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The Musical Mayor of Austin. Photo courtesy of Shawn Sahm.

Prologue: A Real American Joe

Doug Sahm loved Texas but was never married to the place. For one thing he despised the heat. He took its Augusts and hundred-degree days personally. At varied times Doug arranged his life so he could chill out in New York, Chicago, California, Oregon, the Missouri Ozarks, Scandinavia, British Columbia. He disliked airplanes but loved the open road. Doug once explained the itchiness that often overtook him in Austin, his adopted hometown. “I can’t stand to get bored here. When you get bored here, and nothing’s happening, you can get pretty weirded out. But if you can keep some kind of edge going—that’s why I leave all the time. You know, jump in the car, get in my Cadillac and drive to Seattle, drive to Minneapolis, see the Dead, go to spring training. It keeps you going.”

The Dead of his reference were his old friends of the Grateful variety, and he was an ardent baseball fan. His favorite team was the Chicago Cubs, though he also was known to cheer for the New York Yankees, the Houston Astros, and Toronto Blue Jays. He used to drive band members to distraction by blowing off regular gigs and arranging his life so he could go to Florida or Arizona to watch spring training. One year a casting representative of George Lucas, the famous producer of Star Wars, called Doug and offered him a part in a sequel to American Graffiti. Eventually it worked out, and he landed a nice role in the movie, but friends who witnessed the conversation were thunderstruck. At first Doug told the caller from Hollywood that he didn’t think it was possible—the shooting schedule cut into too much of baseball season. During the spring training jaunts he drew on his stature as an entertainer to outwit gate-keepers and hang out with the big leaguers in the clubhouses and dugouts. He spouted major league stats until people rolled their eyes, and his kids would moan with boredom and embarrassment when he spotted a night game in some town, any town, and stopped to watch teams of strangers play a few innings. He was like an insect drawn to the lights.

Doug’s trademark mode of transportation was a Cadillac or a Lincoln Continental. One of his Lincolns was a model that had been used in the TV series Hawaii 5-0. Before hitting the road, he would load a variety of instruments and small set of amps, the little gourmet coffeemaker he carried everywhere, and about a dozen suitcases. He’d tie up hotel elevators, trapping other guests in the cramped space, because suddenly he had to stop and count the bags carefully, making sure he had them all. In transit he was always writing, scribbling down a line of conversation or a highway sign that caught his fancy. He might linger in Lincoln, New Mexico, gathering material for a song about the murderous jailbreak of Billy the Kid, or stop and pay his respects in an old Spanish mission the highway offered up. He was known to drive from Texas to California to get a haircut or relieve a toothache. One long sojourn in western Canada resulted in a new band, a new audience, an acclaimed record, and a tour of Japan. He’d drive out to the West Coast to see his friend Bill Bentley, a onetime Austin protégé and publicist who became a top executive in the recording industry. Bentley made him the head of “artists and repertoire” of a new independent label called Tornado. Doug would swoop into Bentley’s office in Burbank and blurt, “Write this down, Billy, it’s important,” and off he’d ramble about how to sign and promote some new artist or band he’d found.

But sooner or later, when Doug went off on his gypsy sojourns, he would call his elder son Shawn, a guitarist who grew up playing and writing songs with him, and announce, “Coming home, son. You know what to do.”

Though it was a three-hour round-trip for Shawn, he would zip over from his home northwest of San Antonio to his dad’s place in Austin and set the lights and air conditioner just the way Doug wanted them, because when Pop came home he wanted to park the car and dash inside, no hassle and, especially, no sweat.

All the early signposts pointed Doug toward a career in country music. The Sahm side of the family had emigrated from Germany to Central Texas in the early 1900s, landing at Galveston and establishing farms near the small towns of Selma, New Braunfels, and Cibolo. Doug’s paternal grandparents, Alfred and Alga Sahm, owned and worked a prosperous cotton and grain farm in the Cibolo area; Alfred supplemented that income by playing in a polka band called the Sahm Boys. Doug’s parents were named Vic and Viva Lee Sahm, and his older brother, born in 1933, was also named Vic. Doug’s father had married into a working-class family called the Goodmans. His mother had ten siblings. The men on her side of the family carried lunch pails to work and often found their recreation in honky-tonks on Friday and Saturday nights.

Doug’s parents had eighth-grade educations. Like many people uprooted from Central Texas farms in a time of drought and bank failures, his dad sought work in San Antonio during the Depression, laboring as a carpenter’s helper, and then he made a somewhat better living on jobs at an army air corps base called Kelly Field. They lived in a succession of small apartments and had very little money. As times improved for them they saved enough to buy an acre on the eastern outskirts of San Antonio. With his elder son’s help, Vic Sahm built a frame house of about four hundred square feet. It had a privy out back. They had butane for heat and, in time, electricity for light, but attempts to drill a water well failed; the younger Vic would fill up a milk can with water at a service station while his dad bought gas and kept the attendant talking and looking the other way. The second son, whom they named Douglas Wayne, was born in San Antonio on November 6, 1941. A month later, the younger Vic Sahm heard his mother sobbing one day and ran inside to see if his infant brother was hurt or sick. She had just heard the news about Pearl Harbor.

One of the boys’ grandmothers loaned the family enough money to add on a little side structure so they would have a room of their own. In time San Antonio spread out to them, bringing its running water and sewage lines. What had been mostly countryside built up around them in scattered neighborhoods of poor black people. Viva took and passed the test for a beautician’s license; she and a friend offered permanents to women acquaintances in a little shop and brought in a little more income. Shaded in summer by a crepe myrtle tree blooming in pink, the little house in east San Antonio gradually looked more and more like a testament to the ordinary and triumphant American middle class.

[image: image]

Doug strikes an ornery pose with his big brother Vic, before Vic left for the Marines and Doug became Little Doug the entertainer. Photo courtesy of Vic Sahm.
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Little Doug the drugstore cowboy. Photo courtesy of Vic Sahm.

