 
I didn't want to let 



go of that no more than I wanted to let go of 
the woman I loved. 

I didn't want to lose . l t. 
For years I've been saying "I love you, I 

love you, I love you." Sometimes it takes a 

long time so yo u can go through life not being 
understood. Some people can't talk and express 

themselves; with me expression comes in 

of a song, and it makes me very happy. 

the form 

So I'd 

lose my blues, hang on to what little I had and 

it became a style. (Lane 63) 
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The enduring importance of the style Lefty Frizzell 

created may be best summed up by Bob Claypool: "Simply put, 

Frizzell was a unique, highly individualist1· c · singer who, 

more than any other single artist, brought country singing 

into the modern age - dragged it into the mid-20th century, 

if you will" (Claypool). 

A review of Billboard's "Hot Country Singles & Tracks" 

chart for the week ending October 6, 1990 , proves that 

Frizzell's influence continues. The chart that he dominated 

nearly forty years earlier still bears his indelible mark . 

The unmistakable Frizzell vocal style can be heard in twelve 

of the hit songs. Merle Haggard is at number seventy-three 

with "When It Rains It Pours," newcomer Alan Jackson is at 

sixty-three with "Chasin' That Neon Rainbow," and Wil lie 

Nelson is at number fifty with "Ain't Necessarily So ." 
Alan 

J k Second tl· me at number nineteen with 
ac son is on the chart a 

his former top fi ve hit, 
"Wanted," and the Randy Tra vis and 
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George Jones duet of "A Few 01 C 
e ountry Boys" is at number 

e ighteen after only five weeks. ci · 
int Black is at seventeen 

u 1' th "Nothing Is News, 11 th K . h 
w e e1t Whitley and Lorrie Mo rgan 

duet, "Till A Tear Becomes A Rose," holds the number fourteen 

slot and Doug St one is at number twelve with "Fourteen 

Minutes Old·" There are four more artists in the top ten who 

owe a great deal to Lefty Frizzell. Ricky Va n Shelton is at 

number nine with "I Meant Every Word He Said," at number six 

it's George Strait with "Drinking Champa gne ," and Mark 

Chestnutt holds the number fi ve spot with his debut single, 

"Too Cold At Home." At number one is "Friends I n Low Places" 

by 1990's biggest country music success story, Garth Brooks, 

who cites Merle Haggard and George Jones as ma jor influences. 

The living legends who inspire the young stars of today were 

heavily influenced in their early days by the vocal genius of 

Lefty Frizzell. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Co ncl us io ns 

A Fading Star With a Lasting Legacy 

"I Want To Be Wi t h You Always" 

Lefty Fri zz e ll wrote and recorded II If 

I ' ve Got Th e Time " in 1950, he had no 

You ' ve Got 

idea how his 

life ch an ge . It brought him a major contract with 

Powerful Co l umbia Records for whom he recorded for twenty-two 

yea rs . He was catapult ed from a struggling bar room singer 

to a ce r t ified country mu sic star. Lefty went from earni ng 

$40 a wee k to $1 , 0 0 0 a night and his life was never the same. 

frizz e ll 's twe nt y-f ive yea r roller-coaster career produced a 

body o f work that is foundational in country music. From his 

songwriting t o per forming to his inno va ti ve singing style, 

t he i mportanc e of Lefty Frizzell is monumental. 

Historically, Lefty Frizzell had his share of 

si gnificant count r y music firsts. Lefty was the first and 

onl y a rtist to place four songs on Billboard magazine's top 

te n chart at the same time. He was the first country artist 

dB 1 In 19 5 1 Frizzell headlined to pe rfo rm at the Hollywoo ow • 

( along wi t h Ernest Tubb) a co ncert at Griffith Stadium in 

Wa s hingto n, D. C., 

in cou n t r y music . 

bl egrass g r ea ts , 

f ans ( Malone 26 4 ) . 

that set a record for a one-show appearance 

th t lso featur ed The "a ll-star" concert a a 

Flatt a nd Scruggs, 
drew fourteen thousand 

100 
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in the 

was the first country 

prestigious Walkway of 

singer to 

the Stars 
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be 

in 

Lefty 

inc l uded 

Ho ll ywood . Two other ma · . 
Jor achievements came from Billboard 

magazine where Lefty's name rarely missed an issue in the 
early 195 0 's. Billboard hailed Frizzell as their "Disco very 
of the Year" in 1951 and the f 11 o owing year named him 

"Country Artist of the Year." 

