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In the vein of the classic Johnny Cash: The Life, this groundbreaking work explores the wild life
and extraordinary musical career of “the definitive country singer of the last half century” (New
York Times), who influenced, among others, Bob Dylan, Buck Owens, Emmylou Harris, John
Fogerty, George Strait, Alan Jackson, and Garth Brooks.In a masterful biography laden with new
revelations, veteran country music journalist/historian Rich Kienzle offers a definitive, full-bodied
portrait of legendary country singer George Jones and the music that remains his legacy.
Kienzle meticulously sifted through archival material, government records, recollections by
colleagues and admirers, interviewing many involved in Jones’s life and career. The result: an
evocative portrait of this enormously gifted, tragically tormented icon called “the Keith Richards
of country.”Kienzle chronicles Jones’s impoverished East Texas childhood as the youngest son
of a deeply religious mother and alcoholic, often-abusive father. He examines his three troubled
marriages including his union with superstar Tammy Wynette and looks unsparingly at Jones’s
demons. Alcohol and later cocaine nearly killed him until fourth wife Nancy helped him learn to
love himself. Kienzle also details Jones’s remarkable musical journey from singing in violent
Texas honky tonks to Grand Ole Opry star, hitmaker and master vocalist whose raw, emotionally
powerful delivery remains the Gold Standard for country singers.The George Jones of this
heartfelt biography lived hard before finding contentment until he died at eighty-one—a story
filled with whiskey, women and drugs but always the saving grace of music.Illustrated with eight
pages of photos.

About the AuthorRay Morton (Los Angeles, CA) is a writer, script consultant, and screenplay
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is the author of the books King Kong: The History of a Movie Icon from Fay Wray to Peter
Jackson; Close Encounters of the Third Kind: The Making of Steven Spielberg's Classic Film;
Amadeus: Music on Film; and A Hard Day's Night: Music on Film.
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House, Nashville, TennesseeOctober 12, 1981Would he or wouldn’t he show up?That was the
overriding question the night of the annual Country Music Association Awards, set to be a
second triumphal year for George Jones. Though he was considered the greatest living country
singer by both fans and the music industry, nearly three decades of self-destructive alcoholism,
a trait inherited from his daddy, had taken a personal and professional toll, earning him a
reputation for unreliability and the derisive nickname “No Show Jones.” His more recently
acquired taste for cocaine had left behind a growing trail of missed concerts, angry fans,
incoherent performances, arrests, multiple lawsuits, and growing debt, much of it from endless
purchases of vehicles and homes he couldn’t afford. The media who began following him during
his turbulent six-year marriage to fellow star Tammy Wynette continued to chronicle a seemingly
endless stream of legal issues, incidents, arrests, and failure to appear at concerts. Those who
knew the simple, decent, and painfully humble man beneath it all feared the worst.Through it all,
the one thing that endured—and kept the vast majority of fans and fellow performers in his corner
—was the music. The previous year, George was honored for a hit single he didn’t even want to
record, one that took his producer, Billy Sherrill, nearly three years to cobble together, starting
with multiple rewrites on the song itself. “He Stopped Loving Her Today” was the sorrowful tale of
a man whose obsessive love for a woman ended only with his death.The record was a bolt from
the blue, a moving, jarring reminder of the raw power of traditional country in an era dominated
by lushly orchestrated “countrypolitan” hits by Kenny Rogers, T.G. Sheppard, and Dolly Parton
and the outlaw sound of Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings. It summarized the raw, emotive,
and searing vocal passion and interpretive genius on which Jones’s reputation stood for nearly a
quarter century. His performance packed such a visceral wallop that one knew, even on first
hearing, that the song would endure as an example of what country music, freed of any showbiz
facades, was always supposed to—expected to—embody. A year before, the CMA had honored
“He Stopped Loving Her Today” as Song of the Year, and George as Male Vocalist of the Year.
Unbelievably, it was his first CMA Award in that category. This year, he was up for his second
Male Vocalist award. The public, even those beyond the country audience, were well aware of
the travails of George Jones.Tonight, Rick Blackburn, vice president and general manager of
CBS Records in Nashville, parent to George’s label, Epic Records, hoped for the best. After all,
he’d been telling everyone who’d listen that George had turned things around. The Associated
Press had recently run a story brimming with hope, George declaring that after the bad times,



he’d turned a corner.The truth was quite the opposite. George was to be at the Opry House, site
of the broadcast, at 7:30 central time. He’d sing “He Stopped Loving Her Today” onstage and
join Barbara Mandrell, the show’s cohost, on her recent hit “I Was Country When Country Wasn’t
Cool.” He’d added a brief vocal contribution on her recording. They were longtime friends.
Mandrell first toured with him when she was a thirteen-year-old singer and pedal steel guitarist.
This year, she was nominated for the CMA’s top honor: its Entertainer of the Year
Award.George’s handlers, Blackburn and his latest manager, Alabama-based Gerald Murray,
had ample hurdles just getting him fit to appear. He’d drained most of a fifth of whiskey and,
totally out of it, was ready to battle, a stance he often assumed when he was drunk. They ran the
kicking, cursing star through cold showers, pumped him full of coffee, and got him dressed, to a
car, and to the Opry House. Even in a fancy brocaded show outfit, he looked raw and dissolute,
at least twenty years older than his fifty years. He was flanked in his seat by road manager
Wayne Oliver on one side, Murray on the other. Hostile toward his girlfriend, Linda Welborn, he’d
demanded she sit in the balcony. Blackburn had the unenviable task of warning the show’s
producers the star would be in no shape to sing “He Stopped Loving Her Today.” The TV folks
were not happy, and had to do some quick shuffling.The show began running through awards
and performers until Rosanne Cash, clad in a country-girl getup that didn’t reflect her more
cutting-edge musical style and joined by fellow singer Gail Davies, read the Male Vocalist
nominees: George, Ronnie Milsap, Willie Nelson, Kenny Rogers, and Don Williams. When
George’s name was announced as the winner, he strode unsteadily up the aisle, shaking a few
hands along the way. When he got there, he embraced Cash and Davies, accepted the award
from a tall blonde, and then, blinded by the stage lights and totally looped, walked toward the
mike. Looking out from the podium, he could recognize only fellow performers and friends:
singer Johnnie Wright and his wife, Kitty Wells, who’d opened the door for female country artists
with her 1952 hit “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels.”“Well, I’m one of the Jones
Boys, and I just wanna say one thing.” He momentarily stared at the artillery-shell-shaped award.
“Well, I’m very proud. I still love Johnnie Wright and Kitty Wells.” He pointed toward the crowd,
then continued, “Thank you very much. We love country music and it’s ’bout time it got back to
Nashville!”There was nothing to do but continue. Mandrell, who’d been through two wardrobe
changes, came out to sing “I Was Country” prior to the Entertainer Award announcement. A
cameraman stood in the aisle next to George’s seat in the audience. It was precisely what
George, knowing he couldn’t pull anything off, had feared. “Whatever you do,” he’d grumbled to
Murray, “don’t you let her come down here and try to get me to sing that part.” During a guitar
break, she called, “Are you out there, George? You are there! Come on up here,
George!”Someone slipped George a hand mike. He looked toward the stage, smiled, made a
noise, then, pointing to his throat, silently begged off.Mandrell wasn’t having it. “I’ll come get ya!”
she amiably hollered from the stage.As she went into the next verse, she floated down the steps
to the aisle.George, still smiling, growled to Murray, “I told you!”With a microphone cord that had
only so much line, she implored, “Meet me halfway, George!” He fumbled down the aisle and



