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THE "70s ® PURE GOLD

Bob McDill, more than any other song-
writer, reflected country lyrics’ increas-
ingly selfconscious literary qualities in
the 1970s. His best foil turned out to be
soft balladeer Don Williams. But McDill
crossed over to country music slowly,
and Williams was not the first to cut his
songs.

MeDill was a Texan who joined the
Army after graduating from Lamar Uni-
versity, later reaching Memphis just in
time to walch thal oncefertile scene
begin withering. He wrote for everyone
from Sam the Sham and the Pharaohs to
Perry Como, but struggled enough so
that by 1969 he was ready to try
Nashville. He soon discovered the music
of the Band, whose meaningful lyrics
were pegged to distinclly rural imagery.
It still took McDill @ while to learn to like
country, and his first hit composition did
not come until the end of 1972, when
Johnny Russell took Caffish John to No.
12. The following year, Russell scored

his anly top-10 hit with McDill's Red-
necks, White Socks and Blue Rib-
bon Beer, which cleverly encapsulated
the ongoing renewal in Southern pride
and the national fascination with good
ol’ boys.

Following the success of Rednecks,
McDill hooked up with fellow ex-folkie
Don Williams in a match made in coun-
try heaven. Williams had written his
own late’72 debut hit, The Shelter of
Your Eyes, but his follow-up, Come Early
Morning back with Amanda, came from
McDill's pen. By 1989, McDill had
charted 39 singles, an even dozen of
them by Williams, and his tone is best
conveyed by the reference in Song of
the South to “those Williams boys, Hank
and Tennessee.” McDill’s Say It
Again was Don Williams’ fifth No. 1
single.

Onetime Rhodes Scholar Kris Kristof-
ferson had first opened up lyric possibili-
ties for McDill in the '60s with his own



gems, of which Me and Bobby
McGee arguably had the broadest
appeal. His publisher Fred Foster had
suggested he write a song called Me
and Bobby McKee. Kristofferson had
been thinking about Federico Fellini’s
La Strada, in which smalltime traveling
circus character Anthony Quinn abuses
his companion Giulietta Masina until she
deserts ﬁim. The loss haunts Quinn for
the rest of his life, and inspired Kristoffer-
son's storyline, He was also preoccupied
at the time with the contradictory notion
of “freedom”—the way someone could
be freest when most alone, possessing
nothing. Couniry star Roger Miller was
the first fo cut Me and Bobby McGee,
but it exploded two years later as
posthumous No. 1 pop hit for Janis
Joplin in 197 1. Jerry Lee Lewis figured
the song had been played out and did
not want to cut it at all. His then-manag-
er Judd Phillips—brother of Sun Records
founder Sam Phillips, and Jerry Lee's
longtime running buddy—convinced the
Killer that a rocking country arrangement
would still fly. He was proved right when
lewis rode it to No. 1.

Despite the mid-decade ascendance
of the Outlaws, mare traditional arfists,

songs and styles dominated. Bill Ander-
son wrote Sometimes in 1975 after
reading a review of the movie Shampoo
while his tour bus rolled through the Eng-
lish countryside. “Sometimes” is what a
couple in the movie answerad to a ques-
tion about whether they were married.
Anderson had the song finished by that
afterncon’s soundcheck and taught it to
his new duet pariner, Mary Lou Turner.
That same year, Conway Twitty and
Loretta Lynn enjoyed their fifth No. 1
duet single with Feelins’.

Lynn became the Country Music
Association’s first female Entertainer of
the Year in 1972, and responded with
Rated “X”, an original song about
divorce that came out amid controvery
over the then-new film ratings system.
Lynn had been stirring up controversies
of her own with increasingly frank mate-
rial, and, as she noted, “Every fime |
had a song banned it wenttc No. 1.”
Rated “X” was no exceplion. Newcomer
Emmylou Harris, working out of Los
Angeles, carried the banner for older
sounds with her revival of the Louvin
Brothers' If 1 Could Only Win Your
Love. Mary Kay Place, who played the
guileless, would-be country singer Loretta




Haggers on Norman Lear’s television
soap-opera spoof Mary Hartman, Mary
Hartman, managed to turn fantasy into
reality for one album, which yielded
Haggers’ religious tune, Baby Boy, as
its first single.

Bill Anderson co-wrote Conway Twit-
ty’s | May Never Get to Heaven
two decades before Twitty fock it to No.
1. Anderson penned the lyric in 1259
cfter breaking up with a girlfriend, and
writer-producer Buddy Kiﬁen contributed
the melody. Den Gibson cut it first, and
over the next 20 years there were
dozen failed versions, including one by
Avretha Franklin. Then Twitty, who had
known the song since his own late-'50s
rocking days, made it click. Marty Rob-
bins topped the charts with the even
older Among My Souvenirs, which
dated all the way back to 1928, when
it was cut by four different people. Rob-
bins recorded it as an album track, but
preducer Billy Sherrill accurately predict
ed that it had legs as a single.