Lefty's new-found stardom d was a ream come true and he 

made up for all the years of financial struggles with 

flamboyant style. He bought expens 1· ve cars, a tour bus, and 

even an airplane to carry him to his many fans. This 

high-living honky-tonk lifestyle took a major toll on Lefty. 

While the impact of rock 'n' roll in the mid 1950's is often 

blamed for Lefty's absence from the charts during that 

period, there were several major factors. Shortly before his 

death in 1975 Frizzell was candid about the underlying cause 

of his career stalemate • "It wasn't so much the travelling, 

... It wasn't so much the drink and it though that got to me. 

wasn't so much the rock 'n' roll. It was pri vate problems at 

home. bl 1 d its part" Too much success too soon proba Y Paye 

(Lane 42). 

Another unfortunate hallmark of Lefty Frizzell's career 

He had virtually no business sense was bad management. 
and 

blindly trusted those he charged with guiding his career. 

Lefty's longtime friend and producer, 
Don Law, recalls the 

t remendous interest 
"ht property" and how in Lefty as a 0 

k advantage of the young star. 
nearly everyone too 

"Everybody 
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wanted to publish hi s s ongs. 
Eve r ybody wa nted t o be his 

ma nage r . 
I was never his or an y othe r artist's ma na ge r. I 

wa s simply h is r ec ord producer, 

co unsel o r 11 (Law ) . 

friend, and would-be 

Don Law produced Lefty's records for sixteen years, 
including the very first session in Dallas that included II I 

Love Yo u A Thousand Ways" and II If You've Got The Money, I've 

Got The Time . " Before long Lefty had lots of money and 

everyone wanted his time . Law remembers a call he got from 

Lefty one day in Dallas while he was there to produce some 

more records for Lefty. The incident reveals Lefty's total 

lack of business knowledge and how a few friends like Law 

rescued him from complete financial disaster . 

One morning in Dallas he called me up and said, 

"Don, last night I done something I shouldn't 

oughta done . " "What was that Lefty?" I said . 

"I signed another contract." .. . We discovered 

that if he lived up to all the contracts he had 

signed, he would be paying out 110 percent of 

what he earned. This really shook him up and he 

used one of his favorite expressions . 

Bum," he said, "what'll I do now?" 

"Golly 

I said, 

"Lefty, as I see it, the only thing to do is get 

a good lawyer and buy some of these contracts 

up. II This he did. It cost him a great deal of 

Whl' ch fortunately money 
he had at that time, and 

1 n keel. got him back on a relative y eve 
( Law) 
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Haggard first saw Le ft y 
Frizz e ll pe rfo rm i n 1951 

the e xperie nce w1' t h t he phe nome na o f a n El vis 
Pre sle y perfo r mnce . 

"He wa s one o f a kind and had c harisma 
pl us ... he had a lot of Presley about 

him, you know. He could 
wa lk on stage and men liked him and the women went crazy" 
( Haggard ) . Haggard fur t her suggests that musical history 

mi ght ha ve been rewritten if Presley's 1 egendary manager had 

d i scovered Lefty. "He didn't fall into the right management 

hands and had Colonel Parker picked him up first, 

might never have been Elvis" (Haggard). 

(there) 

If Lefty had been able to find a competent and caring 

manager early in his career, his success would probably ha ve 

been much greater; greater in terms of consistency of hit 

records, concert appearances, and mass media exposure. Lefty 

had the incredible talent but could not find the direction he 

needed. After his painful personal and financial troubles 

with early management, Lefty became suspicious of all 

managers. The men and companies who directed his career in 

later years were more of a service or clearing agency. They 

would book his personal appearances or hire someone to handle 

t hat but did little to further the career of Lefty Frizzell. 