behind his smile had totally forgotten the two lines he sang on the record.Cueing off Mandrell, he
barely sang the lines “country . . . from my hat down to my boots.” Trying to save the moment,
Mandrell remarked, “I love the way you do that.”“That’s country!” he quipped unsteadily.He tried
but could barely squeak out the tag line “I was country when country wasn’t cool” before pecking
Mandrell on the cheek and the lips. As he walked back to his seat, she exclaimed, “The
greatest . . . George Jones!” as applause swelled.Her decades of stage experience allowed her
to smooth, but not totally save, the moment. Millions of viewers saw the CMA Male Vocalist of
the Year, for the second year in a row, too fucked up to do the thing he did better than nearly
anyone in the world. Those who followed the tabloid coverage of his exploits saw the latest
installment, live, on network TV. Given the steady stream of scandal, even as he made the
greatest music of his career, it was little wonder much of Nashville and many fans concluded that
any day, George would follow his longtime idol, Hank Williams Sr., whom he’d met when he was
eighteen and who died drunk and drugged up in the backseat of his Cadillac, into the
darkness.Grand Ole Opry House, Nashville, TennesseeSeptember 30, 1992The thick, graying
cape of hair was heading toward white, the sideburns shorter. Quite a bit heavier and clearly
healthier, clad in a black western tux, white shirt, and string tie, he stood on the Opry House
stage holding a hand mike and tore into his current single, “I Don’t Need Your Rockin’ Chair.”
Written specifically for him, the churning novelty tune celebrated the legend who, in the end, had
staunchly refused to go gently into anyone’s good night. His voice was huskier, yet packed the
same emotional power as when he recorded “The Window Up Above” in 1960.The record
included symbolic cameos by ten of Nashville’s young Turks: Garth Brooks, whose phenomenal
rise marked a clear if controversial generational shift to a more pop-rock style of country, joined
Clint Black and Joe Diffie, both of whom walked a line between modern and traditional.
Neotraditionalists included Alan Jackson, just beginning his own rise to stardom with a style far
closer to George’s; Vince Gill, who first emerged as a force in the mid-1980s; and Mark
Chesnutt, a honky-tonker from George’s home area around Beaumont, Texas. Also representing
the traditionalists, Kentuckian Patty Loveless, who got her start in bluegrass, sang with Pam
Tillis, daughter of veteran singer-writer Mel Tillis, who had shared many wild times on tour with
George. Rounding things out were the R&B-flavored T. Graham Brown and edgy outlaw Travis
Tritt.Steady on his feet, George sang with ease about “not being ready for the junkyard yet” and
feeling “like a new Corvette.” Behind him, the curtain opened wider, and flanking him were
Jackson, Brown, Loveless, Black, Gill, Diffie, and Pam Tillis. With them: Marty Stuart, the rooster-
haired antiquarian who blended a more rocking style with the traditional vintage country George
had staunchly revered since childhood. As the performance ended, Randy Travis, another
neotraditionalist star of the 1980s whom George deeply admired, strode out in a black fringed
jacket, carrying a plaque.“I have the best job in the house tonight,” Travis said as George bowed
his head slightly, deferring to the occasion.“You know there’s nobody sittin’ at home watchin’
tonight or nobody in this audience that wants to see you retire to your rockin’ chair by any
means, but we do want you to enjoy bein’ the next member of the Country Music Hall of



Fame.”The standing ovation came. George, clearly moved but not tearful, as many other living
inductees had been, reacted with his characteristic blend of awe and modesty.“I don’t believe it!
Greatest thing! Thank you so much,” he said. “I don’t know what to say. Only thing I can say is
that country music has been awful good to me throughout a whole bunch of years, and I’ll tell
you what—I’d just like to thank a few people. I’d like to thank the good Lord above, first of all,
because he made it all possible, surely. And I naturally gotta thank all the fans in the whole wide
world, especially the country music fans. It’s been a great career and I ain’t over it yet and I ain’t
through and I ain’t givin’ it up and I don’t need no rockin’ chair.“But I’ll tell you what. I want to
thank one more person, for makin’ it real possible for me bein’ able to be on this stage tonight to
receive this award. Between her and God, she’s been one of the greatest ladies in the whole
wide world. She saved my life, and I’d just like to acknowledge my wife, Nancy, if you’ll do it.”At
that point Nancy Sepulvado Jones, beaming and tearful, stood to acknowledge the applause—
and collective gratitude. Everyone in the audience and at home knew she was the catalyst, the
long-needed anchor who finally allowed George to learn to love himself enough to control his
urges, to set aside seven years of nearly fatal cocaine abuse. Sticking by him in some of his
worst moments put her at risk as well. Now the coke was gone and the drinking, at long last,
reduced and controlled.“I won a lot of awards, not braggin’, a lot of awards over a period of
years. And each and every one of ’em was fantastic. They made you feel great, they kept you
goin’ and made you try harder and work harder, but this has got to be the greatest one in the
world. It’s made my day. It’s made my whole life. Thank you so much! I love you!”And with a
wave, he and Travis strode offstage. George Glenn Jones, who climbed to stardom from East
Texas poverty, who fell to the depths and then some, had risen in utter triumph, having overcome
demons that destroyed many friends and musical heroes.HE WAS A COMMON MAN GRACED
WITH AN UNCOMMON TALENT. DURING HIS life, he was considered by peers and fans to be
the greatest living country singer. In death he remains, to many, the greatest country singer of all
time.His expressive vocal style earned him laudatory nicknames like the “Rolls-Royce of
Country Singers.” His admirers included two masters of American song, Frank Sinatra and Tony
Bennett. It’s easy to see why. Jones’s deeply emotional singing makes him a transcendent figure
in American music, one who influenced and continues to inspire generations of singers. While
he wrote some of his own material, Jones was above all a master interpreter on a par with
Sinatra, Bing Crosby, Bessie Smith, Johnny Cash, Barbra Streisand, Patsy Cline, Elvis Presley,
Ray Charles, Nat King Cole, and Billie Holiday.Certainly his fan base differed from that of
longtime friends Johnny Cash or Willie Nelson, whose blend of the visceral and cerebral
appealed to broader audiences. Jones was what he was and never made a conscious effort to
broaden his impact and fame beyond his sizable core of fans. Unlike Cash and Haggard, George
didn’t offer social commentary as one of his goals. Waylon and Willie challenged Music Row to
attain creative freedom; Jones, even at his worst, always embraced the Nashville
establishment.Except for a few early day jobs and two years in the marines, singing is all he ever
did. Beginning as a young man mimicking Hank, Acuff, Monroe, and Frizzell, Jones used his



heroes as a footing, a foundation to create a unique, elemental, and chilling vocal presence of
his own. He slowly evolved into a stylist capable of conveying levels of meaning that explored
and defined a lyric at a level even the composer may not have thought possible.The voice was a
raw nerve put to music. Jones reached deeply into a lyric to capture a song’s essence, infusing
the correct amount of emotion (or emotions) into each word. He sang of love and joy, of
spirituality and zany nonsense. Yet above all that was his consummate ability to explore pain,
sorrow, heartbreak, and emotional desolation. Over time, his singing grew more expressive and
compelling, particularly when he channeled his real-life pain into songs, most of them written by
others, that uncannily seemed to echo his state of mind at that moment.He was born into
poverty in a harsh, inhospitable region of East Texas, the youngest of eight children initially
raised in an environment that in many ways hearkened back to nineteenth-century America. His
mother, raised in a devout Christian home, was loving and deeply religious. She taught him
moral values and exposed him to music, specifically the traditional hymns she sang in
backwoods churches. George’s father wrestled with his own demons, stemming from the death
of his eldest daughter when she was eight. Loving and hardworking when sober, sloppy and at
times brutal when drunk, he demanded his talented son sing on command and beat him when
he wouldn’t comply. It remained burned into George’s psyche.That led to a conundrum that
plagued George Jones through much of his life, the two sides of his personality long in conflict:
simple virtue, charity, and empathy on one side; nihilism, self-destruction, and violence on the
other. His talents became both a blessing and a curse. At times, in his harshest moments of
despair, he felt unworthy of his gifts, undeserving of the financial successes and mass acclaim
that came his way. Material comforts and luxuries meant everything and nothing. He would
change cars like many change socks or shoes. He’d purchase high-end items such as boats,
and then, often while drunk, sell them for a fraction of what they’d cost him.His failures were as
spectacular as his triumphs. Jones was married four times and had one common-law
relationship. He had four children and was, for the most part, a colossal bust as a father. He
could be a loving parent when he was present but for the most part functioned as an absentee
father, either because of domestic problems or, barring that, his endless touring schedule.
Sometimes on tour he simply vanished, failing to appear for contracted performances. That
could have undermined his career. Instead it became part of the mythology surrounding him,
along with the famous tale of him traveling to and from a Texas liquor store on a riding lawn
mower.While his exploits weren’t initially covered in the mainstream media, that changed after
his 1969 marriage to Tammy Wynette, the hot female country star of the moment. She arrived in
an era when women were just beginning to carve significant niches in the country field. “George
’n’ Tammy” became one word to many fans. Their joint tours, hit duets, regular battles,
separations, and reunions became fodder not only for the tabloids but for their record company,
who produced and released songs, both duets and solo performances, that seemed to reflect
the current status of their marriage. Their 1975 divorce didn’t allow Jones to escape media
scrutiny. His personal life and his finances spun out of control, pushing him further into the



