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A.P. (1891-1960), Sara (1898-1978),
and Maybelle (1909-1978)

Alvin Pleasant Carter was born in Poor
Valley (known now as Maces Springs),
Virginia, in 1891, the first of eight
children of Robert and Mollie Bays
Carter. From birth Pleasant -- or A.P.,
as he would later be known -- suffered
from a physical tremor, as well as a
constitutional restlessness, which his
mother ascribed to a near miss by a
bolt of lightning while she was
pregnant. Early in childhood A.P.
learned to play the violin, and it soon
became clear that he was a natural
musician. He sang in the local church
choir, and helped out his uncle,
Flanders Bays, who ran a traveling
singing school in and around Scott
County.

Away from Home

In 1911, seeing only farming in his
future, and desperate to earn enough
money to buy himself a piece of land,
A.P. left his home in the shadow of
Clinch Mountain and set out for
Richmond, Indiana, to work on the
railroad. Shortly after he got to Indiana
he came down with typhoid fever and
was back in Virginia sooner than he
expected. Family members recall that
he wrote his first song while he rode
the train back to Virginia, "Clinch
Mountain Home," a nostalgic ode to
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the place of his birth:

Carry me back to old Virginie,
Back to my Clinch Mountain home;
Carry me back to old Virginie,
Back to my old mountain home.

Engine 143

Nursed back to health by his mother,
A.P. went to work for Flanders Bays
selling trees and shrubs for a nursery.
The job gave him the chance to
exercise his restlessness, traveling
around Scott County, staying with the
locals and playing music on the porch
after dinner. One day in 1914 A.P.
made his way over Clinch Mountain to
make a sale to his cousin Milburn and
his mother, Aunt Susie in Copper
Creek. Approaching their house he
heard a beautiful alto voice. As he
stood in the front room 16-year-old
Sara Dougherty finished her song
about the death of a train engineer,
and sang it again at A.P.'s request.

Orphan Girl

A.P. was captivated. "He thought it
was the most beautiful voice he had
ever heard," his granddaughter Rita
Forrester recalls, "and that she was
the most beautiful woman he'd ever
seen." Sara Dougherty was born in
1898 to Sevier and Elizabeth Kilgore
Dougherty of Wise County, Virginia.
Sara's mother died when she was
three years old, and the young girl
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spent the better part of her childhood
hopscotching around Virginia with her
father from one relative's house to
another. Eventually Sara settled with
her uncle and aunt, Milburn and
Melinda Nickels, in Copper Creek.

Wedding Day

Like A.P., Sara was a musician at
heart. "l really couldn't say what the
main thing was that brought them
together, A.P. and Sara's son Joe
later said, "but music I'd say was what
done it." As a girl Sara had formed a
singing group with her cousin, Madge,
and when she was twelve years old
she bought an autoharp. A.P. set about
courting Sara, regularly making the
trek over Clinch Mountain, and the two
were married on June 18, 1915.

Family and Farming

Back in Poor Valley, Sara joined the
church choir, and the two of them
traveled around to "singing
conventions," representing their
church and their hometown at events
throughout southwestern Virginia. By
1919, A.P. and Sara had moved to a
slightly larger cabin on a bit more land
in nearby Maces Springs. Their first
child Gladys was born that year. Two

more would follow in the coming years:

Janette in 1923, and Joe in 1927.
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Maybelle

The third member of the Original
Carter Family group was Sara's cousin,
Maybelle Addington, born on May 10,
1909, in Midway, near Copper Creek.
Like A.P. and Sara, Maybelle was
surrounded from birth by music. Her
brother Dewey played the banjo at
local dances, and Maybelle soon
learned to play the guitar, which was
just becoming popular. Though she
never learned to read music, she
developed a decided flare for the new
instrument and invented a unique style
of playing known as the "Carter
scratch.”