With proper management, Lefty could have made a much 

greater impact in the mass media. He did make several 

appearances on national radio and television but as popular 

a s Fr i zzell was at the time, 
there should ha ve been many 

Lefty 's contemporaries more . Ma n y of 
landed their own 

telev ision s ho ws . 
Edd y Arnold, Te nness ee Ernie Ford, and 
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cene Autry a ll had net wo rk t e lev · . 
is1on shows in the 195 0 ' s . 

Le f ty may no t have bee n comfo rt ab le 
with his ve r y own show, 

bu t he ce r ta inly should have bee n a guest on the above 
me nti o ne d sh o ws . 

When Lefty r et urned 
to the top of the country charts in 

196 4 with "Saginaw Michigan," 
a good manager would hav e 

capita liz ed o n 

se ve ral major 

the succes s in the mass media. 

netwo rk television shows at that 

There were 

time that 

often featured cou ntry stars, including The ___ J_o_e..;.y-.:B:...1::..· s::...:..:h-=o..£p:__:S:.:h:.:.o::.:.:.:.w , 

The Dea n Ma r t in Show, The Mike Douglas Show, and The Jimmy 

We have no record of Lefty appearing on any of Dean Show . 

the s e major prog rams. 

Although Lefty did make several appearances on 

syndicated te le v ision on shows like Billy Walker's country 

Ca rni va l and The Porter Wagoner Show, his guest spots were 

f e w. Country music was flourishing in syndication and more 

tha n a doze n stars had their own television shows. Flatt and 

Sc r ugg s, Ernest Tubb, Bill Anderson, Leroy Van Dyke, and Carl 

Smith al l hosted programs that featured country music 

ente rt a inment. There is no record that Lefty Frizzell ever 

was a gue st on these shows. Although Lefty may not have 

" t d t d · he should have been given the opportunity to .. an e o o 1 t, 

host his o wn count ry music show. 

When Lefty 's twenty-two year association with 

R end l· n 19 72, he was devastated. ecords came to a n 

Columbia 

The shock 

the label seemed to jolt Lefty back to 
o f bei ng r e l ea sed from 

one o f his greate st talents , songwriti ng. 



The results of his renewed 

v1er:e evident in his first album 

commitment to 

for ABC released 
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songwriting 

in 1973 , 
entitled The Legendary L f e ty Frizzell. The album produced 

charting his highest single in nine years with the 
autobiographical song Lefty co-wrote with White y Shafer, II I 

Never: Go Around Mirrors." 

The song was a top twenty hit. Lefty was back one more 

time. He was back to songwr1·t1· ng, b k ac to recording, and 

back on country radio where he belo nged. L f e ty onl y had four: 

more singles on the chart before his death in 1975 . 

Lefty's three albums for: ABC hold great significance in 

terms of his influence on aspiring country singers. While 

the sales of his later: r ecord s did not match those of his 

ea rly single r e l ea ses, the people who studied those 

recordings includ e some of today's major: country songwriters 

and singers. 

The music of Lefty Frizzell was released on compact di sc 

for: the first time in 1989 in a collection of ten of his 

biggest hits from the 1950's and 1960 's in a Columbia Records 

series called Ame rican Originals . Two more major releases 

are scheduled for: 1991. Califo rn ia based Rhino Records plans 

to release a collection of twelve to fifteen Frizzell songs 

on compact disc and cassette. The most complete collection 

S cheduled for: release in 1991 
of Lefty Frizzell recordings is 

by Bear: Family Records in Bremen, We st Germany. 
The pac ka ge 

a va l. lable re cording Lefty Frizzell 
is a reissue of e ve ry 

made. The set was first released in 1984 and the 

ever: 

1991 
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reissue will be offered 

on compact disc and will feat ure more 
than a dozen pre v iously 

1 un re eased 
recordin gs Left y made for 

Co lumbia in the 1960's. 