Three more great veterans—George
Jones, Buck Owens and Johnny Cash—
continued to ride high. George had mar-
ried Tammy Wynelte in 1949 and they
began racording duets for Billy Sherrill,

Tammy's Epic producer, in April of
1971, when George was still with
Musicor. In Cctober, Sherrill signed
Jones, and five days later an album of
his duets was on the market. George
Richey’s A Picture of Me (Without
You), like nearly all Jones’s material for
the next couple years, played on the
fairytale marriage of the two counry
fitans, and was George's first solo single
utilizing Sherrill’s grandiose production
techniques. Ruby (Are You Mad), an
oldie written by mountain novelty singer
Cousin Emmy, grew out of the fondness
Buck Owens felt for bluegrass music ever
since he had first heard it as a kid on
the pirate radio stations along the Texas-
Mexico border. The song had flopped
as the Osborne Brothers’ first single in
1956, but they remade it for a minor
1970 hit. Owens’ version was the title
tune of his all-bluegrass album. Similarly,
Johnny Cash got additional mileage out
of the cldie (Ghost) Riders in the
Sky, which had been a country favorite
at least since pop singer-bandleader
Yaughn Monroe's stirring 1949 version.
After years on the fringes of the
music werld, Billy “Crash” Craddock
finally cracked the country charts in the




early '70s with a series of rockabilly-
derived singles. When he decided to fry
a departure with a ballad, his favorite
writer John Adrian’s Broken Down in
Tiny Pieces, with sessions singer Janie
Frickie whispering the tifle phrase,
turned the trick.

A pair of Texans made their marks
near the decade’s midpoint. Mickey
Gilley had kicked around with numerous
labels for 20 years with little luck, but
had established himself as a potent local
star in Houston with his own felevision
show and nightclub. In 1973, he cut
four sides for a local jukebox operator,
who was specifically interested in a new
version of She Called Me Baby. Roem
Full of Roses was meant for the B-
side, but Houston DJs made it a regional
hit despite an averly echoed (to disguise
the fact that it was out of tune) steel gui-
tar infro, a piano break in which Gilley
wanders ouf of sync with the studio musi-
cians and bungled lyrics in the first
verse. When no label in Nashville would
touch such a crude recording, the newly-
formed Playboy Records, out of L.A.,
picked it up, and Gilley went No. 1
nationwide,

Freddy Fender was another two-

decades-in-the-making “overnight sensa-
tion” from the Lone Star State. A leg-
endary Chicanc R&B singer, he went
country for producer Huey Meaux in
1975 and his first two singles reached
No. 1. After seeing a third stall at No.
10, Fender came back in late '75 with
Secret Love, Doris Day’s 1953 Oscar-
winner from Calamity Jane and a 1954
Slim Whitman country hit.

But it was Texan Willie Nelson, the
figurehead for the Outlaw movement,
who brought it all back home in the
biggest way. Having established himself
as the hoftest country singer around,
Willie stunned the music world in 1978
with Stardust, a mellow, bittersweet col-
lection of pop chestnuts, mostly from the
‘30s and "40s, produced by former soul
bandleader Booker T. Jones. Nelson's
version of All of Me, No. 1 in 1932
for both Louis Armstrong and Paul
Whiteman, proved that there was more
than one way for country music to
expand and grow more sophisticated.

—John Morthland
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1. {Ghost] Riders in the Sky Johnny Cash = Music
and lyrics by Stan Jones. Edwin H. Morris & Co
ASCAP. Columbia 10961 {1979). ® 1979 Sony Music
Entertainment Inc. Under license from Sony Music Spe-
clal Products, a Division of Sony Music Entertainment
Inc. No. 2*

2. It's Been a Great Afternoon Merle Haggard ®
Music and lyrics by Merle Haggerd, Shade Tree Music,
Inc. BMI. MCA 40936 (1978). ® 1978 MCA Records,
Ine. No. 2*

3. If | Could Only Win Your Love Emmylou Harris
= Music and lyrics by Charlie Louvin and lra Louvin
Acuff-Rose Music, Inc. BMI. Reprise 1332 (1975).

