THE COUNTRY SINGER:

THE STORY OF

LORETTA LYNN

BY

JEFF BIGGERS

Copyright

2005

williamgladdenfoundation.org

ISBN # 1-56456-309-X

All rights reserved.  No portion of this book may be sold, by any process or

technique, without the express consent of the publisher.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE: Entertainer Of The Year………….…..………………….….……...….3

CHAPTER TWO: Appalachia……………………………...…………………..…..….….5

CHAPTER THREE: Depression Days……..…………………………………....……..…7

CHAPTER FOUR: Pregnant……………..……………………………..……...………..10

CHAPTER FIVE: The Guitar……………………………..……………………….…….11

CHAPTER SIX: Grand Ol’ Opry…..………………………………………….......……12

CHAPTER SEVEN: Country Music Star………………………………………….…….13

VOCABULARY…………………………………………………………………………15

REVIEW QUESTIONS:…………………………………………………………………16

-II-

CHAPTER ONE:

ENTERTAINER OF THE YEAR
Nashville had never seen such a huge and important show.  The crowd filled the largest hall in town.  Gathered for the Country Music Association Awards, which gave out the top prizes and honors for country musicians and singers, disc jockeys, journalists, music promoters, record producers, singers and musicians, and thousands of fans from all around the country packed the hall.
Loretta Lynn tried to relax on the side.  She had already won two awards, top Vocal Duo of the Year, which she shared with Conway Twitty, and top Female Vocalist of the Year.  Now, she was in line for the biggest award in country music, Entertainer of the Year for 1972.

No one knew what to expect.  Only men had won the top award in past years.  Given to the country music entertainer with the best records, tours and show performances, the award was the highest honor in the business.

Country music had reached a new popularity in the United States.  For many years, people had just thought of it as a regional music for a small group of listeners.  Springing from the mountain songs of Appalachia, mixed with the new tunes and rhythms of the South, country music had grown to include all types of singers and musicians.  Still using traditional instruments like fiddles, banjos, string basses and guitars, the music had taken on a modern edge, and now it had become a big business, in both record and touring sales.

Dressed in a long green gown, Loretta could barely hear the announcer over the loud noise.  The crowd was buzzing with excitement and anticipation.  She was just happy for the nomination, the first woman ever to receive such an honor.  Looking back, she realized that the entire year had been a great success.  Selling over a million albums, she had become the first female singer in country music to score a gold album.  She had even appeared in some movies.
The crowd quieted slowly.  The program was being shown on TV.  There in Nashville, Tennessee, Loretta looked out into the audience.  The country singer had come a long way.  Although her native home in the hills of Kentucky was not far away, she had made a great journey to reach this stage in Nashville.  With the hit of her album, A Coal Miner’s Daughter,” which Loretta had written herself, she had become known throughout the United States.  Singing about the troubles and joys of her life, Loretta had told her story.  Like the songs that fluttered through the rugged hills of her past, she, too, had risen from a difficult childhood.
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Everyone waited as the two famous stars standing on the stage with the envelope holding the winner’s name prepared to announce the winner.  Standing alone, surrounding by the cameras and microphones, Loretta Lynn waited like the rest, and then she heard her name announced.

Loretta Lynn was selected Entertainer of the Year.
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CHAPTER TWO:

APPALACHIA

Along the eastern mountains in the United States, stretching all the way from Pennsylvania to Alabama is a region called “Appalachia.”  Unknown to most Americans, this mountainous area is dotted with a number of small towns and hamlets, many of which tuck back into the canyons and hills.
Some refer to the people in this region as “Appalachians,” and other people refer to them as mountaineers.  Many families came from Scotland and Ireland, and other parts of the British Isles.  Some married Cherokee Indians.  They went to the rugged mountains in search of land and peace.  Over the years, as the mountains isolated them from the changing times in the lowlands and in the cities, the Appalachian people developed their own way of doing things.  They became well known for their music and dance especially, much of it dating back to the old songs of the British Isles.  They also gained recognition as artisans, for their handmade furniture and quilts.  The Appalachians even invented the dulcimer, one of the only musical instruments to originate from the United States.