Lefty Frizzell's total 

Billboard charts is o h 
career success in terms of 

pioneers. 
vers adowed by many o t he r 

cou n try music 
In Joel Wh ' tb 

music on 
l urn's exhaustive history of 

country 

1944-1988, 

the Billboard charts in Top 
______ c_o_u_n_t_r_.,y _ __,:S:..1::.:· n:.:.-2.g.::.l-=e-=-s 

every artist is gi ven a number k' 

the number of charted sin gles, · · 
ran 1ng ba s ed on 

Arnold is number one , 
pos1t1on, and longevity . Eddy 

George Jones is se co nd, Johnny Ca sh 

third , Mer le Haggard fourt h , and Conway Twitty fifth . 

Frizzell is ranked number s eve n ty - six . 
Lefty 

Several of Left y 's f irst singl e r eleases sold in exces s 

of 500 , 000 copies, 
the amount certified "go ld" today by the 

Reco rding Industr y Association of Ame ri ca ( RIAA ) . The RIAA 

was not in existence in the early 1950's so no sales awa rds 

were given to Lefty. There is no public record of total 

records sold b y Left y Frizzell during his career . Repeated 

ca lls t o the New Yo rk office of Columbia Records failed to 

yield any info rmation o n sales figures for the twenty - two 

ye ars Frizzell recorded for the label . The discography in 

Wolfe 's Lefty Frizzell His Life Hi s Music lists 132 releases 

on Lefty Frizzell from se ve ral labels o n 78 RPM, 45 RPM , 

long play phonograph albums . In trying to arrive at 

estimate 

release 

of record sales, the figure of 100,000 uni t s 

s ugge s ted career record was used to generate a 

and 

an 

per 

sal e 

amount of 13.2 million units . Some o f the individual rec ord 
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re l ea s e s s o ld far mo r e a nd 
some probably l e ss, but it gi ves 

an idea of numb e rs s o ld. 

Ma ny o t he r co untry music 1 
egends can boast total record 

sa l e s in e xcess of fifty million. 
Few country music singers, 

ho we ver, 
can match the stylistic genius of Lefty Frizzell. 

His unique, intimate, clas · 
sic way of singing made a lasting 

impact on country music. 
Lefty set a new standard by which 

all other country singers who followed would be measured. 

Lefty's vocal magic cannot be measured by charts and numbers. 

His tremendous influence on modern country vocal technique 

can be heard in many of today's most popular country stars. 

While Lefty Frizzell's personal career was marred by a series 

of bad business deals and continual hard li ving, the way he 

·s ang became a phenomenon and country music singing was 

fore ver changed. 

Lefty Frizzell's honest portrayal of life's joys and 

d d Some Of Co untry music's greatest songs. sorrows pro uce 

From the happy-go-lucky "If You've Got The Money, I' ve Got 

The Time" to the quintessential lo ve ballad, "I Lo ve You A 

Thousand Ways, " h 1 . tr1' bute to h1· s parents with tote ov1ng 

"Mom And Dad's Waltz," Lefty's early compositions are a stud y 

in country songwriting. 

1970's produced a group 

Lefty's songwriting in the early 

1 d the classic of songs that inc u e 

and Johnny Rodriguez) and number one ( for both Merle Hagga rd 

Gr ammy Award winning, 

wi t h White y Shafer). 

Lo ve Goes" "That's The Way 

In 1972 Lefty Frizzell 

(co-written 

recei ved an 



ho nor that he cher ished deeply; he was e l ected 

songwriters Hall of Fame. 

Co untry music's highest honor evaded Lefty 
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into the 

Frizzell 

auring his lifetime but seven years after his death, Lefty 

finally got his due. He was elected into the Country Music 

Hall of Fame in 1982 and joined his idols, Jimmy Rodgers and 

Ernest Tubb, in the hallowed halls. Country music fans for 

generations to come can discover Lefty in the Hall of Fame 

and country singers can continue to absorb the wonderful 

legacy of the supreme song stylist. As long as the human 

voice gives expression to the emotions of the heart in a 

country song, the influence of Lefty Frizzell will prevail. 
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