Big Time

A.P., Sara, and Maybelle would often
play together, and in December 1925,
Maybelle went to Maces Springs to do
a schoolhouse show with A.P. and
Sara. There she met A.P.'s dashing
brother Ezra, known as Eck, and the
two fell in love. On March 13, 1926,
Maybelle and Eck were married, and
Maybelle went to live with Eck and his
parents and siblings in Poor Valley.
The music would continue as a largely
local affair for another year, until the
three finally got their big chance.
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Ralph Peer (1892-1960)

Ralph Peer was born in 1892 in
Independence, Missouri, son of a
furniture dealer. Surrounded by the
cabinet-sized radios and record
players in his father's store, Peer fell in
love with the new medium, and when
he was eighteen years old he went to
work for the Columbia Phonograph
Company in Kansas City. He served in
the U.S. Navy in World War I, and
upon his return took a job with the
General Phonograph Company, where
he distinguished himself as an
ambitious climber of the corporate
ladder.

A Bright Idea
Eventually Peer earned the
directorship of General Phonograph's
lackluster recording division and its
Okeh record label. Changing musical
tastes and the round-the-clock
availability of music on the radio were
starting to take their toll on the sales of
such luminaries as Enrico Caruso.
Peer had a bright idea: "[He] was one
of the first people to figure out that
there was a big listening audience out
there and they didn't want to just listen
to Caruso,” says Mark Zwonitzer,
author of the Carter family biography,
Will You Miss Me When I'm Gone? "He
was going to the places where they
were making the people's music.”
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Old Songs Made New

Peer's first hit recording of Southern
music was fiddler John Carson from
Atlanta, Georgia, whose first recording
of The Little Old Log Cabin and The
Old Hen Cackled sold more than
500,000 copies nationwide. In 1924 he
began recording songs by the West
Virginia musician "Pop" Stoneman,
focusing on hits about the Titanic and
other famous disasters. "What Peer
loved about Stoneman,” says
Zwonitzer, "was that he didn't do just
the old traditional songs that everyone
knew. He had made something new of
the Titanic poem."

$1 Million in Royalties

In 1926 the blue-chip Victor Company,
maker of the Victrola record player,
whose artists numbered among them
the great Caruso himself, lured Peer
away from Okeh. Like Okeh, Victor's
record sales had been falling, and the
company saw hillbilly music as a
potential fix to the problem. Peer was
no saint, and he was in the business
because he smelled money, not
because he loved music. He had a gift
for giving the American people what
they wanted to hear, and in the
process he made a lot of money for
Victor -- and a lot for himself as well. In
a deal that Victor must later have rued,
he had agreed to work without salary
on the condition that he receive a cut
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of the royalties for every record sold
and every song played on the radio.
Peer was making $1 million a year at a
time when the average American
family earned $700 per year -- and
when he was paying artists like
Stoneman a mere $3,000-$4,000 per
year.

Bristol Sessions

In July 1927 Peer headed south to
make some more records with
Stoneman, and decided while he was
there to hold an audition and recording
session in Bristol, Tennessee, for other
aspiring Southern musicians. Held in
an abandoned hat factory, these were
the famous "Bristol Sessions," after
which the town would later become
known as the "birthplace of country
music." In Bristol he "discovered" the
Carters, whom he added to his stable
of hillbilly greats alongside Victor's
best-selling artist, Jimmie Rodgers.

The Bristol Sessions

Well attuned as he was to the value of
publicity,Ralph Peer placed an ad in
the local papers saying, "The Victor
Company will have a recording
machine in Bristol for ten days
beginning Monday to record records,"
and inviting all comers to present
themselves. Reading the ad -- and
seeing in it the potential fulfillment of
his musical dreams --
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A.P. packed himself, Sara and
Maybelle into his brother's car, and set
out for Bristol. It took a day to drive the
26 miles from Maces Springs, and
when they got to Bristol they found the
hat factory turned recording studio
deluged by hopefuls from the
surrounding hills.