Doug Sahm’s dad was never a musician, but he came from a family of accomplished players, and both parents knew that not just any little boy could watch a grown man play a guitar, go home, and make the family instrument produce the same sound. Doug cut his teeth on western swing, the Texas- and Oklahoma-born hybrid of hillbilly string bands and big-band jazz—dance music exemplified by Bob Wills and his band’s big hit “The San Antonio Rose,” first recorded the year Doug was born. He had some fine teachers and mentors, for even a boy wonder could not just teach himself to play the triple-neck steel guitar; it was a complicated instrument, with three different tunings required. According to his older brother Vic, Doug was diagnosed with a childhood heart murmur that kept him from boyish pleasures like playing baseball. But when he was six, to his parents’ enormous pride, he won a competition to appear on a local children’s radio show and performed a hit by the Sons of the Pioneers, “Teardrops in My Heart.” That same year, on one of the earliest live television shows in San Antonio, he played two steel solos between elders’ renditions of “Liebestraum” and “Cincinnati Dancin’ Pig.” Doug’s brother Vic was serious about playing football and drag-racing cars, not music. (He looked, dressed, and combed his hair like James Dean in Rebel without a Cause.) But Doug taught him to play enough rhythm guitar to accompany him so they could perform while passing the hat at weekend dances, and Vic appeared with his little brother on Shreveport’s hot barn dance show, Louisiana Hayride. Years later Vic would chuckle about his biggest moment in show business: “This young guy on the show came over to say hello. I wished him luck and all. He told me his name was Faron Young.” Doug was featured on Mutual Network broadcasts out of Texas’s storied cowboy town, Bandera. He played with Hank Thompson and Webb Pierce. He was invited to join the lineup of the Grand Ole Opry, but his parents didn’t want him boarding with strangers in Nashville. They wanted him to finish school and grow up in their home in east San Antonio.

Doug’s dad regularly worked evenings part-time at a dance hall called The Barn, helping a brother who was one of the owners. Another owner was a local disk jockey and country music personality known as “Poke Salad” Charlie Walker. Hank Williams would play at The Barn on his swings through Texas. As an adult Doug would reminisce about seeing Hank Williams play gigs when he was a little kid. “He’d be up there, and I’d watch people watch the face of this guy, and I’d just go, look at this, man, they just stand there spellbound. And I’d be spellbound, too, as he was singing ‘Lovesick Blues.’ … He was the biggest thing in the world at that time. And, man, we talked one time when they had this birthday cake for him, and he saw me play and he said, ‘Boy, you can really play that steel. Don’t ever quit.’”

Doug had just turned eleven when a relative took a snapshot of him wearing a cowboy hat and sitting in the legend’s lap at Austin’s Skyline Country Club in December 1952. He didn’t look comfortable. He said he mostly remembered how skinny and hard the man’s leg was. It felt like he was perched on a fence rail. Two weeks later Williams dosed himself with morphine and vitamin B-12 and eased off on his last Cadillac ride.

In 1954 a booking agent named Charlie Fitch launched a remarkable enterprise called the Sarg Record Company. Discharged from the military in San Antonio after the Korean War, Fitch had built a record store and little recording studio in Luling, an oil and farm town in rolling country east of San Antonio. The label is mostly associated with the doo-wop period of postwar music, but one of Fitch’s claims to fame was turning down Willie Nelson’s earliest known recording, “When I’ve Sang My Last Hillbilly Song.” (Willie had recorded the demo over a used tape of a country station in nearby Pleasanton, where he then worked as a disk jockey. As Willie’s career took off, Fitch reconsidered the wisdom of that decision and released it on his label—one could hear background talk of pork bellies and other farm commodities on a morning price report.) In 1955, Fitch failed to sell Doug’s first song to the Mercury Record Company, which was then one of the music industry heavyweights, and put out on his Sarg label “A Real American Joe” and “Rollin’ Rollin’” by Little Doug & the Bandits. The jacket copy said the junior high student was then four-feet-seven and weighed eighty-one pounds. The publicity photo showed him grinning and holding a fiddle against his ribs, attired in a fringed Roy Rogers–style shirt, western bow tie, and a white cowboy hat pushed back on his head. His voice was the unchanged soprano of a boy. He was just a barefooted lad, he sang, goin’ fishin’ with his dad—“a real American Joe.”

Doug never lost his affection and feel for the country-western tradition he was born to. He once remarked that he made up his mind to spend his life playing music the night he watched Lefty Frizzell punch out a drunk and jeering cowboy and then leap back onstage and resume singing. A friend of Doug throughout his days was J. R. Chatwell, a renowned country fiddler who played with the Czech-German bandleader and singer Adolph Hofner, a man known in the Thirties and Forties as “the Bing Crosby of Texas.” Doug not only learned music from his mentor and pal; he got practical instruction on how to live the bohemian life. Doug called him “Chat the Cat.” But even as Doug played with the country bands and wore the costume of a drugstore cowboy, he spent many nights holed up in his room with a cheap record player and a neighborhood pal named Homer Callahan who brought over 45 rpms by artists with names like Lonesome Sundown and Howlin’ Wolf.

Rhythm and blues and its thrilling offspring rock and roll blared from powerful AM stations flung across the continent from New Orleans to Chicago, from Gallatin, Tennessee, and Ciudad Acuña, Mexico. The same year that Charlie Fitch recorded “A Real American Joe” on the Sarg label, Doug was mesmerized by the music and televised performance antics of Little Richard, and he got to see a live concert by Elvis Presley in San Antonio. Doug’s brother Vic gave up his dream of playing college football and joined the marines; when he came back to his hometown he worked for a while in a post office, watching a guy who for decades had been pitching mail in the same bin. Vic enrolled at Trinity, a local college, and studied business, which launched him down a completely different life’s path— the brothers seldom saw each other and were not close. Doug’s parents were relatively uneducated people who struggled to make a living; they were extremely proud to have a boy in the house who could attract such attention. The reflected limelight added to their sense of worth.