spotlight. Cocaine joined the bottle as a primary intoxicant. His tours often came unglued when
he went on a bender or appeared at a show too dissolute to sing a word. Gentle and good-
humored when sober, his irresponsibility and occasional violence when out of control only
added to his mystique. As his stature grew, his substance abuse constantly jeopardized his
vocal abilities, which miraculously survived the worst of his excesses for many years.Those
feelings of inferiority and occasional self-loathing remained. When he overcame his fears playing
for an audience of hippies and his core blue-collar fans at a 1976 gathering, he was triumphant.
Offered a prestigious showcase booking in New York a year later, he agreed, only to flee before
he could be flown there, convinced he was unworthy and uncomfortable with the notion of
performing for the celebrities and media stars invited to hear him. At his lowest, mentally and
physically, in an era before rehab became respectable, even commitments to hospitals didn’t
help. Consequently, few expected him to live long. Yet amid that dark time, he emerged with the
song destined to stand among his many triumphs as his definitive statement: “He Stopped
Loving Her Today.”Jones’s death spiral seemed fixed when he met Nancy Sepulvado in 1981.
Their relationship heralded a new beginning, though his turnaround wasn’t immediate. With no
background in music, this simple, blue-collar woman fell in love with the man, not the star. She’d
endure his worst, be an innocent bystander at incidents including a cocaine arrest that would
likely end the career of any other country singer. Slowly, particularly after the couple moved back
to his home territory of East Texas, where he had family, Jones realized he had a true partner,
the support he hadn’t had or taken advantage of in the past. The couple married, and by the
early 1980s he began to gain an equilibrium he hadn’t had before. The cocaine vanished; the
drinking continued, but he had greater control over his intake, enabling him to largely avoid the
binges. There were backslides, including a near-fatal 1999 vehicle accident near his Franklin,
Tennessee, home. Nonetheless, a man many expected would die in his late forties or early fifties
endured and flourished for three more decades. He lived to enjoy—and gracefully accept—a
stream of honors including his 1992 induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame, his 2003
National Medal of the Arts, and the 2008 Kennedy Center Honors.Even these more sanguine
years had bittersweet moments. George’s fans and peers continued to revere him, but the
passage of time diminished his once-routine successes on records as younger generations of
singers, some inspired by him, began to dominate the music. Decades of heavy smoking eroded
the respiratory system that regulates every vocalist’s skills and power. Singing that was once
effortless, even in his darker periods, gradually became more difficult. Yet he persevered until his
Final Grand Tour, conceived to conclude with his retirement. He died in 2013, clear of mind, fully
aware the end was approaching.All of this history fuels a cumulative perception that George
Jones is defined by wildness, drinking binges, fistfights on the road, and endless tales of bad
behavior that took place around Nashville, northern Alabama, and every other place where he
traveled or performed. Documented stories and legends are told, retold, and explored. And that
is a vital part of the story. His domestic issues, cavalier irresponsibility with money, and inability
to meet commitments or his responsibilities are all essential to the narrative, vital to



understanding his simple yet complex makeup. Much of his life was an open book, free of many
of the showbiz facades constructed to help performers control their narrative. George himself
admitted that at times when he missed shows, an agent or manager would suggest claiming
illness. More than once, Jones responded, “Tell ’em I was drunk!” Nonetheless, he was in many
ways impossible to fully know or understand, a condition rooted in the Big Thicket area of East
Texas where he grew up. Thicket men literally beat their own trails, to hell with what anyone
thought.There was, however, another equally important part of that narrative. Jones’s life and
music are inseparable. The music often triumphed even during his worst personal moments. His
evolution from twangy imitator to distinctive new voice, from influential vocalist to master of his
craft, is as important as his personal failings. Exploring that musical side—how he found songs
and recorded them; the perspectives of the public, those involved in creating his records, and
Jones himself—is pivotal to understanding the story.I’ve attempted to take the long view,
examining not only his life and the events that shaped him from start to present, but
simultaneously exploring his immense musical legacy, all in a clear chronological context. I’ve
examined how he was perceived by the media of the times and spoken to people who knew him
well and saw him at his best and worst on the road, at home, and in the studio. Like any other
prolific artist, he recorded gems and throwaways, and noting a lapse is not denigrating an entire
career.I hope that if I’ve achieved anything, I’ve chronicled and explored his life and art and
taken a step or two toward defining his pivotal place in country music history—and, more
important, his stature in American popular music and culture.There was and will be only one
George Jones. His life is part of the American fabric. Even so, it’s the voice—always the voice—
that has defined that life for posterity.CHAPTER 11931–1953It’s a story that persists today: the
Ghost Light of Bragg Road, built on an old railroad line in the Big Thicket near Saratoga, Texas.
No one seems sure if it’s swamp gas, car headlights, a dead railroad worker’s ghost carrying a
light, or what, but Bragg Road to this day has the nickname “Ghost Road.”The legend is
understandable. The Thicket, in southeast Texas, was a huge and forbidding region of piney
woods, bayous, swamps, and backwoods, more like Louisiana than the Texas prairie. It stood out
against the largely flat and arid background of the Lone Star State. Remote and untamed, it
dominated five rural counties at its largest and covered between two and three million acres. The
Brazos River bordered it on the west, the Sabine River on the east. The town of Nacogdoches
marked the northern border. It once ran south until not far from the Gulf Coast.Nature, not man,
held the cards. Dense woods and wild creatures within the Thicket made it a sort of terrestrial
black hole, a place that explorers and even Native Americans largely avoided due to the
potential for entering and never exiting. The area has seven types of hickory trees, according to
a Department of the Interior survey, not to mention multiple types of oak and cypress. A similar
diversity applies to the vines and shrubs there. At one time, the Thicket had junglelike wildlife in
its midst: coyotes, wolves, bears, ocelots along with bobcats and foxes. Alligators, turtles, snakes
—some of them lethal—and lizards were abundant.Inevitably, civilization intruded. Nineteenth-
century outlaws on the lam from some other part of the country began settling there in part