® 1975 Warner Bros. Records Inc. Produced under
license from Warner Bros. Records Inc. No. 4*

4. All of Me Willie Nelson ® Music and lyrics by
Seymour Simons and Gerald Moarks. Boumne Co.
ASCAP. Columbia 10834 [1978). ® 1978 Sony Music
Entertainment Inc. Under license from Sony Music Spe-
cial Praducts, a Division of Seny Music Entertainmenti
Inc. No. 3*

5. Room Full of Roses Mickey Gillay ® Music and
lyrics by Tim Spencer. Hill & Range Music. BMI. Playboy
50056 (1974). ® 1974 Playboy Music inc. Undler
license from Sony Music Special Products, a Division of
Sony Music Enfertainment Inc. No. 1*

6. Among My Souvenirs Marty Robbins ® Music
and lyrics by Edgar leslie ond Horatio Nicholls. Chap-
pell & Co. ASCAP. Columbia 10396 (197¢]. ® 1976
Sony Music Entertainment Inc. Uncler license from Sony
Music Special Products, o Division of Sony Music Enter-
toinment Inc. No. 1*

7. You’re the One The Ock Ridge Boys * Music and
lyrics by Bob Morrison. Glenwood Music Corp./Arcane
Music. ASCAP, ABC/Dot 17732 (1978). B 1977 MCA
Records, Inc. No. 2*

8. Rated “X* Lorefta Lynn * Music and lyrics by
Lorelta Lynn. Sure-Fire Music Co. BMI. Decca 33039
(1973). ® 1972 MCA Records, Inc. No. T*

9. Don’t Be Angry Donna Fargo ® Music and lyrics
by Wade Jackson. AcuffRose Music, Inc. BMI. ABC /Dot
17660 (1977). ® 1973 MCA Records, Inc. No. 3*

10. | May Never Get to Heaven Conway Twitly ®
Music and lyrics by Bill Andarsan and Buddy Killen.
Sony Tree Fublishing Co., Inc. BMI. MCA 41059
(1979). ® 1979 MCA Records, inc. No. 1+

11. A Picture of Me (Without You) George Jones
® Music and lyrics by Norris Wilson and George
Richey. Algee Music Corp. /Al Gallico Music. ASCAP.
Epic 10917 (1972). ® 1972 Sony Music Enfertainment
Inc. Under license from Sony Music Special Products, a
Division of Sony Music Entertainment Inc. No. 5*

12. Ruby (Are You Mad) Buck Owens » Music and
Iyrics by Cousin Emmy. Acuff-Rose Publications,
Inc./Duchess Music Corp. BMI. Capitol 3096 (1971).
Courtesy of Buck Owens Enterprises, No. 3*

13. Baby Boy Mary Kay Ploce as Loretia Haggers ®
Music and lyrics by Mary Kay Place. Sook Music.
ASCAP. Columbia 10422 (1976]. ® 1976 Sony Music
Enlertainment Inc. Under license from Sony Music Spe-
cial Products, a Division of Sony Music Entertainment
inc. No. 3*

14. Rednecks, White Socks and Blue Ribbon
Beer Johnny Russell * Music and fyrics by Bob McDIll,
Wayland Holyfield and Charles Neese. PolyGram infer-
national Publishing, Inc. ASCAP. /Songs of PalyGram
International, inc. BMI. RCA 0021 (1973). ® 1973
Johnny Russell. Courtesy of johnny Russell, No. 4*




15. Sometimes Bill Anderson and Mary Lou Turner »
Music and lyrics by Bill Anderson. Stallion Music, Inc.
BMI. MCA 40488 [1976). ® 1975 MCA Records, Inc,
No. 1*

16. Feelins’ Loratia Lynn and Conway Twitty ® Music
and lyrics by Troy Seals, Don Goeodman and Will Jen-
nings. Irving Music, Inc. BMI. MCA 40420 (1975)

® 1975 MCA Records, Inc. No. 1%

17. Before My Time John Conlee * Music and lyrics
by Ben Peters. Ben Peters Music. BMI. MCA 41072
{1979). ® 1979 MCA Records, Inc. No. 2*

18. Ill Go to My Grave Loving You The Siatler
Brothers © Music and lyrics by Don Reid. American
Cowboy Music Company. BMI. Mercury 73687 (1975).
® 1974 PolyGram Records, Inc. Under flicense from
FolyGram Special Markets, a division of PolyGram
Group Distribution, Inc. No. 3*

19. Me and Bobby McGee Jerry Lee Lewis ¢ Music
and fyrics by Kris Kristofferson and Fred Foster, Combine
Music {adm. by EM! Blackwood Music Inc.). BMI. Mer-
cury 73248 (1972). ® 1972 PolyGram Records, Inc.
Under license from PalyGrom Special Markets, o divi-
sion of PolyGram Group Distribution, Inc. No. 1%

20, Say It Again Don Williams ® Music and lyrics
by Bob McDill. Songs of PolyGram International, Inc
BMI. ABC/Dot 17631 (1978, ® 1976 MCA Records,
Inc. Ne. 1*

21. Broken Down in Tiny Pieces Billy “Crash”
Craddock ® Music and lyrics by John Adrian. Pick-AHit
Music, Inc. BMI. ABC/Dot 17859 (1977). ® 1976
MCA Records, lnc. No. 1*

22. Secret Love Freddy Fender ¢ Music by Sammy
Fain, fyrics by Paul Francis Webster, Warner Bros. Inc.
ASCAP, ABC/Dot 17585 [1975). ® 1975 MCA
Records, Inc. No. 1*
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