First Recording

The Carters recorded four songs one
evening, and two the following
morning. Sara led in her beautiful alto,
the voice that had first captivated A.P.,
while A.P. chimed in from time to time
in his bass. The women provided the
instrumental accompaniment, Sara on
her autoharp and Maybelle at the
guitar. It was unusual for a musical
group to have a female lead singer,
and this gave Peer pause, but he liked
their music, and they went home $300
richer for their efforts. The Carters
recorded six songs in Bristol that day:
Poor Orphan Child

Wandering Boy

Single Girl, Married Girl

The Storms Are on the Ocean

Bury Me Under the Weeping Willow
Little Log Cabin by the Sea

Another Record

That November, Victor finally released
a monophonic 78rpm record with Poor
Orphan Childon one side and
Wandering Boy on the other, followed

AVRRTYD G A B267 A ILEENT=T
JRARLVETHBLZ1IBDRSATTHoT=,
BT HLBBRIDFICHESNTZIEF
THIZIEEDDOIWL &2 o EF-EENT TIC
FEILTLM=,

BYOLa—F12Y
H—a—F(X—BRT4H. ROEAIZ280%FL
A—T42T Lz, Y3EA. PORWICHET
SNEHDELVTILETY—RZI]U, A
PIIE L IEBE TN—E=Z—%% T,

ZANDOREFEFTHERL. YIIEA—F
N—TEARIVIEFFI—FFITL TV,
TEN)—RR—HILDT IL—T L 4L
LLETIEBEHERELEZLDDELSDE
BENKIZAST=,
ZLTH—32—ZFIL300RILLDKEEFIC
RIZIRDDTH>T=,
H—E—ZFTYALTEORG6/ZLD
—T4 LT,

FORDLIA—T 1Y

ZTDHED11A. EY45—I(LPoor Orphan
Child 1 %A ' Wandering Boy | =B 27
S8EIEZDE/ZIL#EE))—X LT,

Excerpted from PBS, American Experience, The Carter Family



A& L X5 HEKE (People & Events)

a few months later by The Storms Are
on the Ocean and Single Girl, Married
Girl. Despite Peer's uncertainty about
the Carters' music -- and the songs'
gloomy topics -- the records sold so
well that Peer wrote to the Carters
asking them to come to Camden, New
Jersey, for a second recording
session.

A Year's Harvest

In May 1928 the Carters set out for
New Jersey, where over the course of
two days they recorded a dozen or so
songs, including such classics as
Wildwood Flower, the anthem of
country music named by National
Public Radio as one of the 100 "most
important American musical works of
the twentieth century," andJohn Hardy,
later covered by such country greats
as Flatt & Scruggs, Doc Watson,
Johnny Cash, Bob Dylan, and Joan
Baez. At $50 per song, the total take
amounted to $600 for the twelve
songs they recorded, as much as they
could make in a whole year on the
farm. They split the money three ways,
and with their winnings A.P. bought 70
acres of land and moved Sara and
their three children into a larger
farmhouse on which he spent an
extravagant down payment of $233.
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The Carter Family Finds Success
With the Carter Family, music
publisher Ralph Peer realized he had
hit pay dirt. By 1930 Carter Family
records had sold more than 700,000
copies across the country, and more
music was in the works. The Carters
crisscrossed the country, traveling to
New Jersey in 1929 and 1933 for
additional recording sessions, and to
Louisville in 1931 to record with
Jimmie Rodgers. In 1935 Peer moved
them to the ARC label, and in 1936
and 1937 they recorded nearly sixty
songs for Decca.