because of the isolation. Confederate deserters arrived during the Civil War. They faced a
difficult life in the Thicket, which wasn’t the optimal place to plant crops and was highly
vulnerable to flooding. Settlers had to be resourceful just to stay alive. When lumber companies
saw vast, seemingly endless acres to be harvested in the 1880s, the region began attracting
workers willing to cut down the trees.The Thicket developed its own unwritten code, where laws
mattered less than a rugged libertarianism. People left others alone unless their space or rights
were being violated. For those who got in someone else’s way, the resolution was often swift and
violent. Husbands were expected to provide for their families, wives were to handle domestic
chores and accept whatever the husband dished out. Breadwinners who did not provide
adequately were considered unsavory. Racism and violence against minorities were part of
everyday life, one reason many African Americans and Latinos avoided the area. Just as
violence, domestic and otherwise, was common, drinking was part of the austere lifestyle, the
booze largely homemade. Gunplay, not surprisingly, was also part of everyday life, whether
aimed at a bear or at somebody who provoked a fight or stole something from someone else.
The region became a hotbed of Christian fundamentalism delivered in primitive, ramshackle
churches matching equally primitive, ramshackle houses built of logs and wood.J.F. Cotton, who
settled in one area of the Thicket, discovered a mineral spring there before the Civil War and
later found oil beneath the ground. He did little with it at the time, but in the 1880s, businessmen
began promoting the springs to attract people seeking their therapeutic value. A hotel was
constructed there and the growing community dubbed Saratoga, named for upstate New York’s
Saratoga Springs. The government opened a Saratoga post office in 1884. After Spindletop, the
first major oil field in Texas, was discovered south of the Thicket, in Beaumont, in 1901, the
region became open to exploration, including the Thicket itself and the area around Saratoga.
Other settlements grew, including Kountze, Thicket, and Sour Lake. The oil fields did in the
springs, and the Gulf, Colorado and Santa Fe Railroad ran a branch into Saratoga to service the
lumber and oil activities.The town was laid out with three sections reflecting the community’s
phases of growth. Old Town was adjacent to the site of the springs; New Saratoga adjoined the
oil fields that came next. Depot Town sat near the railroad station. By the time of the Depression,
however, the oil fields were largely tapped out and the lumber industry had drastically
diminished the Thicket. A 1936 survey found it covered no more than a million acres.
Conservationists viewed it as a laboratory for biodiversity worth preserving before it
disappeared, an effort that increased after World War II. To protect what remained, President
Gerald Ford signed legislation creating the Big Thicket National Preserve, administered by the
National Park Service, in 1974.George Washington Jones had Alabama roots. His ancestors
had left there for Texas in the first half of the nineteenth century. Frank Jones, his grandfather,
had been a Confederate officer whose son, David Raleigh Jones, born in Nacogdoches in 1872,
married Mississippi native Mary Elizabeth Farris, a tough, volatile woman who enjoyed a drink or
two and whose family had a reputation for hard living. The couple had separated by the time of
George Washington Jones’s birth in Lufkin, Texas, on January 10, 1895. Living with his mother



and her family, he grew into a tall, strong man who enjoyed the bottle, played the harmonica, and
danced, but also possessed a powerful work ethic that never left him.Clara Patterson’s
ancestors also hailed from out of state. Her mother, Martha, was born in Mississippi before her
family moved west and settled in the Thicket. Her Florida-born father, Jepton Littleton Patterson,
known as Uncle Litt, was a deeply religious farmer. He not only imparted his fundamentalist
spirituality to his fourteen children—twelve daughters and two sons—he also constructed a
church on his property. Clara, the couple’s seventh child, was born in Nona, Texas, on March 10,
1896. Her love of family and religion were seamless. As she matured, she became a fine singer
and formidable organist, the last young woman one would think would fall for someone like
George Washington Jones.When they met in the tiny settlement of Thicket, Texas, northwest of
Saratoga, each found much to like about the other, leading to a move totally out of character for
Clara. The couple secretly married on August 14, 1915. Clara’s father, well aware that his new
son-in-law was part of the rowdy Farris clan, was not happy. The couple settled in the Thicket,
moving from rented house to rented house through the region over the next twenty-five years.
They both realized mere survival required backbreaking labor in the thick, hot, piney woods and
taking whatever work could be found.The census of 1920 revealed George Washington Jones,
twenty-four, and Clara Patterson Jones, twenty-three, renting a home in Hardin County, in the
middle of the Thicket. They had one child, Ethel, born in 1918. George’s listed occupation was
“teamster,” connected to the local logging industry. The couple and their expanding family
scraped out a living through sheer determination. George did whatever he could to provide for
the family, delivering and selling ice and whatever else brought in money. When the oil fields
tapped out, his specialty became carving and shaping the wooden slats, or staves, that make up
barrels. He didn’t come about the lumber honestly, raiding the nearby forests for the right wood.
They grew their own food, and Clara’s frontier-era approach made use of everything she had
available. When a hog was butchered, she combined the fat with lye to make soap for a family
that was growing fast.Herman, their first son, was born in 1921, followed by Helen in 1922 and
two consecutive sets of twin daughters, Joyce and Loyce in 1925 and, in 1928, Doris and Ruth.
Dr. Alfred William Roark, who had an office in back of a local drugstore in the area, was one of
the few physicians around. He often used a bicycle to maneuver through the backwoods.
Delivering babies was common for Roark, who’d delivered Ethel and knew the Jones family well.
When he required help in emergencies, he often summoned George Washington Jones, who
developed a skill for tending to wounds and setting broken bones that made him a sort of
primitive EMT or physician’s assistant.Ethel, the firstborn, was special to her father, who doted
on her within the couple’s limited means. When she became ill in 1926, George and Clara tried
to take care of her. A hospital might have helped, but the money wasn’t there, and George’s
Thicketeer nature led him to refuse any charity. Dr. Roark did what he could, but it wasn’t
enough. Ethel died February 28, 1926. Her shattered parents buried her at Felps Cemetery,
northwest of Saratoga. Clara’s deep religious faith helped her cope with the overwhelming grief,
but for George Washington Jones, the loss of his first and favorite child forever changed him. He



could dull the pain by plunging into the hard work required to support his family. When work
ended, after the next week’s groceries were purchased, he began to anesthetize the pain with
regular drinking binges that led to alarming personality changes. He became boisterous,
belligerent, and even verbally or physically abusive.The 1930 census showed thirty-five-year-old
George and thirty-three-year-old Clara residing in a house near Saratoga with an estimated
value of $150. While the census taker mistakenly listed his trade as “stove maker,” the form
correctly categorized the job as part of the “timber” industry, whose trees he was poaching for
the wood. The children were Herman, Helen, “Jocee” (Joyce), “Lous” (Loyce), “Doriss” (Doris),
and Ruth. Clara’s occupation was “housewife.” In early 1931, she was again pregnant. Dr. Roark
was present to deliver the eighth and final Jones child on September 12, 1931. George W took
the kids to a nearby home while Dr. Roark saw to Clara and delivered her twelve-pound son,
heavy enough that the physician accidentally dropped him, breaking his arm. Telling the kids
they had a new baby brother, George Washington Jones brought his brood home to find the
infant’s fracture had already been set. The couple named him George Glenn Jones, but to the
family, and everyone else in the vicinity, he was Glenn, a name that stuck to him into adulthood.
Clara rarely called him anything else.She doted on her youngest son, as did his sisters. On
Sundays she took them to nearby church meetings. Clara noticed he seemed responsive to
music, sometimes hymns, or the old folk tune “Billy Boy,” which she often sang to him at home.
He eventually began trying to sing himself, and his uncanny ability to remember a melody and
even sing it back impressed many. Clara kept him constantly by her side, as if something
catastrophic might happen. But she couldn’t always keep her eyes on him. Sometimes the baby,
who had little use for clothes, would run buck naked to neighbors, grinning all the way. As he
entered his toddler phase, more folks noticed Glenn’s clear, strong voice in church, a source of
pride to Clara, Herman, and the girls. Music became a respite from hard work, and when George
Washington Jones was in a good humor, he sometimes pulled out his harmonica and played as
Clara happily led their children in singing hymns. Later, when the family acquired a wind-up
record player, Glenn found joy in the primitive mountain songs of the Carter Family.Within a year
of Glenn’s birth, the family relocated to a house in the Depot Town area. Like others in the
Thicket, they existed much like nineteenth-century pioneers. The family often lived on gravy and
bread and whatever vegetables were available. They took baths in washtubs. When Dr. Roark
wasn’t needed, Clara treated common ailments with home remedies. Toys had a different
connotation around the Thicket than they did in more affluent areas. On Christmas, any
playthings the Jones children received were tiny and few. When Glenn was old enough to handle
a chore, he was assigned the job of loading the iron stove with wood chopped for that purpose.
The first time he tried, anxious to do well, he overloaded it, the intense heat nearly ruining the
stove before it had to be doused with water. As he grew, the boy, unaccustomed to any other life,
had little idea of his poverty, like many other Thicketeers. Shy but friendly, he loved solitude and
often walked deep into the woods to daydream or sing songs at the top of his lungs.Still haunted
by Ethel’s death, George Washington Jones remained sober and evenhanded when he worked.