[image: image]

Little Doug the whiz player of the steel guitar. This unattributed photo probably came from Sarg Records.

Doug began to sneak out of the house and prowl a few hundred yards to an exotic world inhabited by black people who danced till the sun came up. Across a ploughed field from their home was a dance hall called the Eastwood Country Club. “He took me there once, years later,” said his friend Bill Bentley. “The show started at midnight, and the first band break was at four in the morning. What a night.” The dancers writhed, whirled, and strutted to the rhythms and tempos of T-Bone Walker, Junior Parker, Bobby “Blue” Bland, Hank Ballard, James Brown. The white kid was so persistent, lurking out in the shadows, listening and trying to peek inside, that the owner, Johnny Phillips, let him come in and have a soda pop sitting off to the side of the stage. Doug’s mother couldn’t fathom what had gotten into the boy she called Bootie. The pedal steel prodigy who had smelled some of the last whiskey breath of Hank Williams was learning new dimensions of slide guitar from the great Chicago bluesman Elmore James.
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Sarg Records promo for release of “A Real American Joe” by Little Doug and the Bandits. Photo courtesy of Shawn Sahm.

As Doug roamed farther about the city and deeper into its night life his parents occasionally threatened to pack him off to military school. He made friends with gifted young Chicano musicians on the city’s sprawling West Side, and they introduced him to the traditions and music of the Texas-Mexico borderlands. They included Rocky Morales, who blew his tenor sax like he had the lung capacity of a whale, and Johnny Perez, a drummer and diminutive Golden Gloves fighter who decked troublesome guys on Doug’s behalf on more than one occasion. The older “J.P.” got, the cooler he got; he began to speak in rhymes. They joked with Doug that he was so Mexican he needed a proper name, and they gave him one, Doug Saldaña. Asked to perform at an assembly at Sam Houston High School in 1956, Doug was first warned by the principal not to do anything ugly. “They had this fear of rock, they didn’t want anybody ‘Blackboard Jungle-ized,’” Doug later described the gist of the principal’s lecture. So of course he launched into a little Elvis routine, which got the curtain dropped right on top of him and all but set off a riot in the auditorium. In his senior class photo for the 1957–58 annual he wore a white sport coat, a dark, loudly striped shirt, a well-oiled pompadour, a grin full of characteristic bravado, and an oversized pair of sunshades. A cool cat and working pro.

One of Doug’s high-school rivals became a lifelong friend. A year older than Doug, Augie Meyers was tall and dark-haired, and walked with a built-up shoe and a limp—one leg was shorter than the other. Childhood polio didn’t allow him to walk at all until he was ten. Doctors wanted to amputate Augie’s crippled leg, but one of his grandfathers had employed folk medicine, packing his limb with poultices made from the nests of mud dauber wasps. He had also been born with a malformed auricle of one of his ears. Music enabled him to overcome his self-conscious shyness.

Augie came from stock of rural Germans and Poles, whose tradition of the polka morphed into a distinctive norteño style of Mexican dance music that for centuries had been evolving in northern Mexico; the cross-fertilization of ethnic cultures stood out in communities of both sides of the Rio Grande, in the brush country called the chaparral, and San Antonio. Augie went to Brackenridge High School but dropped out. He said he realized that school and ordinary jobs were not his calling when he watched some Chicano boys playing rock and roll with the first electric guitars he’d seen. “My daddy spoke great Spanish,” Augie said, “and he loved Mexican music. He said, ‘Boy, get you an accordion, and play that kind of music, and you’ll go somewhere.’ I’d say, ‘Come on, Daddy. I wanta play like Little Richard or Jimmy Reed!’”
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Doug’s photo in senior year for annual at Sam Houston High. Photo courtesy of Shawn Sahm.

On East Houston Street Augie’s mom owned a little store where the youth sacked groceries. One day in 1953 Doug wandered in and they started talking, not about music at first, but baseball. Soon Doug and Augie were breaking packages of bubble gum open to get cards of Doug’s favorite major league stars. They talked periodically about getting together in a group, but they had their own things going. Augie eventually did learn to play the accordion, piano, and rhythm guitar very well, but he made his reputation playing the keyboards and singing backup for a popular teen dance band, Danny Ezba and the Goldens. Doug, meanwhile, was a hipster who fronted a succession of local combos called the Knights, the Mar-Kays, the Dell-Kings, the Pharaohs, and the Doug Sahm Big Band. “I came up in the sock-hop days,” he reminisced. “Disk jockeys would let you play, and girls would go crazy. When you’re fourteen or fifteen it doesn’t matter that you’re not getting paid.” But he kept careful count of his progress. On sheets of notebook paper, he recorded in meticulous pencil each of his eighty-five gigs between October 1959 and May 1960—high school dances, NCO clubs on army posts and air force bases, the Green Hut in Corpus Christi, the Chicken Shack in Del Rio. The column on the right was headed “Bread.” The most he got paid for any of those gigs was thirty-five dollars. Once he played two hours and made five bucks.

When he was twenty-two the massive audience swing to British rock and roll gave his vertebrae a profound yank and sent him in a new direction. Doug’s breakthrough band was the Sir Douglas Quintet. All the members of the band were youths from San Antonio; Doug played guitar and sang lead and Augie poked the keys of a portable Vox organ. Briefly masquerading as an English group, the San Antonio band cracked the Top 20 of the United States and Britain with three hits between 1965 and 1968—“She’s About a Mover,” “The Rains Came,” and “Mendocino.” Those hits, which were recorded when Doug was in his mid-twenties, would be his biggest commercial successes, but his career bridged five decades. Among Texas musicians, only Buddy Holly, Roy Orbison, Janis Joplin, and Stevie Ray Vaughan rival Doug’s importance in the evolution of rock and roll.