Born in Butcher Hollow, Kentucky, in the 1930s, Loretta Lynn lived with her family deep in the hollows in the Appalachian Mountains.  Both her mother and father were part Cherokee Indian.  Her family was very poor.  Like many people in their area, they did not have electricity, running water or an indoor bathroom in the house.  After working in the lumberyards, and in a government job program, her father had to take a job in the coalmines.
Many men in the Appalachian region had to work in the coalmines.  There were few other jobs in the small towns and settlements.  The mountainous land also was difficult to farm.  Very few of the Appalachian people even had land.  When the large mining companies had discovered coal and minerals in the mountains many years before, many of the older families were robbed of their land.  Unable to pay back taxes, the families lost their old claims.  The coalmining companies paid the back taxes, and then developed coalmines and earned millions of dollars.

For many Appalachian people, the coalmines were the only choice for work.  Paid very little, working in dangerous and filthy conditions, they were barely able to make ends meet.  Some stayed in debt to the coal companies all of their lives, forced to live in the coal camp slums and shacks.

Loretta Lynn’s family managed to stay out of the coal camps.  Living in Butcher Hollow, they were surrounded by the forests and open spaces.  You could only reach their home through a narrow path.  They also had a garden to grow their own vegetables.  Although they were poor, they had enough to eat.
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Without televisions or radios, many people lived cut off from the happenings in the other parts of the world.  Even without modern communication, the Appalachian people had still kept up with the times on many important issues.  They were the first region in the country to support abolition, which called for the end of slavery.  The also started some of the first unions in the country, which helped gain fair working conditions for the coal miners.
Living so alone, many of the kids in Appalachia were shy and quiet.  They were not used to the big cities and crowds.  In the evenings, the families would stay together, visiting with other friends and families.  Some of the adults told stories about the forest, animals and people.  Many of the people liked to sing old songs, while some others made up songs about the region.

Loretta Lynn grew up in the world of Appalachia, listening to the songs and troubles of the people.

CHAPTER THREE:

DEPRESSION DAYS

When the Great Depression hit in the United States in the 1930s, the people of Appalachia were already used to hard times.  All around the country people were out of work.  Many of the coalmines were shut down.  With eight kids to feed, Loretta’s parents found it hard to make sure everyone had food and clothing.  Many times during this period, they only had bread and gravy.
Working in the coalmines, Loretta’s father had to work on his hands and knees all day, inside a small hole covered in coal dust, gathering coal.  There were many accidents and explosions, and because of the coal dust, most of the men had trouble breathing.

Times also were hard at home.  With many young brothers and sisters, Loretta had to help her mother, and it was during this time, when she was only a young girl, that she started singing lullabies and songs she had learned from her mother.

Unlike many kids her age, Loretta had to take on many responsibilities.  She was not always free to do as she pleased.  The care of her younger brothers and sisters became a part of her everyday life.

Loretta was not always happy in these situations.  She was quick to get into trouble.  Full of energy and curiosity, she was not afraid to try new things or take the dare of her friends.

This wild streak continued at school.  With only one room, and only one teacher for all of the grades, Loretta’s school was often slow.  The young girl became bored.  Looking for action at home, she was one of the first to get into trouble.  At school, through fights with other kids or problems with the teacher, she was punished often.
There were not many organized activities for kids, so kids made up their own things to do, which were not always the best ideas.  As an aggressive child, Loretta was often the leader.  Smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol, she and her friends even vandalized the outhouses, and then Loretta would find herself being punished again.

School went on.  It was hard to study in such a place.  Many of the kids preferred to play outside.  With all of the grades put together, some of the kids did not receive much attention.  Loretta liked school.  She worked hard to help the teacher, even giving her own time to teach some of the younger children.
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Her favorite activity was the Friday performance.  She would sing as many songs as she knew.  Like the songs of her parents and other families in the area, Loretta sang about the stories and times of the people in the mountains.  Her songs were chronicles of their day-to-day struggles and surprises.  Many of the songs came from church, where Loretta went every Sunday.  From an early age, Loretta knew she loved to sing.  She felt like she could sing all day long.
Loretta’s school ended at the eighth grade.  Unsure what to do next; she stayed an extra year at the school.