It’s difficult to dismiss the enormous pressures on him to provide for his family. Making staves
became impossible when timber companies who owned the forests posted private guards to
stop anyone—by whatever means necessary—from filching lumber for any purpose. With
Prohibition repealed, the always resourceful Jones, fully aware he lived in a dry area, found a
new vocation: brewing and selling moonshine and beer.CLARA PASSED HER STRONG
MORAL CODE, ROOTED IN THE TEN COMMANDMENTS, to her children and expected them
to follow it to the letter. Glenn once ran afoul of that rule when he stole a pocketknife from a
neighbor’s home. When the neighbor told Clara, Glenn admitted the theft, produced the knife,
and got a whipping for his trouble, one he knew he deserved. Clara’s simple Christian values
and belief in charity became a lifelong touchstone for her son, who would help others without
hesitation, often without being asked.The problem came with the undeserved violence the family
suffered at the hands of their patriarch.George W’s taste for alcohol wrought immense
psychological havoc and physical abuse on the family he worked so diligently to support. It
became a ritual. He’d frequently stumble home drunk in the middle of the night, tearing up the
house and waking the kids to demand they sing for him, using his belt on any who balked. Glenn
and Doris were often singled out. Well aware of his youngest son’s singing talents, George W
increasingly focused on Glenn. When they could, Helen and her sisters helped their little brother
sneak out an open window. Clara was not silent. Her husband’s drinking offended her
sensibilities, and she railed at him about it. For her trouble, she found herself in his line of fire,
beaten and battered around.For George Glenn, it was a paradox: being coerced to do the one
thing he loved doing more than anything else—singing—or face a belt whipping. It became one
of a number of deep scars that led to depression, conflicts, and feelings of worthlessness that
didn’t fade as he grew into adulthood. As he became one of the great singers of his time,
beloved by fans and admired by peers, his shyness remained, aggravated by a gnawing sense
he was somehow undeserving—particularly when he drank. Given what he endured in his youth,
he would identify with the underdog his entire life.George W was not always so irresponsible. He
acquired a Zenith battery radio in the late 1930s that allowed the family to sample the wider
world beyond Saratoga. Glenn, not surprisingly, gravitated to music on various stations in
Beaumont and to the east in Louisiana. But it was the Grand Ole Opry, heard from Nashville on
WSM’s fifty-thousand-watt clear-channel signal, that truly captivated him. The Opry began in
1925 as the WSM Barn Dance, conceived by ex-Memphis newspaperman-turned-announcer
George Dewey Hay, formerly an announcer on the country’s first such rural-oriented radio show:
Chicago’s National Barn Dance on WLS. In Nashville, he created a specific, rural-South concept
for the program that contrasted with the Barn Dance’s broader musical content. The early Opry
presented performers from middle Tennessee. Many were string bands like the Gully Jumpers;
among the solo performers were fiddler Uncle Jimmy Thompson, black harmonica virtuoso
DeFord Bailey, and rollicking elderly singer and banjo strummer Uncle Dave Macon. With the
powerful WSM signal, the Opry’s popularity expanded nationwide throughout the 1930s.Glenn
found two new musical heroes on the Opry. One was Roy Acuff. An east Tennessee singer and



fiddler, the onetime baseball player turned medicine-show performer had developed a powerful
singing voice performing at venues that often lacked microphones. He’d worked around
Knoxville since 1934. A 1938 guest performance on the Opry led WSM to invite the thirty-five-
year-old singer and his band to join the show that year. Acuff quickly became the Opry’s
preeminent personality. Propelled to national stardom, he and his Smoky Mountain Boys had an
unforgettable dynamic: his fiddling and rough-edged, deeply emotional vocals were
accompanied by a raw, traditional string ensemble. Mixing secular numbers like his signature
song “Wabash Cannonball” with gospel favorites like “The Great Speckled Bird” earned him a
huge following across the country.The Opry welcomed Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass Boys in
1939. Monroe, a singer-mandolinist from Rosine, Kentucky, had already achieved considerable
success with his guitarist brother Charlie as the Monroe Brothers, a close-harmony vocal duet.
When the brothers parted ways, Bill devised a new, dynamic approach to string-band music with
his group, centered around a strong backbeat, intense high-harmony vocals, aggressive fiddle
solos, and his own fiery mandolin playing. Glenn was captivated by the fervor in Acuff’s voice
and by both Monroe’s eerie high tenor vocals and the Blue Grass Boys’ sound, tighter than that
of Acuff’s musicians. If things were calm on Saturday nights, Glenn would crawl into bed next to
his parents to listen, asking them, if he dozed off, to wake him if Acuff or Monroe came on. Soon
he had fantasies about his own Opry stardom, telling anyone who would listen about this
seemingly impossible goal.Sixteen-year-old Helen departed the Jones household in the fall of
1938. She’d met twenty-year-old Wayvard Thomas “Dub” Scroggins, a farmer from Kerens,
Texas, northwest of the Thicket and not far from Dallas. He knew about old man Jones and his
abuse and when he beat Helen yet again, an infuriated Dub solved the problem by marrying her
in Saratoga on October 21, 1938. The couple, who would have five kids of their own, would
remain a positive touchstone in George Glenn’s turbulent life. Known for ingenuity and earthy
common sense, Dub became a lifelong hero to George.GLENN’S LIFE WAS NOT ALL HYMNS,
THE OPRY, AND BEATINGS. HE BECAME A rambunctious kid who developed a sly, ornery
sense of humor he carried into adulthood. His older brother Herman and his wife, Evalina, lived
nearby; when her husband was away, Evalina, fearing the hobos who roamed the area, rapping
on doors begging for money and food, kept their screen door latched. Knowing this, Glenn would
tease her by rattling the door and uttering hobolike requests. Sober or drunk, he played similar
tricks on family and friends for decades, and some of his fellow country stars weren’t exempt
from them.The Joneses departed Saratoga in 1940 for the larger Thicket town of Kountze
(pronounced Koontz), northeast of Saratoga. It had a railroad stop that gave the family greater
freedom to travel. They could take a train to visit Beaumont, the port city built around oil
development, shipping, and shipbuilding connected to the Gulf of Mexico by a large ship
channel. Clara found the First Gospel Tabernacle in Kountze, pastored by the Pentecostal
evangelical team of Wilbertine Burl Stephen, known as Brother Burl, and his singing, guitar-
playing wife, Annie Pharris Stephen, known as Sister Annie, who also taught Sunday
school.LITTLE GLENN’S ABILITY TO REAR BACK AND INFUSE OLD HYMNS WITH