Just as he was gaining his initial fame, he ran afoul of the law in Texas and hostility directed at rebellious youths with long hair. On probation for what today would be a minor drug bust, he joined the mass youth exodus to California. “Them days,” Doug said, “if you had long hair you could be risking your life. I remember one time we had to be escorted in and out of a town, touring with Little Richard and Jay and the Americans. I was saying, ‘Please, sir, just let me go back to San Antonio, and I’ll never come to Lynchburg, Virginia, again.’” He lived in California for five years and often claimed he didn’t care if he ever set foot in Texas again. In November 1968 Rolling Stone ran an ensemble cover story about the Texas contingent in San Francisco music. The artist chosen for the cover was Doug; it could have been Janis Joplin. For the shoot, Doug wore his cowboy hat, a sport coat, and corduroy pants. Instinctively he grabbed his little boy Shawn, who wore hippie beads and his own cowboy hat, and set him in his lap, reproducing the image of that family snapshot of him perched on the leg of Hank Williams. Readers of the magazine knew nothing of that history, of course. But that was the year of the Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King assassinations, the Tet offensive in Vietnam, and American cities aflame in riots—and Richard Nixon had just been elected president. Was this longhair with the boy in his lap mocking people who revered country music and proclaimed themselves the Silent Majority? That’s the kind of visual message that occurs to editors who design covers of magazines. But Doug was never much into politics. And he did have an undeniable claim to wearing a cowboy hat.

Staying true to his Texas roots and his early stage regalia, he invented or at least prefigured the fashion of the cosmic cowboys. Austin was still half a decade away from the cowboy hippie fad that blew smoke at the paranoia of the movie Easy Rider and the sneers of Merle Haggard’s “Okie from Muskogee,” and in the process established the Texas state capital as a major American music town. Playing a blend of country, rock, and blues spiced with the conjunto and norteño music of the Rio Grande borderlands, Doug articulated Texas country-rock, when he was in the mood for it, at a time when most of the hip world was enchanted with flower children, LSD, Haight-Ashbury, and the Summer of Love. And he was in the thick of all that.
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1965 promotional photo of the original Sir Douglas Quintet. Manager and producer Huey Meaux evidently arranged for the shoot by Van Dyke Studios, in Beaumont, Texas. Photo courtesy of Shawn Sahm.

When Doug came home to Texas in 1971, he and the mother of his daughter and two sons separated, tried to reconcile, and over several months came to the painful decision of divorce. For that and other reasons he chose Austin as a residence over his birthplace and fertile training ground, San Antonio. Doug’s move to Austin set off a tremor that rivaled and coincided with the arrival of that charismatic Texas native son and Nashville dropout, Willie Nelson. Doug and Willie soon found a common groove in their music, their record label, and the weed they famously inhaled. But Willie’s home was always his bus, as much as anyplace. Doug was a much more constant figure in Austin. Austin in the Seventies was a place where one could get stoned some afternoon, poke around the streets listening to music, and find inspiration in the form of a downtown junk store called Snooper’s Paradise, which is how Doug conceived his song “Groovers Paradise.” Doug called his band in those days the Tex-Mex Trip. He was literally all over the map.

Doug was widely loved, but he could also be a pain in the ass. He quivered and jabbered, all but threw sparks. The beatnik and hippie argot came spilling out of him in such a riffing torrent that some people recoiled from him, certain the fuel he ran on was mixed up in a bathtub in some foul-smelling house trailer. One of his Austin homes was in a tattered outlying subdivision notorious for its redneck hippies and speed labs. But he probably would have exploded if he had gone that route. He eagerly partook of the psychedelics he came across, and he sniffed up his share of cocaine when it became popular, but many people who knew him well—and were not always disposed to cast him in the best light—swore that his enthusiasm for those hard drugs rather quickly faded, and that his drug of choice was not amphetamines. Doug was regularly stoned on choice grass morning, noon, and night, but he blew right through the haze, running on heavily sugared coffee and a natural speed of metabolism, curiosity, and rebellion. It never occurred to him to change aspects of his lifestyle, once attained. One time his younger friend Joel Selvin, an author and rock critic for the San Francisco Chronicle, told him that he had gone straight and quit taking drugs. “Wow!” said Doug, utterly dumbfounded. “Why would you want to do something like that?”

For about five years in the 1970s, I chronicled the birth of Austin as a music center that was a junior cousin of Nashville, Memphis, and New Orleans. I controversially branded the style of play ascendant in those days “redneck rock,” out of no more than a smart-aleck impulse and need of a book title. Doug brushed off a couple of my interview requests, and in Rolling Stone I would first read that he wanted to head up a tour of the cosmic cowboys, then very quickly he announced in the same magazine that people in Texas were tired of this shit and ready to rock and roll. I was one of those who thought he was indeed a speed freak, and how many of those do you really want to add to your conversations? I didn’t know quite where he fit in Austin, and in the first edition of my book I didn’t make as much of his importance and talent as I would when I had another chance. But I didn’t write about any music again for two decades. So I never got to know him well, and I regret it. But my quitting the chase of backstage passes and loopy stoned interviews freed me to become once more a consumer of the wealth of music around me. That was when I gained a real appreciation of Doug Sahm.

Doug never quite got his due. He sold himself hard and was known to exaggerate. Part of him was a virtuoso and another part was a snake-oil salesman. There were times when his stock fell so low that he played in dives for crowds of fifty or sixty people. But he never lost his optimism or belief in his exceptional gifts. Doug played electric lead, electric bass, and triple-neck steel guitars; the fiddle; piano; organ; mandolin; dobro; tenor sax; and the bajo sexto, a Mexicano hybrid of bass and twelve-string guitars. The songs he chose to cover were as impressive as the ones he wrote. He was an ethnographer of old blues moans and country-western tearjerkers, and he was an aficionado of jazz. He had a wonderful sense of humor that always dwelled near the core of his music. Doug managed to construct his entire working life around playing music, and he lived well, enjoyed some wealth. He never had to hold a day job. How many musicians can claim that?