Collecting Songs

What fueled the Carter engine was the
perfectly complementary talents of
A.P., Sara, and Maybelle. A.P.
provided the songs, traveling in ever
widening circles in Appalachia to
collect lyrics and melodies, then along
with Sara and Maybelle "working them
up" into something new and more
modern.  A.P. struck up an
acquaintance with a black man from
Kingsport, Tennessee, named Lesley
"Esley" Riddle, and the two traveled
the countryside together collecting
songs -- no mean feat in the Jim Crow
south. By 1930 the Carters had
broadened their repertoire to include
such modern sounding songs as The
Birds Were Singing of You, as well as
African American church music.
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Maybelle and Sara
Maybelle, on her guitar, was the
second part of the equation. Maybelle
Carter's scratch would become on the
most widely imitated guitar style in
"She happened
the first
American vernacular everyday this is

music. to have

invented really workable
how we sing," says Barry Mazor, "this
is how we play instrumental style. We
couldn't overestimate how influential it
was." Sara, leading in her alto voice
and playing the autoharp, was the final
piece of the equation, but she was not
as enthusiastic a participant as the
other two. While she always loved
music, she had little interest in the life
of a professional performer. What she
saw instead was an opportunity to
earn some money to feed her family,
and from that chance she could not
shrink.
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Born Rambler

The Carters' success, like that of so
many others, was not without cost. A.P.
born rambler, and
collecting songs gave him an excuse
to spend days and weeks at a time on
the road. When he was home, he did
precious little to help around the house,
and when he went, he seldom left
enough money to provide for Sara and
the children. "She'd be cutting down
wood, pulling mining timbers out of the
mountains -- and Daddy out
somewhere trying to learn a song,"
their son Joe recalls. "He never
stopped to think what effect it might
have on his family."

was a natural

lllicit Love

Yet A.P. was not totally oblivious to the
hardships that Sara endured while he
was on the road, and he asked his
cousin Coy Bays to help out by driving
Sara around while he was away. Sara
and Coy became close, and eventually
they fell in love with each other. When
the affair became known, Coy's
parents, Charlie and Mary Bays,
decided that it would be best if they
got Coy out of the valley, and the Bays
family set out for California.

The Music Goes On

Crushed by Coy's departure, Sara left
A.P.'s house and moved back to Rich
Valley, leaving the children with their
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father. In September 1936, after three
years of trying to reconcile with her
husband, she finally sued A.P. for
divorce. He did not even show up at
court to defend himself. Ralph Peer
and his wife, Anita, convinced the
estranged couple that while their
domestic life might be in shambles,
there was no reason they should not
continue to play music together on a
professional basis, and so the Original
Carter Family continued to record new
songs.

The Carter Family's Music in the
Great Depression

Though the Great Depression didn't
officially begin until after the stock
market crash of 1929, the timing of the
Carters' appearance on the national
stage could not have been better.
While the 1920s were a boom decade
on Wall Street, farmers and unskilled
workers were left largely behind, and
the hollows of Appalachia were among
the poorest parts of the country. The
depression that followed Black
Tuesday lasted until the eve of World
War I, cutting American economic
output nearly in half and putting
one-quarter of the labor force -- some
15 million people -- out of work. When
the Dust Bowl hit in the early 1930s,
driving milions more from their
drought-wasted farms across the
Midwest and Great Plains, it was only
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one more misery for an already
miserable people to endure.

Tales of Human Loss

With their focus on the random,
personal tragedies that characterized
life in 1920s Appalachia, the Carters'
songs were right for the times. Poor
Orphan Child, recorded during the first
Bristol session, tells the story of a
young child who is left alone after both
of his parents die: "l hear a low faint
voice of death call full and mamma's
dead. And it comes from the poor
orphan child that must be clothed and
fed." The song continues to describe
the "poor little boys and girls, who
once had loved their loving hands to
smooth their golden curls," and
concludes with a plea to God to "Bless
every hand that leaves them aid and
bless the orphan home." Everyone
who grew to adulthood with both
parents knew that, but for luck, the
orphan child's story could have been
his or her own story, and so it was with
the Carters' other tales of human loss
of every kind.
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A Blissful Escape

The Carters also reflected on the epic
national tragedy in such songs as No
Depression in  Heaven, which
describes death as a blissful escape
from the cares of a sad, sad world:

1/ fear the hearts of men are failing,

for these are /atter days we know.