Life for the young girl seemed limited to the world inside the hollow.  Except for the men who went off to the war or military, very few people ever left the area.  There was no place to go, in their eyes.  The world of Butcher Hollow and the neighboring towns and hamlets were a world unto themselves.  For Loretta Lynn, there was no sense in dreaming of a faraway life or big mansions and cities.  There was no reason to think she would ever leave the hollow.
No one ever asked her what she wanted to do when she grew up.  In the eyes of many people in those days, young women should stay at home.  Few people, including Loretta, thought differently.

Loretta kept to the hollow and her songs.  She had no idea where her love for singing would take her.  The young girl waited, wondering what would happen.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

PREGNANT

At the age of 13, Loretta had finished her formal education.  As part of the school tradition, there was a special beauty and pie contest.  Local boys would bid on the pies made by the girls and then get the chance to meet them.  This is how Loretta met the man who would become her husband.

Despite his high bidding on her pie and his sincere interest in her, Loretta’s parents were not very happy.  Known as “Doo,” the boy had a bad reputation.  As a school dropout, he was one of the few people who had a car in Butcher Hollow, and he made it known through his fast and dangerous driving.  The worst problem for Loretta’s parents was his age.  Almost 20 at the time they met, Doo was much older and had seen more of life than had Loretta.  He had even served in the military during World War II.  Joining at the age of 17, he had been shipped to Europe near the end of the war.
Loretta was attracted to Doo, and soon they began to see each other regularly.  It was really her first time to date a boy, and Doo was intent on getting married.
Loretta did not know what she thought.  Everything seemed to be happening without her control.  Doo talked about getting married and having children.  He talked about leaving Butcher Hollow and moving to the state of Washington, where he had lived as a child.  Loretta did not know what to think.  She did not know what she wanted or did not want, but she did fall in love with Doo.

When he returned to her house one night, happy to have made some extra money at the coalmines, Doo asked Loretta to get married.  She said “yes,” even though her parents were against it.  Loretta believed it was the right thing to do.  She thought to herself, “Why not?”  What else was there in her future?  Her parents finally agreed.

Time went on without Loretta’s control.  Before the age of 14, she found herself pregnant.  She could not believe it.  She thought it would not happen to her.  Only other, stupid girls got pregnant.  Worst of all for Loretta, who was only a few months pregnant, Doo kicked her out of the house.  He was fed up with their life together.
Loretta returned home in total confusion.  She was now carrying a baby inside her body.  She was not a little girl anymore, free to clown around with her friends, or stay alone in the hollow.  Her mother helped her out, encouraging her to get back with Doo again.

Doo finally gave in.  As a trade-off, he wanted to go and work on a ranch in Washington, as far away from Butcher Hollow as Loretta could have imagined.  Taking the train by herself, Loretta left behind her world of Appalachia for the first time.  She was seven months pregnant.  The train ride cut across the Midwestern and Western states.  It passed through the large cities, and then through the fields and plains. 
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Just like the train, Loretta saw her life flying by her out of control.  She was both excited and scared by the move, and excited and scared by her new life as a mother.
While Doo worked on a large ranch, and then in the lumber business, Loretta found work washing and cleaning other people’s clothing.  She even took a job picking strawberries with other migrant workers.  Before long, she had her baby, and within a few months, she was pregnant again.  Over a period of four years, Loretta would have four kids.
So far from home, Loretta learned how to be a mother by herself.  Life was not easy.  Sometimes it was too much for her to deal with.  Often sick from her pregnancies, Loretta felt tired and worn down at an early age.  She worried about taking care of the children properly, especially when they were sick.  At the same time, she had to work as much as possible to keep food on the table.  Working and raising kids are both hard jobs by themselves, but when combined, they become doubly difficult.

Loretta grew up quickly.  In fact, sometimes it seemed like her childhood was over.  She was a wife and a mother now.  She had her own kids to care for.  Before long, they were walking and talking, and she was responsible for their education and upbringing.  At times, it was like a fun game for Loretta, but at other times it felt like she was playing a game that she was about to lose.