One of his brainstorms later in his career was the Texas Tornados, in which he led his old pal Augie Meyers, the crossover country and soul singer Freddy Fender, and the San Antonio–born accordion wizard Flaco Jimenez in a quartet that Doug pitched as a Tex-Mex reincarnation of the Beatles. The Tornados had a splendid commercial run and won a 1991 Grammy for a conjunto song in Spanish. But as a showman Doug was much closer to the Rolling Stones than the Beatles—a Jagger who could play, a Richards who could sing. Doug was a blur of continuous motion, and in moving so fast through life, in such a public venue, he achieved a measure of privacy. He thrived on being a moving target. This book is not offered as an all-embracing account that leaves no stones about his life unturned. I did not follow him all the places he went, did not track down all the friends he made, and a critique of his total creative output is not a realistic undertaking. Not counting the recordings on small labels that first caught radio listeners’ attention in San Antonio, Doug is credited with more than 140 records released in the United States, Europe, and Canada; he played on or his songs were performed on albums by Willie Nelson, the Grateful Dead, Ringo Starr, Rick Danko, Augie Meyers, Steve Earle, Townes Van Zandt, Uncle Tupelo, Los Super Seven, and the Gourds, among others, and he contributed to the scores of several movies. My hope is to convey some sense of the antic swath that for decades he cut through many communities in many countries, to call up some voices of people who got to know him well, or at least chased after him and left the tape recorder rolling, and to demonstrate the sheer knowing of his music.

One afternoon in the late Seventies I watched him play a solo set beside a swimming pool for some friends of mine whose Austin restaurant had run out of luck and money. Without the accompaniment of the terrific bands he always had around him, I heard for the first time how fluent, melodic, and crystal-clear his guitar playing was. As Chuck Berry phrased it in that anthem of my generation, “Johnny B. Goode,” he hit those notes and chords like he was ringing a bell. But Doug’s musicianship was the lesser part of what moved me that day. He couldn’t have gotten paid much for playing that gig. He didn’t have to do that. It was an act of generosity and brotherhood, of bringing some happiness to what was otherwise a melancholy occasion. I thought: there’s a man with a good heart.

Over the years, Austin changed in ways that annoyed Doug. He was so out of sync with the times in the Nineties that he still put people down by calling them squares. By the time he started obsessing about yuppies, even that expression was passé. For all the degrees from Stanford and M.I.T. and the gated mansions junking up the beauty of Austin’s limestone ridges and gleaming lakes, most of those people were, in Doug’s opinion, a bunch of high-tech dipshits. He had more in common with the cedar choppers that the developers rousted out of those hills.

Doug was a celebrated technophobe. For the first several years of his residence in Austin, he refused to have a telephone, on the theory that it wasn’t good to be too easy to find. He received his calls at a venerable head shop called Oat Willie’s, returning the important ones and billing the long distance to patient friends who had the phone line there. Doug paced frenetically when he was on the line. When he consented to have a phone installed in his name, he was always getting a foot or a lamp stand or one of his cats tangled up in his cord as he walked about talking. His children thought a cordless phone was a great invention for him and bought him one as a gift one year. Doug didn’t trust it, didn’t like it, couldn’t figure out how to make it work, and in short order he crammed it back in the box and told them no thanks.

One of Doug’s few concessions to changing times and modern technology was an answering machine with a message of famed elusiveness. It was blunt and good-humored but very clear about the things that had the most meaning in his life. The message began with a clearing of his throat, then: “I’m not home right now, I’m out milking the cows—uh, so, uh, [you] might call back if it’s, uh, baseball or Guitar Slim or something that’s interesting. I’ll give you a buzz; have a good day. Adios.”


[image: image]
A Cajun Two-Step Tex-Mex Polka

As he outgrew being Little Doug, he gradually stopped playing with his elders in country bands. He entered a phase playing with youthful rockabilly bands with names like Eddy Dugosh and the Ah-Ha Playboys and Rudy Grayzell and the Kool Kats. Grayzell had performed with Doug on the Louisiana Hayride, and he was old enough to drive. “I used to take Doug on tour in Houston and he tore the house down,” he told one interviewer, Andrew Brown. “I used to pull up to Doug’s school and tell ’em, ‘I’m Doug’s guardian and he’s gotta come home right now.’ They’d pull Doug out of class and I’d have my car out front with our guitars in the trunk. And I’d say, ‘C’mon, Doug, I got us a show!’”

Doug hadn’t entirely cut his ties with customary recreations of boys his age. He prided himself on his left-handed swing on the baseball field, and he joined his junior high marching band. But on nights when he wasn’t going across the fields to the Eastwood Country Club, he started catching a ride to a smoky little bar in downtown San Antonio called the Tiffany Lounge. He hung out with a local blues singer called Little Sammy Jay, and soon he was playing electric guitar in Jay’s shows, which led to a job with the band of the gospel and blues icon Jimmy Johnson. Doug bragged about being the only white kid in a band with two blacks and two Mexicans, as Hispanic youths in Texas were called back then. Kids above and below the legal drinking age of twenty-one crowded into the Tiffany for nightly dance parties, and for Doug the gigs spawned a reckoning about the direction he wanted his life to take. “I was playing sports in junior high,” he would exaggerate (for school photos showed him in the marching band), “and I realized that the whole thing of going to school and getting your head busted playing football and all that shit wasn’t it. I was playing all them great Fats Domino tunes at night, and I decided that’s what I wanted to do … that’s what really started changing my life.”