The Great Depression now is spreading.
God'’s words declared it would be so.
I'm going where there's no depression,
fo the Jovely land that's free from care.
17/ leave this world of toil and trouble.
My home's in heaven, I'm going there.

The Price of Admission

June Carter Cash, Maybelle's
daughter (who would later marry
performer Johnny Cash), tells the

story of a gig the Carters played in
Hugo, Oklahoma, around 1940:
"There was a big crowd outside the
building where we were playing, but
when we got inside, there couldn't
have been more than fifty people in
that building. We looked outside, and

the place was just covered with people.

But they had no money to come in.
Well, Uncle A.P. went down and
opened up the doors and let
everybody in, and we sung."

— Rk

#1—A2—3Z (X No Depression in Heaven |
THo&IICERICHBLTWSERIMG
HESBZLoMYEEZ TV,
COI|TIK.TFIEVSEDMNELAICHES
RO LEBEENSEHABRLTNESIFE
THHEEOTLVD,

ABHOER
AMRNIIVDBRD 21— h—F—Fryia
(BlI2oa=——F vy LHE08) (X, h—3—
T7)—HA1940FEA VTR MEL—T
TEELEROEESZZEL TN,
FEMNEREL TV EZRIEONZIEKED
ADWE=ARBEOHRFS50AEWEI ST,
AGHZEIEENEVAET—HIo1:
DTHT=, THE MRDA. PIETIZEY
TWE F7ZRAITTEEZDICEBEAN,
EFBEUIREDT-]

Excerpted from PBS, American Experience, The Carter Family



A& L X5 HEKE (People & Events)

The Carter Family Finds a National
Audience on Border Radio

By 1938 the Carters' fortunes were on
the wane, the Depression had cut hard
into their record sales. When the
Consolidated Royal Chemical
Corporation wrote to offer them the
chance to do a twice daily radio show,
for the princely sum of $75 each per
week, it must have seemed like
manna from heaven -- with one
exception. They would have to move
to Texas. The radio station in question
was the 500 kilowatt monster XERA,
just over the Rio Grande in Mexico.

Goat's Glands

XERA had been founded by "Doctor"
John Romulus Brinkley, a quack
physician and entrepreneur from
Milford, Kansas. Around 1918,
Brinkley had invented a "cure" for male
impotence which involved grafting
pieces of goats' testicular glands onto
the patient's own testicles. He first saw
a radio station five years later on a trip
to Los Angeles, and decided that radio
was the perfect medium for promoting
his medical services. When Brinkley
got back to Kansas, he founded a local
radio station with the call letters KFKB,
for "Kansas First Kansas Best," and
used it to spread the word about his
"miracle" operation.
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500 Kilowatts of Broadcasting
Power

By 1930 both the federal government
and the Kansas medical board had
begun investigations into Brinkley's
activities, eventually stripping him of

both his radio and his medical licenses.

Brinkley ran for governor of Kansas,
and might have won if a large number
of write-in ballots had not been
disqualified for misspellings of his
name. So Brinkley set out for greener
pastures, moving to the tiny border town
of Del Rio, Texas, and setting up a new
radio station across the river in Mexico.
With 500 kilowatts of broadcasting power,
XERA was ten times as powerful as the
biggest American stations, which were
forced to live within the federal ceiling of
50 kilowatts. Its signal easily reached all
forty-eight states, not to mention much of
Canada, and within a few years spawned
a slew of copycat border stations.

A Good Deal

Despite the Carters' attachment to
their Clinch Mountain home, they
knew a good deal when they saw one,
and in the fall of 1938 they headed for
Texas. "l think the real turning point in
the Carter Family comes with the
move to border radio," says writer
Mary Bufwack. "It was a wonderful
opportunity for them because it was
money coming in constantly, but it also
really exposed them to a tremendous
audience."
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My Blue Eyes

In February 1939, without warning,
Sara announced on the radio that she
would like to dedicate a song to her
friend Coy Bays, in California, and
sang a moving rendition of "I'm
Thinking Tonight of My Blue Eyes":

I'm thinking fonight of my blue eyes

Who is sailing far over the sea;

I'm thinking fonight of my blue eyes,
And | wonder if he ever thinks of me.