FEELING led the Stephens to take him, with his parents’ approval, along to revival meetings they
held throughout the area, at Kountze’s H&H Store, and in other nearby hamlets and larger towns.
After Burl did the preaching, Annie would sing hymns Glenn already knew, such as “Canaan’s
Land” and “Farther Along.” Since he knew how to drive his daddy’s used vehicles, Glenn wound
up educating Burl on the niceties of driving and gear shifting. Singing with Burl and Annie in
various settings became basic training for Glenn. It instilled in him the fundamentals of how to
project and reach an audience in ways his casual singing or the old man’s command
performances never could.Glenn had a respite from his family for a couple summers when he
visited Helen and Dub’s farm, joined by Ruth and Doris the second year. The Jones family’s days
in the area of the Thicket, however, came to an end for an entirely different reason: the Japanese
attack on the United States Navy base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.For impoverished
laborers throughout the South still struggling to recover from the Depression, the war offered an
escape from poverty. In Texas, Gulf Coast shipyards, gearing up to produce new vessels for the
war effort, needed laborers, skilled and otherwise. Though many Texans headed west to
California, opportunities nearer home were abundant. The Joneses moved to Beaumont, where,
at the venerable Pennsylvania Shipyard, George W found employment that was more secure
and lucrative than any jobs he’d done in the Thicket. Formerly the Beaumont Shipping and
Drydock Company, it had turned out ships for World War I. The influx of defense workers and
their families led to a housing shortage and culture shock for the city as Beaumont’s population
quickly rose from 59,000 to 80,000. Around the country, the federal government began building
public housing for the newcomers and their families. Beaumont’s huge six-hundred-unit
Multimax Village was one such project, created by the Federal Works Agency. While stark and
utilitarian, the government-subsidized Multimax apartments had running water and electricity,
new amenities to some who settled there.At some point in 1942, George W and Clara took
Glenn to Jefferson Music, where his daddy bought him a sunburst Gene Autry cowboy guitar.
Glenn later put his name on the back of the instrument as “George Jones,” noting his age as
eleven. Glenn needed some guidance on playing it, and a better guitar instructor was just a train
ride away: Sister Annie. She taught him some basic chords on one of his return trips to Kountze.
When he returned for his next visit, she discovered he’d mastered everything she’d taught him
and even expanded on it. Glenn had a small library of tunes in his head along with all those
ancient hymns. He could sing Acuff or Bill Monroe songs and a myriad of other country songs he
heard on the radio. One day, he wandered into downtown Beaumont with his guitar and began
singing in front of a penny arcade on Pearl Street. Soon coins were flying into a cup someone
put on the ground. When he quit singing two hours later he had twenty-four dollars, a princely
sum for an eleven-year-old. He promptly blew it on a meal and in the arcade, but he realized the
potential. He continued singing downtown and later set up a shoeshine stand, singing when he
wasn’t polishing footwear.A kid singing country songs and hymns on the streets was a tranquility
Beaumont needed by 1943. The massive and rapid population boom had led to problems.
Multimax could not handle all the newcomers, and soon poor whites who’d arrived from rural



areas found themselves in a situation they considered unpalatable: coexisting closer to blacks
than they ever had in the past. That tension culminated in June when a white woman declared
she’d been raped by a black man. The incident sparked rioting, with whites rampaging through
black neighborhoods until all available lawmen, the Texas Rangers and the Texas State Guard
among them, were brought in to restore order. For one day, June 19, A. M. Aikin, the acting
governor of Texas, imposed martial law in Beaumont.DEDICATIONFor Lloyd Green, Harold
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House, Nashville, TennesseeOctober 12, 1981Would he or wouldn’t he show up?That was the
overriding question the night of the annual Country Music Association Awards, set to be a
second triumphal year for George Jones. Though he was considered the greatest living country
singer by both fans and the music industry, nearly three decades of self-destructive alcoholism,
a trait inherited from his daddy, had taken a personal and professional toll, earning him a
reputation for unreliability and the derisive nickname “No Show Jones.” His more recently
acquired taste for cocaine had left behind a growing trail of missed concerts, angry fans,
incoherent performances, arrests, multiple lawsuits, and growing debt, much of it from endless
purchases of vehicles and homes he couldn’t afford. The media who began following him during
his turbulent six-year marriage to fellow star Tammy Wynette continued to chronicle a seemingly
endless stream of legal issues, incidents, arrests, and failure to appear at concerts. Those who
knew the simple, decent, and painfully humble man beneath it all feared the worst.Through it all,
the one thing that endured—and kept the vast majority of fans and fellow performers in his corner
—was the music. The previous year, George was honored for a hit single he didn’t even want to
record, one that took his producer, Billy Sherrill, nearly three years to cobble together, starting
with multiple rewrites on the song itself. “He Stopped Loving Her Today” was the sorrowful tale of
a man whose obsessive love for a woman ended only with his death.The record was a bolt from
the blue, a moving, jarring reminder of the raw power of traditional country in an era dominated
by lushly orchestrated “countrypolitan” hits by Kenny Rogers, T.G. Sheppard, and Dolly Parton
and the outlaw sound of Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings. It summarized the raw, emotive,
and searing vocal passion and interpretive genius on which Jones’s reputation stood for nearly a



quarter century. His performance packed such a visceral wallop that one knew, even on first
hearing, that the song would endure as an example of what country music, freed of any showbiz
facades, was always supposed to—expected to—embody. A year before, the CMA had honored
“He Stopped Loving Her Today” as Song of the Year, and George as Male Vocalist of the Year.
Unbelievably, it was his first CMA Award in that category. This year, he was up for his second
Male Vocalist award. The public, even those beyond the country audience, were well aware of
the travails of George Jones.Tonight, Rick Blackburn, vice president and general manager of
CBS Records in Nashville, parent to George’s label, Epic Records, hoped for the best. After all,
he’d been telling everyone who’d listen that George had turned things around. The Associated
Press had recently run a story brimming with hope, George declaring that after the bad times,
he’d turned a corner.The truth was quite the opposite. George was to be at the Opry House, site
of the broadcast, at 7:30 central time. He’d sing “He Stopped Loving Her Today” onstage and
join Barbara Mandrell, the show’s cohost, on her recent hit “I Was Country When Country Wasn’t
Cool.” He’d added a brief vocal contribution on her recording. They were longtime friends.
Mandrell first toured with him when she was a thirteen-year-old singer and pedal steel guitarist.
This year, she was nominated for the CMA’s top honor: its Entertainer of the Year
Award.George’s handlers, Blackburn and his latest manager, Alabama-based Gerald Murray,
had ample hurdles just getting him fit to appear. He’d drained most of a fifth of whiskey and,
totally out of it, was ready to battle, a stance he often assumed when he was drunk. They ran the
kicking, cursing star through cold showers, pumped him full of coffee, and got him dressed, to a
car, and to the Opry House. Even in a fancy brocaded show outfit, he looked raw and dissolute,
at least twenty years older than his fifty years. He was flanked in his seat by road manager
Wayne Oliver on one side, Murray on the other. Hostile toward his girlfriend, Linda Welborn, he’d
demanded she sit in the balcony. Blackburn had the unenviable task of warning the show’s
producers the star would be in no shape to sing “He Stopped Loving Her Today.” The TV folks
were not happy, and had to do some quick shuffling.The show began running through awards
and performers until Rosanne Cash, clad in a country-girl getup that didn’t reflect her more
cutting-edge musical style and joined by fellow singer Gail Davies, read the Male Vocalist
nominees: George, Ronnie Milsap, Willie Nelson, Kenny Rogers, and Don Williams. When
George’s name was announced as the winner, he strode unsteadily up the aisle, shaking a few
hands along the way. When he got there, he embraced Cash and Davies, accepted the award
from a tall blonde, and then, blinded by the stage lights and totally looped, walked toward the
mike. Looking out from the podium, he could recognize only fellow performers and friends:
singer Johnnie Wright and his wife, Kitty Wells, who’d opened the door for female country artists
with her 1952 hit “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels.”“Well, I’m one of the Jones
Boys, and I just wanna say one thing.” He momentarily stared at the artillery-shell-shaped award.
“Well, I’m very proud. I still love Johnnie Wright and Kitty Wells.” He pointed toward the crowd,
then continued, “Thank you very much. We love country music and it’s ’bout time it got back to
Nashville!”There was nothing to do but continue. Mandrell, who’d been through two wardrobe