Doug’s parents doubtless heaved a sigh of relief when he graduated from Sam Houston High in 1958, but there was no question of his following his brother’s example and going on to college. The musician’s life had him firmly in its grip by then; he was out all night, playing gigs and chasing the pleasures that might follow. He played with rock-and-roll bands that competed for coveted “base gigs”—NCO and officers’ club shows on the several air force bases and army posts in the city. One Chicano army sergeant who booked bands at a club called the Snake Pit would reward bands that could play his beloved blues, polkas, and cha-cha-cha. One time Doug shared a bill with an airman on one of the bases named Gene Pitney—the high-voiced singer with a string of hits that included “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance” and “Town without Pity.” Doug was more impressed when he played bills with Freddy Fender.

That hit singer was born Baldemar Huerta in the Rio Grande Valley town of San Benito in 1935. As he later told the story to National Public Radio’s Terry Gross, his father died in the last year of World War II, leaving the family in hunger, barely sleeping under a roof. Baldemar’s mother married a migrant farm-worker, and the stepfather’s life of working with his hands and a stooped back was passed on to the boy—to escape if he could. Between the harvest seasons disk jockeys of small stations along the Texas-Mexico border were delighted to discover a little boy from their culture who could sing. He caught on in a small way in South Texas and Mexico as “El Bebop Kid” with Spanish-language covers of Elvis’s “Don’t Be Cruel” and Harry Belafonte’s “Jamaica Farewell.”

His first manager, who drove a route of bars and cafés stocking jukeboxes, noted that he had sideburns and told him to find a name that would be remembered by gringos and would fit neatly on the label of a 45. He got the name Fender from the brand of his guitar and amplifier and picked Freddy with an ear for alliteration. Though he signed with Fats Domino’s label and was known as “the Mexican Elvis,” he was still picking onions in Las Cruces, New Mexico, just a year before he played that gig with Doug and scored a minor national hit with his blues shuffle “Wasted Days and Wasted Nights.” Doug was awed by what Fender could do with his voice, and the squealing of young girls filled him with pleasure, envy, and ambition. Then police found two joints of marijuana in Fender’s apartment in Baton Rouge, and a judge sentenced him to three years in Louisiana’s ferocious Angola prison.
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Doug playing with Rudy Grayzell and the Ah-Ha Cowboys during his short-lived rockabilly phase. Photo courtesy of Shawn Sahm.

By then Doug had established himself as an instrumentalist and club performer, but he wanted his own recordings with a bullet on the charts of Billboard, he wanted people hearing his voice on the radio, he wanted it all. Texas’s first true rock-and-roll star was Buddy Holly—it’s stark to remember that his run as a recording artist lasted just a year and a half before he was killed in the plane crash in Iowa. Roy Orbison came out of bleak oil towns along the Texas–New Mexico border with a strangely lovely quavering high voice during the same period. The elaborations of Holly and Orbison on rockabilly were not Doug’s style, though he had great respect for them; he was influenced more by a succession of rhythm-and-blues artists. But the stars of rock and roll were not just the singers. Success was measured and driven by what got played on the radio, and apprentice musicians like Doug were influenced as much by disk jockeys as by their peers. The king of those was a Brooklyn-born man named Robert Weston Smith who had once gotten a cross burned in his yard by the Ku Klux Klan when he was playing rhythm-and-blues records and making irreverent cracks at a station in Shreveport. Now, with 250,000 watts of power at a station called XERF in the dusty border town of Ciudad Acuña, as Wolfman Jack he howled in imitation of black radio legends like Dr. Jive and Sugar Daddy and electrified listeners all across the American plains and southern forests.

Doug recorded singles for small labels in San Antonio called Satin, Warrior, Harlem, and Cobra. All were the creations of a former professional wrestler from the Kansas City area named Ed Hehnke. Disk jockeys at the local AM stations knew the top bands in town, and if they liked what they heard, they gladly pushed locally recorded singles into rotation with the national hits. Backed up by the Knights and boosted by this airplay, Doug chased the alchemy of radio hits in a revved-up imitation of Little Richard: “Crazy crazy Daisy, why don’t you treat your daddy right?”

Moving to a Houston-based label, Renner, Doug had a regional hit in 1960 called “Why Why Why” that showcased his reverence for rhythm and blues and enlisted some of San Antonio’s best young horn players. “His look in those days was a pompadour haircut, suit and tie, and a diamond pinkie ring,” said Harvey Kagan, a bass player who first got to know him when Doug played with Harvey’s brother, a lead guitarist, in a band called the Starmarks. Even at age nineteen Doug had a knack for identifying promising bands or players and providing tips and introductions to help them along, and he liked what he heard from Harvey Kagan. “I was a few years younger and kind of awed by him, because his songs were on the radio all the time, and he could play all these instruments, and play them so well.”

Inspired by the success of “Why Why Why”—which earned a brief mention in Billboard—Doug hit the road for the first time in a used Oldsmobile, calling without much luck on club owners and booking and recording agents in Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York. When he came back to San Antonio he put together a nine-piece band propelled by Chicano sax and trumpet players—members of the loose collective that came to be known as the West Side Horns. One of those, a tenor sax player named Rocky Morales, became a fixture in Doug’s bands anytime he decided he wanted a horn section.

Doug was an up-and-coming cool young cat, but San Antonio’s top band-leader then was a black sax player, Spot Barnett, whose East Side base was the Club Ebony. Doug said, “He was the king—[he had] five old ladies, twenty-something kids, and the finest bands, with three players on horns … we were in the clubs, seeing Spot. We’d walk in and say, ‘We got a band here.’ The black cats would say, ‘Oh, man, you bunch of honkies. Can you play that guitar? Let’s see what you can do.’ And I’d say, ‘What you want to hear?’ and then we’d hit it with ‘Further On Up the Road,’ or something like that. They’d invite us back and kind of took me under their wing.”