For the young girl from Butcher Hollow, separation from her family was difficult.  Loretta felt bad that she could not help out when her father lost his job in the coalmines.  Life was difficult for the young family living in Washington with four kids to raise, and they barely had enough to get by themselves.

There was little time for Loretta to think – life was just going along too quickly.  She only wondered how long she would manage to hang in there.  With so much to do, she never had the time to enjoy her kids, and this upset Loretta.  Their life seemed so out of control.

After seeing a doctor, she finally asked for some kind of birth control, and this made Loretta think.  She finally had the power to decide if she would have children.  The train no longer had to race out of control, toppling over her life in the process.  As a woman, she had the right to make the most important decision of her life.  Birth control could help her decide if and when should got pregnant.  It was a way to gain some control over her life.
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CHAPTER FIVE:

THE GUITAR

Singing was one of Loretta’s favorite outlets.  It made her feel free and happy.  Once they had bought a radio, Loretta was able to sing along with the growing number of country music songs that began to fill the airwaves.  During World War II, with young soldier from all parts of the United States, including Appalachia, being sent around the country and the world, country music was being introduced to many other people.  Although still not nationally popular, country music was starting to take on a life of its own.  With the radio, the music became even more popular, especially in the rural areas.
Doo saw that Loretta was always singing, and he noticed that she had a beautiful voice.  As a special surprise, he brought home a guitar one night.  Loretta could not believe it.  When the kids had left for school and late at night, Loretta practiced the guitar as much as possible, learning some of the new songs.  As a kid, she had always made up her own songs.  Now, with a guitar, she experimented with writing, playing and singing about her own experiences.
Doo continued to push Loretta’s singing.  He thought she was talented.  Loretta was shy, but it made her feel great to hear his encouragement.  He even said she should start singing in public.  One night, Doo announced at a bar that Loretta was the best singer around.  Everyone thought he was kidding, but the bar owner agreed to give Loretta a tryout.  She had already seen her twenty-fourth birthday, and her oldest child was ten-years-old.

Loretta was terrified.  It was one thing to sing at home, but it was something else to sing in the company of professional musicians.  At the tryout, she thought she had done poorly, but the next day, the band offered her a chance to sing in their next show and on the radio.

Paid five dollars for the show, Loretta thought her world had completely flip-flopped.  In all of her dreams, she had never imagined making it as a professional singer.  In her mind, she was a housewife, a pregnant housewife, who would never get out of her cycle of having kids and working to pay the bills.

The singing did not come easily.  There were many problems to overcome.  Being very shy, facing an audience terrified Loretta.  She had to learn to master her fear of the public.  She had to learn how to breathe and sing correctly, night after night, and then she had to come to grips with the reality of a singer faced with a rough or unpleasant audience, or even people who booed or yawned or did not pay attention to her songs.  With no formal training, Loretta had to learn how to reach certain notes and keep her voice strong.
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The young girl from the hollows of Kentucky was suddenly making her own decisions.  Realizing that she had the talent to write her own music, just as good as those on the music charts, she gained the confidence to believe in herself.

With the help of her husband, and with the love of her music, Loretta Lynn felt in control of her life for the first time, and that made her feel truly happy and fulfilled.

Soon she formed her own music group, and within months, she started to win singing contests around the region, even appearing on a television program.

It soon became clear that Loretta Lynn had a chance at a music career.  Her husband was not only supportive, but also pushy.  Packing up all of their belongings, they headed for the center of all country music, Nashville, Tennessee.
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CHAPTER SIX:

GRAND OL’ OPRY

Started in 1925, the Grand Ol’ Opry was the home of country music.  First begun as a radio show, the program became so big, drawing such a large crowd, that the organizers had to build a huge hall.  Soon, the Grand Ol’ Opry was a national show on the radio, with seating for thousands of people in the audience.