changes, came out to sing “I Was Country” prior to the Entertainer Award announcement. A
cameraman stood in the aisle next to George’s seat in the audience. It was precisely what
George, knowing he couldn’t pull anything off, had feared. “Whatever you do,” he’d grumbled to
Murray, “don’t you let her come down here and try to get me to sing that part.” During a guitar
break, she called, “Are you out there, George? You are there! Come on up here,
George!”Someone slipped George a hand mike. He looked toward the stage, smiled, made a
noise, then, pointing to his throat, silently begged off.Mandrell wasn’t having it. “I’ll come get ya!”
she amiably hollered from the stage.As she went into the next verse, she floated down the steps
to the aisle.George, still smiling, growled to Murray, “I told you!”With a microphone cord that had
only so much line, she implored, “Meet me halfway, George!” He fumbled down the aisle and
behind his smile had totally forgotten the two lines he sang on the record.Cueing off Mandrell, he
barely sang the lines “country . . . from my hat down to my boots.” Trying to save the moment,
Mandrell remarked, “I love the way you do that.”“That’s country!” he quipped unsteadily.He tried
but could barely squeak out the tag line “I was country when country wasn’t cool” before pecking
Mandrell on the cheek and the lips. As he walked back to his seat, she exclaimed, “The
greatest . . . George Jones!” as applause swelled.Her decades of stage experience allowed her
to smooth, but not totally save, the moment. Millions of viewers saw the CMA Male Vocalist of
the Year, for the second year in a row, too fucked up to do the thing he did better than nearly
anyone in the world. Those who followed the tabloid coverage of his exploits saw the latest
installment, live, on network TV. Given the steady stream of scandal, even as he made the
greatest music of his career, it was little wonder much of Nashville and many fans concluded that
any day, George would follow his longtime idol, Hank Williams Sr., whom he’d met when he was
eighteen and who died drunk and drugged up in the backseat of his Cadillac, into the
darkness.Grand Ole Opry House, Nashville, TennesseeSeptember 30, 1992The thick, graying
cape of hair was heading toward white, the sideburns shorter. Quite a bit heavier and clearly
healthier, clad in a black western tux, white shirt, and string tie, he stood on the Opry House
stage holding a hand mike and tore into his current single, “I Don’t Need Your Rockin’ Chair.”
Written specifically for him, the churning novelty tune celebrated the legend who, in the end, had
staunchly refused to go gently into anyone’s good night. His voice was huskier, yet packed the
same emotional power as when he recorded “The Window Up Above” in 1960.The record
included symbolic cameos by ten of Nashville’s young Turks: Garth Brooks, whose phenomenal
rise marked a clear if controversial generational shift to a more pop-rock style of country, joined
Clint Black and Joe Diffie, both of whom walked a line between modern and traditional.
Neotraditionalists included Alan Jackson, just beginning his own rise to stardom with a style far
closer to George’s; Vince Gill, who first emerged as a force in the mid-1980s; and Mark
Chesnutt, a honky-tonker from George’s home area around Beaumont, Texas. Also representing
the traditionalists, Kentuckian Patty Loveless, who got her start in bluegrass, sang with Pam
Tillis, daughter of veteran singer-writer Mel Tillis, who had shared many wild times on tour with
George. Rounding things out were the R&B-flavored T. Graham Brown and edgy outlaw Travis



Tritt.Steady on his feet, George sang with ease about “not being ready for the junkyard yet” and
feeling “like a new Corvette.” Behind him, the curtain opened wider, and flanking him were
Jackson, Brown, Loveless, Black, Gill, Diffie, and Pam Tillis. With them: Marty Stuart, the rooster-
haired antiquarian who blended a more rocking style with the traditional vintage country George
had staunchly revered since childhood. As the performance ended, Randy Travis, another
neotraditionalist star of the 1980s whom George deeply admired, strode out in a black fringed
jacket, carrying a plaque.“I have the best job in the house tonight,” Travis said as George bowed
his head slightly, deferring to the occasion.“You know there’s nobody sittin’ at home watchin’
tonight or nobody in this audience that wants to see you retire to your rockin’ chair by any
means, but we do want you to enjoy bein’ the next member of the Country Music Hall of
Fame.”The standing ovation came. George, clearly moved but not tearful, as many other living
inductees had been, reacted with his characteristic blend of awe and modesty.“I don’t believe it!
Greatest thing! Thank you so much,” he said. “I don’t know what to say. Only thing I can say is
that country music has been awful good to me throughout a whole bunch of years, and I’ll tell
you what—I’d just like to thank a few people. I’d like to thank the good Lord above, first of all,
because he made it all possible, surely. And I naturally gotta thank all the fans in the whole wide
world, especially the country music fans. It’s been a great career and I ain’t over it yet and I ain’t
through and I ain’t givin’ it up and I don’t need no rockin’ chair.“But I’ll tell you what. I want to
thank one more person, for makin’ it real possible for me bein’ able to be on this stage tonight to
receive this award. Between her and God, she’s been one of the greatest ladies in the whole
wide world. She saved my life, and I’d just like to acknowledge my wife, Nancy, if you’ll do it.”At
that point Nancy Sepulvado Jones, beaming and tearful, stood to acknowledge the applause—
and collective gratitude. Everyone in the audience and at home knew she was the catalyst, the
long-needed anchor who finally allowed George to learn to love himself enough to control his
urges, to set aside seven years of nearly fatal cocaine abuse. Sticking by him in some of his
worst moments put her at risk as well. Now the coke was gone and the drinking, at long last,
reduced and controlled.“I won a lot of awards, not braggin’, a lot of awards over a period of
years. And each and every one of ’em was fantastic. They made you feel great, they kept you
goin’ and made you try harder and work harder, but this has got to be the greatest one in the
world. It’s made my day. It’s made my whole life. Thank you so much! I love you!”And with a
wave, he and Travis strode offstage. George Glenn Jones, who climbed to stardom from East
Texas poverty, who fell to the depths and then some, had risen in utter triumph, having overcome
demons that destroyed many friends and musical heroes.HE WAS A COMMON MAN GRACED
WITH AN UNCOMMON TALENT. DURING HIS life, he was considered by peers and fans to be
the greatest living country singer. In death he remains, to many, the greatest country singer of all
time.His expressive vocal style earned him laudatory nicknames like the “Rolls-Royce of
Country Singers.” His admirers included two masters of American song, Frank Sinatra and Tony
Bennett. It’s easy to see why. Jones’s deeply emotional singing makes him a transcendent figure
in American music, one who influenced and continues to inspire generations of singers. While



he wrote some of his own material, Jones was above all a master interpreter on a par with
Sinatra, Bing Crosby, Bessie Smith, Johnny Cash, Barbra Streisand, Patsy Cline, Elvis Presley,
Ray Charles, Nat King Cole, and Billie Holiday.Certainly his fan base differed from that of
longtime friends Johnny Cash or Willie Nelson, whose blend of the visceral and cerebral
appealed to broader audiences. Jones was what he was and never made a conscious effort to
broaden his impact and fame beyond his sizable core of fans. Unlike Cash and Haggard, George
didn’t offer social commentary as one of his goals. Waylon and Willie challenged Music Row to
attain creative freedom; Jones, even at his worst, always embraced the Nashville
establishment.Except for a few early day jobs and two years in the marines, singing is all he ever
did. Beginning as a young man mimicking Hank, Acuff, Monroe, and Frizzell, Jones used his
heroes as a footing, a foundation to create a unique, elemental, and chilling vocal presence of
his own. He slowly evolved into a stylist capable of conveying levels of meaning that explored
and defined a lyric at a level even the composer may not have thought possible.The voice was a
raw nerve put to music. Jones reached deeply into a lyric to capture a song’s essence, infusing
the correct amount of emotion (or emotions) into each word. He sang of love and joy, of
spirituality and zany nonsense. Yet above all that was his consummate ability to explore pain,
sorrow, heartbreak, and emotional desolation. Over time, his singing grew more expressive and
compelling, particularly when he channeled his real-life pain into songs, most of them written by
others, that uncannily seemed to echo his state of mind at that moment.He was born into
poverty in a harsh, inhospitable region of East Texas, the youngest of eight children initially
raised in an environment that in many ways hearkened back to nineteenth-century America. His
mother, raised in a devout Christian home, was loving and deeply religious. She taught him
moral values and exposed him to music, specifically the traditional hymns she sang in
backwoods churches. George’s father wrestled with his own demons, stemming from the death
of his eldest daughter when she was eight. Loving and hardworking when sober, sloppy and at
times brutal when drunk, he demanded his talented son sing on command and beat him when
he wouldn’t comply. It remained burned into George’s psyche.That led to a conundrum that
plagued George Jones through much of his life, the two sides of his personality long in conflict:
simple virtue, charity, and empathy on one side; nihilism, self-destruction, and violence on the
other. His talents became both a blessing and a curse. At times, in his harshest moments of
despair, he felt unworthy of his gifts, undeserving of the financial successes and mass acclaim
that came his way. Material comforts and luxuries meant everything and nothing. He would
change cars like many change socks or shoes. He’d purchase high-end items such as boats,
and then, often while drunk, sell them for a fraction of what they’d cost him.His failures were as
spectacular as his triumphs. Jones was married four times and had one common-law
relationship. He had four children and was, for the most part, a colossal bust as a father. He
could be a loving parent when he was present but for the most part functioned as an absentee
father, either because of domestic problems or, barring that, his endless touring schedule.
Sometimes on tour he simply vanished, failing to appear for contracted performances. That