Doug joined Barnett’s band for a while, playing bass, and with their stand-out backing he got to record a sock-hop snuggler, “Just a Moment,” as another A-side single in 1960. Doug thought he was singing like Junior Parker, but his voice broke on the sexiest part, and he tried to draw four or five syllables out of “moment”—he could play anything he got his hands on, but he was still a garage-band singer who hadn’t figured out what to do with vowels.

[image: image]

The week before Christmas in 1961 Doug got as high as number 13 on the KONO chart with another slow-dance love song, “Crazy, Crazy Feeling,” and a flip side, “Baby, What’s on Your Mind,” that with some maturing of his vocals and with thumping bass and lead guitar flair honored his heroes of big-city rhythm and blues. He brought back his West Side friends and horn players and returned to the local charts the following spring with a self-assured big band sound and some Tex-Mex rhythms. “Two Hearts in Love” was more teen pop, but couples crowded the dance floors and raised some steam with that one.
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Doug serenading his bride Violet. Photo courtesy of Shawn Sahm.

“Violet Morris,” said Kagan, “had a job as an executive secretary in a Montgomery Ward’s store in one of the shopping centers. Doug got some of us together to play a staff Christmas party, and that’s where he and Violet got each other’s attention.” Violet was an attractive brunette and a divorced single mother of three small children. She said later that on first meeting Doug she had been a little put off by his hipster slang, but then she reminisced: “He was so pretty then. His hair had to be fixed Frankie Avalon–style, and he’d make me move over if I got too close and wrinkled his suit.” They married in 1963, and he took on the responsibility of three stepchildren named Ron, Ginger, and Tammy. That same year Violet gave birth to their daughter Dawn. “The draft board was after me, they were on my tail,” Doug would say, but at twenty-two, in taking on responsibility for a marriage and four small children, he got himself classified 1-Y and had no worries about the draft in the turbulent years to come. He found them a rent house out in the country and scored a gig four nights a week at another small lounge called the Blue Note. He played there almost two years. “You just dug in,” he said. “In the San Antonio clubs there was nothing but hustlers, pimps, strippers, and a few straggly flat-topped cats from Lackland”—a local air force base. “There weren’t any hippies.”

[image: image]

Doug as the hometown soul singer and band leader. Photo courtesy of Shawn Sahm.

Doug would explain how rock and roll had come in with a blast in 1955 with Elvis, Little Richard, Fats Domino, Jerry Lee Lewis, and others who got their early breaks in Memphis and New Orleans. Then there was a lull, with the charts claimed by show-off novelty acts like the Coasters and slick singers like Frankie Avalon and Bobby Vinton. “Then in 1964,” said Doug, “boy, here it came again. It was just four guys writing great songs and doing great harmonies in England.”

Doug’s friend Augie Meyers meanwhile played keyboards in a popular teen dance band called Denny Ezba and the Goldens. The bass player was Harvey Kagan. When the British wave hit San Antonio, Augie spotted the Vox electric organ, which had been introduced most notably by Alan Price in the Animals’ “The House of the Rising Sun.” Augie claimed that for $265 he bought the first Vox seen in an American band. He said he was initially entranced more by its look, the alternating black and white keys, than by the throbbing sounds Price and other English players coaxed out of it. The boyhood polio victim was now a tall, imposing, rawboned young married man with a powerful-looking jaw. He was one of the first in their crowd of musicians who started growing his hair down over his ears, and if anybody objected, well, what of it?

During those months Doug abruptly grew out of his vocal conceits and turned in his most confident singing in “Mr. Kool” and “Son of Bill Baety”—the latter a wonderfully phrased tale by Leadbelly in the barroom shootout vein of “Frankie and Johnny.” But then Doug’s Houston label dropped him, and he turned to pestering the top record producer in Texas, Huey P. Meaux, the self-styled “Crazy Cajun.” At first the San Antonio youth got nowhere. Meaux had spent his early childhood years living on his dad’s sharecrop farm near Lafayette, Louisiana. As a child he spoke mostly Cajun French. His dad played accordion in a Cajun band, calling himself Pappy Te-Tan, and Huey was, he said later, a very poor drummer in the band. The family moved across the Texas border to a little town called Winnie when the boy was twelve. Huey’s local contemporaries included the country singer George Jones and J. P. Richardson, a disk jockey who as “The Big Bopper” recorded a novelty hit called “Chantilly Lace” and died in the plane crash that claimed Buddy Holly and Ritchie Valens. Huey came of age cutting hair in a Winnie barbershop and spinning records at a local radio station, KPAC, and at teen parties. He edged into producing bands with names like Jivin’ Gene and the Jokers and Big Sambo and the Housebreakers.

A swampy forest in the southeast corner of Texas was called the Golden Triangle because of rich oil discoveries, among them 1901’s Spindletop. Refineries blazed natural gas flares at night over ports filled with tankers and shrimp boats. Janis Joplin and the brothers Johnny and Edgar Winter were among the native talents who grew up and got out of those towns as fast as they could, but the Golden Triangle was the creative and entrepreneurial turf of Huey P. Meaux. (He tried to market the Winter brothers as an act called the Great Believers; they got nowhere, he inferred, because people in those swamps were easily spooked by one white albino guitar player, let alone by two.) Meaux was notorious for buying songs from writers for fifty bucks, and in large type he then claimed he was the songwriter when he pressed the Tribe vinyls. He was acquisitive and sharp enough in this backroom trade that, according to journalist Joe Nick Patoski, he wound up owning “Babalu,” Desi Arnaz’s dance-band sensation in pre-Castro Cuba. He relieved a Gulfport, Mississippi, songwriter named Jimmy Donley of a number of sappy love songs like “Please, Mr. Sandman.” One day Donley called Meaux up to thank him for all that he’d done for the songsmith and his career over the years; forty-five minutes later Donley committed suicide.