After winning an amateur contest, Loretta was given the money to make a record.  She recorded, “I’m a Honky Tonk Girl,” which she had written herself.  Mailing out over 3,500 copies of the record to local disc jockeys and radio stations, Loretta found her song on the charts.  The man who provided the money for her record was so happy with the success that he sent Loretta and Doo on a tour across the country.
Success did not mean instant money.  Touring the country in their old car, too poor to stay in hotels, surviving on sandwiches, Loretta and Doo went to as many radio stations and music shows as possible.  They never missed a chance to promote her record or find an opportunity for Loretta to sing.  Their hard work and determination paid off.  By the time they reached Nashville, exhausted by the long trip, Loretta was ready for the Grand Ol’ Opry, and she was almost completely out of money.  Listed as one of the “Most Promising Girl Singers,” she was put on the show, and soon invited back.

Within the year, Loretta Lynn had become a well-known name in country music.  Still, this did not guarantee fame and fortune.

Now, more than ever, Loretta had to write new songs and make more recordings.  Competition in the country music field was tough.  Loretta had to prove herself every step of the way.

As a woman, Loretta was helping to change the face of country music.  Although many other women had long careers, the music field was still dominated by men.  Loretta had to deal with putting together a band, organizing road trips and making recording deals.  Even though she had a manager, the singer made the final decisions.

Loretta also discovered that the life of a country singer was not stable.  On the road for over 200 days a year, she rarely had time to be with her family, and this was difficult for the young mother raised in the hollows of Kentucky.

Music, Loretta soon realized, was her life.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:

COUNTRY MUSIC STAR

Loretta Lynn would rise in the ranks of country music singers, earning all of the top awards, reaching record-breaking sales in albums.  Often traveling ten months or more each year, promoting her records and filling huge music halls, she would become famous across America.  She was not only recognized as the Entertainer of the Year in 1972, but as one of the most important and influential women in the United States.
Recording over 80 albums, including 16 #1 hits, Loretta was selected as the Artist of the Decade by the Academy of Country Music in 1980.  Her own book, Coal Miner’s Daughter, was a bestseller, selling over a million copies.  In 1980, the book was made into a hit movie about her life.

Loretta Lynn faced many challenges in her life.  Some seemed very small compared to the business empire her music had created.  Worrying about her reading and writing level, for example, Loretta did not take the driver’s test for many years, and then she passed without any problem.  Faced with making many business decisions, often dealing with millions of dollars, she and her husband had to take control of the difficult business aspects of her career.  The grueling traveling schedule was hard on her health, forcing Loretta to slow down her pace.  She even bought a house in Mexico as a getaway.

Country music itself has often had to defend its reputation.  Some people do not like the music and make fun of the singers and their rural accents, calling the names such as “hillbillies,” but through its success and influence, country music, and the Appalachian spirit behind it, has proved one of the most important contributions to American culture.
For the once shy girl from the hollows, Loretta had to face millions of fans and curiosity seekers, who are forever invading her privacy.

The songs still echo in the hollows of Appalachia, as they have for centuries.  Now, across the television and radio waves., in the homes of people in big cities and small towns, the voice of Loretta Lynn continues to rise as one of the most famous and popular singers of all time.

Like her many songs that have risen on the music charts, the coal miner’s daughter sang about her experiences, always looking back to the hard times of Butcher Hollow and a young pregnant girl unsure of her future.
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VOCABULARY
abolition – movement to stop slavery

amateur – not professional

artisans – people who make things with their hands

audience – people who come to a show

back taxes – unpaid taxes or money owed to the government

birth control – ways of not becoming pregnant

chronicles – records of what happens

dominate – control

dulcimer – native Appalachian musical instrument

gown – dress

grueling – very difficult

hamlet – little town

hollow – valley

influential – important

journalist – person who writes for the newspaper

migrant workers – people who travel in search of work

mountaineer – person who lives in the mountains

outhouse – outside toilet

quilt – handmade blanket

union – group that helps workers

vandalize – to destroy property
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What type of Region is Appalachia?
2. Why did Loretta Lynn get into trouble at school/
3.  Why did Loretta get married so young?

4.  How did Loretta’s life change when she became pregnant?
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5.  Why did Loretta keep getting pregnant?
6.  How did birth control methods help Loretta?
7.  What did singing give to Loretta’s Life?

8.  About what things did Loretta sing?
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9.  How does Loretta’s Life make you think differently?

10.  Why is Loretta Lynn a hero?
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