It had been six years since Coy and
his family had left for California, and
though Sara had written him her
letters had been intercepted by Coy's
mother, they had never reached him.
But Coy was an avid fan of the
Carters' show, and when he heard
Sara singing out to him over the radio
waves, he knew she had not forgotten
him. Coy left immediately for Texas,
and the two were married on February
20 in the town of Brackettsville, near
Del Rio.

A Successful Season

Consolidated Royal asked the Carters
back to Texas for a second season in
1939-1940, this time with Maybelle
and Eck's three daughters, Helen,
Anita, and June. With the girls on the
show and A.P. delivering some of his
most heartfelt performances, the
1939-1940 season stands out among
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even the Carters' enviable legacy. But
by then "Doctor" Brinkley was once
more under investigation, this time for
tax evasion. At the same time, the
victims of his cure for impotence -- and
the next of kin of those who had not
survived the operation -- were crawling
out of the woodwork, suing him for
medical malpractice. In 1941 Mexico
signed a radio treaty with the United
States dividing up the spectrum
between the two countries. A year later
XERA shut its doors for good. Brinkley
died the same year.

The End of the Original Carter
Family

After XERA was shuttered the Carters
accepted an offer to play at a local
radio station in Charlotte, North
Carolina. Sara was living with Coy in
California by then, but even though it
meant precious months away from her
beloved, she spent two broadcasting
seasons in North Carolina singing on
the show. But when the contract
ended in March 1943, she went back
to California for good, and the
"Original Carter Family" ceased to
exist.
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The Carter Family's Legacy

Even after the Original Carter Family
gave their last performance, Maybelle
and her daughters continued to play,
first on radio stations in Richmond,
Virginia, and later in Knoxville,
Tennessee where they met Chet
Atkins. They were eventually invited
by the Martha White Flour Company to
be regular performers on a radio show
they sponsored at the Grand Ole Opry,
then the place to be for country
musicians. While their show may not
have been as creative as those of the
old Carter family, their music was sure
to please the crowd. Eventually the
three daughters went their separate
ways. In 1949, June traveled to New
York to make some solo recordings for
RCA, later meeting -- and marrying --
Johnny Cash. In the 50s the Carter
women performed with musical greats
Hank Snow, Hank Williams, and Elvis
Presley.

A Quiet Life

While Maybelle and her daughters
were keeping up the Carter family's
musical tradition, A.P. was back in
Poor Valley, leading the peaceful life of
a storekeeper who never sold very
much, but collected music royalties
twice a year. A.P. reunited with
Maybelle once in Knoxville in 1948,
and once with Sara in Bristol in 1952,
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but the three originals never played
together again. By February 1960, A.P.
was old, sick, and bedridden, and he
died that November. Maybelle and
Sara both outlived him, dying in 1978
and 1979 respectively.

Revival

By the time A.P. died, the royalties
were starting to flow again, thanks to
such covers as the Kingston Trio's
take on Worried Man Blues, Elvis
Presley's recording of Are You
Lonesome Tonight, and a whole
record of remakes by Flatt & Scruggs.
In that decade the folk music revival
took off in earnest, with Bob Dylan
plying the concert trail and the first
re-releases of the Carters' old
monophonic 78's. Maybelle earned
her title as the "queen mother of
country music," and the copyrights for
which Peer paid the Carters only a few
hundred dollars are now among the
most valuable musical properties in
the world. The Original Carter Family
was inducted into the Country Music
Hall of Fame on October 14, 1970. In
2005 the Carter Family was honored
at the Grammy Awards with a Lifetime
Achievement Award.
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Excerpted from PBS, American Experience, The Carter Family