Meaux was a phenomenal hustler and an outlandish character, and he knew his music. He made his early mark recording rhythm and blues and zydeco, the French patois blues born of Cajun juke joints. The sound most strongly identified with his records created its own genre called “swamp pop.” He recorded artists as successful as Big Mama Thornton, Clifton Chenier, and Lightnin’ Hopkins, and he sent a smooth-faced young singer named Sunny Azuna and his band the Sunlighters to break through the ethnic barricade of American Bandstand with a cover of Little Willie John’s “Talk to Me” in 1962.

In Beaumont Meaux discovered a teen guitarist and singer named Barbara Lynn and convinced her parents to let him sign her and record “If You Lose Me, You’ll Lose a Good Thing” in 1963. The profits from that hit enabled Meaux to move his base of operations to Houston. And Meaux already had a pair of able white singers from Texas: Three Rivers’ Roy Head, on his way to a gold record with “Treat Her Right,” and Rosenberg’s B. J. Thomas, whose hit was a smooth and sexy cover of Hank Williams’s “So Lonesome I Could Cry.”

“Huey would hold court in his barbershop in Winnie, a little town between Beaumont and Port Arthur,” Doug recalled, “and if you were a young guy trying to get a national hit, you had to go see him there. He had this box of 45s beside the barber’s chair, clippings of hair all over it. He’d take out a record, dust the hair off, and tell you, ‘Go listen to this and come back in six months.’”

Whatever Huey P. Meaux thought of the potential of the supercharged young man, he had his own problems at the time—swamp pop and his Tribe label were being washed off the charts by the English tidal wave. There are two versions of how Huey’s fit of nerves culminated in a band. Meaux claimed that he carried some Beatles and other records and a little turntable to San Antonio and rented three rooms in a motel. The stakes, he said, were nothing less than whether he could master the music business or quit. He went on that he was playing his dad’s recording of “Lake Charles Two-Step,” and it came to him that the Beatles were doing the same thing: “The beat was on the beat, just like a Cajun two-step.”

Meaux said he then called Doug and urged him to come to the motel but warned him he should stay away if he was going to be judgmental, because he’d been deep in that Thunderbird for days and was badly messed up. Meaux said he told him he had to start growing his hair long, and then told him to tune out the accordion and listen to the beat of the Cajun song. Meaux said Doug solved the puzzle of the Beatles’ harmonies by listening to those on “Big Mamou” and others by one of his heroes, the Houston Cajun blues singer Papa Link Davis.

Others didn’t remember it quite that way. In the recollection of Augie Meyers and Harvey Kagan, Huey P.’s reveries wouldn’t have done anyone immediate good if a successful English knockoff of the Beatles, the Dave Clark Five, hadn’t come to San Antonio for a concert in 1964 without some essential baggage. Opening acts for the concert were Denny Ezba and the Goldens and Doug and the Mar-Kays. When roadies discovered that the Brits had somehow arrived without the Vox organ played by lead singer Mike Smith, a frantic scramble ensued. Augie’s loan of his instrument rescued the headline act. And Meaux was out in the crowd, taking the measure of Doug and Augie.

Maybe the truth has room for both versions. Kagan said, “After that Huey got Doug and Augie working together. Doug had his band, and Augie was playing with Denny Ezba and the Goldens. They were doing this thing with Huey on the side, very quietly, and none of us knew anything about it. Denny could not believe it when Augie told him he was quitting the band to join up with Doug.” Other members of the new group, the drummer Johnny Perez and bass player Jack Barber, were already playing with Doug’s band. “At first we had a black saxophone and maracas player,” Augie said, “but it was a problem for him anytime we had to go anywhere and check in a hotel or go to a restaurant, so he quit and we hired Frank Morin,” who was Hispanic.

In naming the band the Sir Douglas Quintet, Doug left no doubt that he was the group’s driving force; his ego compelled him to be the bandleader, whomever he played with, the rest of his life. In their first single the Quintet tried to extract the Beatles’ magic from a cover of “Sugar Bee,” a song written by Cleveland Crochet, a fiddler with a band called the Hillbilly Ramblers, that in 1961 had been the first Cajun hit to make the Billboard Top 100. The youths’ rock-and-roll version generated no such response.

But they were playing a gig one night, getting their chops down, and a dancer in front of the stage was putting on a show, tossing her skirt as she twirled and pranced. Doug leaned away from the microphone and said to the others with a grin, “She’s a body mover, isn’t she?” And that was the song title at first—“She’s a Body Mover.” But Huey and others raised objections that it was just too sexy and suggestive; the disk jockeys would never play it. So the title evolved into “She’s About a Mover.” The song was short, just under two and a half minutes—which was largely Doug’s career-long, pop-conscious style.

It began with chords of Doug’s guitar, then a banging of a tambourine, and then the exotic entry of Augie’s Vox. He played it with an insistent pumping of two- and three-note bursts that were almost an echo of how he grew up hearing the accordion, and later learned to play it. Doug held the Cajun music of south Louisiana in high regard, but he agreed with Augie that they got it from their own ethnic and cultural roots. They jumped up the tempo of what they’d first heard as Tex-Mex German-Polish-Czech dance music. “Oom-pah-pah came first,” Augie contended. “‘She’s About a Mover,’ that’s just a polka with a rock-and-roll beat.”

“Well, she was walking down the street / looking fine as she could be.” Two lyrical couplets about a brassy girl and cool guy told scarcely more story than that. Overdubbing was rare in those days, but Doug added the backup tracks and was the only singer. He repeated the hook line ten times. The second-most-repeated line was a none-too-subtle borrowing from “What’d I Say,” a big hit by one Ray Charles. Doug was a versatile songwriter, but he usually stayed away from lyrics with a complex narrative; he wanted people going around singing two or three lines that they’d heard on the radio and couldn’t get out of their heads. With this song he’d done it. Augie and the Crazy Cajun could go on debating what the players did with the beat, but on the radio the sound was as irresistible as the sound of a small-town carnival: what it really seemed to race with and echo was the listener’s pulse.
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