could have undermined his career. Instead it became part of the mythology surrounding him,
along with the famous tale of him traveling to and from a Texas liquor store on a riding lawn
mower.While his exploits weren’t initially covered in the mainstream media, that changed after
his 1969 marriage to Tammy Wynette, the hot female country star of the moment. She arrived in
an era when women were just beginning to carve significant niches in the country field. “George
’n’ Tammy” became one word to many fans. Their joint tours, hit duets, regular battles,
separations, and reunions became fodder not only for the tabloids but for their record company,
who produced and released songs, both duets and solo performances, that seemed to reflect
the current status of their marriage. Their 1975 divorce didn’t allow Jones to escape media
scrutiny. His personal life and his finances spun out of control, pushing him further into the
spotlight. Cocaine joined the bottle as a primary intoxicant. His tours often came unglued when
he went on a bender or appeared at a show too dissolute to sing a word. Gentle and good-
humored when sober, his irresponsibility and occasional violence when out of control only
added to his mystique. As his stature grew, his substance abuse constantly jeopardized his
vocal abilities, which miraculously survived the worst of his excesses for many years.Those
feelings of inferiority and occasional self-loathing remained. When he overcame his fears playing
for an audience of hippies and his core blue-collar fans at a 1976 gathering, he was triumphant.
Offered a prestigious showcase booking in New York a year later, he agreed, only to flee before
he could be flown there, convinced he was unworthy and uncomfortable with the notion of
performing for the celebrities and media stars invited to hear him. At his lowest, mentally and
physically, in an era before rehab became respectable, even commitments to hospitals didn’t
help. Consequently, few expected him to live long. Yet amid that dark time, he emerged with the
song destined to stand among his many triumphs as his definitive statement: “He Stopped
Loving Her Today.”Jones’s death spiral seemed fixed when he met Nancy Sepulvado in 1981.
Their relationship heralded a new beginning, though his turnaround wasn’t immediate. With no
background in music, this simple, blue-collar woman fell in love with the man, not the star. She’d
endure his worst, be an innocent bystander at incidents including a cocaine arrest that would
likely end the career of any other country singer. Slowly, particularly after the couple moved back
to his home territory of East Texas, where he had family, Jones realized he had a true partner,
the support he hadn’t had or taken advantage of in the past. The couple married, and by the
early 1980s he began to gain an equilibrium he hadn’t had before. The cocaine vanished; the
drinking continued, but he had greater control over his intake, enabling him to largely avoid the
binges. There were backslides, including a near-fatal 1999 vehicle accident near his Franklin,
Tennessee, home. Nonetheless, a man many expected would die in his late forties or early fifties
endured and flourished for three more decades. He lived to enjoy—and gracefully accept—a
stream of honors including his 1992 induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame, his 2003
National Medal of the Arts, and the 2008 Kennedy Center Honors.Even these more sanguine
years had bittersweet moments. George’s fans and peers continued to revere him, but the
passage of time diminished his once-routine successes on records as younger generations of



singers, some inspired by him, began to dominate the music. Decades of heavy smoking eroded
the respiratory system that regulates every vocalist’s skills and power. Singing that was once
effortless, even in his darker periods, gradually became more difficult. Yet he persevered until his
Final Grand Tour, conceived to conclude with his retirement. He died in 2013, clear of mind, fully
aware the end was approaching.All of this history fuels a cumulative perception that George
Jones is defined by wildness, drinking binges, fistfights on the road, and endless tales of bad
behavior that took place around Nashville, northern Alabama, and every other place where he
traveled or performed. Documented stories and legends are told, retold, and explored. And that
is a vital part of the story. His domestic issues, cavalier irresponsibility with money, and inability
to meet commitments or his responsibilities are all essential to the narrative, vital to
understanding his simple yet complex makeup. Much of his life was an open book, free of many
of the showbiz facades constructed to help performers control their narrative. George himself
admitted that at times when he missed shows, an agent or manager would suggest claiming
illness. More than once, Jones responded, “Tell ’em I was drunk!” Nonetheless, he was in many
ways impossible to fully know or understand, a condition rooted in the Big Thicket area of East
Texas where he grew up. Thicket men literally beat their own trails, to hell with what anyone
thought.There was, however, another equally important part of that narrative. Jones’s life and
music are inseparable. The music often triumphed even during his worst personal moments. His
evolution from twangy imitator to distinctive new voice, from influential vocalist to master of his
craft, is as important as his personal failings. Exploring that musical side—how he found songs
and recorded them; the perspectives of the public, those involved in creating his records, and
Jones himself—is pivotal to understanding the story.I’ve attempted to take the long view,
examining not only his life and the events that shaped him from start to present, but
simultaneously exploring his immense musical legacy, all in a clear chronological context. I’ve
examined how he was perceived by the media of the times and spoken to people who knew him
well and saw him at his best and worst on the road, at home, and in the studio. Like any other
prolific artist, he recorded gems and throwaways, and noting a lapse is not denigrating an entire
career.I hope that if I’ve achieved anything, I’ve chronicled and explored his life and art and
taken a step or two toward defining his pivotal place in country music history—and, more
important, his stature in American popular music and culture.There was and will be only one
George Jones. His life is part of the American fabric. Even so, it’s the voice—always the voice—
that has defined that life for posterity.PROLOGUEGrand Ole Opry House, Nashville,
TennesseeOctober 12, 1981October 12, 1981Would he or wouldn’t he show up?That was the
overriding question the night of the annual Country Music Association Awards, set to be a
second triumphal year for George Jones. Though he was considered the greatest living country
singer by both fans and the music industry, nearly three decades of self-destructive alcoholism,
a trait inherited from his daddy, had taken a personal and professional toll, earning him a
reputation for unreliability and the derisive nickname “No Show Jones.” His more recently
acquired taste for cocaine had left behind a growing trail of missed concerts, angry fans,



incoherent performances, arrests, multiple lawsuits, and growing debt, much of it from endless
purchases of vehicles and homes he couldn’t afford. The media who began following him during
his turbulent six-year marriage to fellow star Tammy Wynette continued to chronicle a seemingly
endless stream of legal issues, incidents, arrests, and failure to appear at concerts. Those who
knew the simple, decent, and painfully humble man beneath it all feared the worst.Through it all,
the one thing that endured—and kept the vast majority of fans and fellow performers in his corner
—was the music. The previous year, George was honored for a hit single he didn’t even want to
record, one that took his producer, Billy Sherrill, nearly three years to cobble together, starting
with multiple rewrites on the song itself. “He Stopped Loving Her Today” was the sorrowful tale of
a man whose obsessive love for a woman ended only with his death.The record was a bolt from
the blue, a moving, jarring reminder of the raw power of traditional country in an era dominated
by lushly orchestrated “countrypolitan” hits by Kenny Rogers, T.G. Sheppard, and Dolly Parton
and the outlaw sound of Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings. It summarized the raw, emotive,
and searing vocal passion and interpretive genius on which Jones’s reputation stood for nearly a
quarter century. His performance packed such a visceral wallop that one knew, even on first
hearing, that the song would endure as an example of what country music, freed of any showbiz
facades, was always supposed to—expected to—embody. A year before, the CMA had honored
“He Stopped Loving Her Today” as Song of the Year, and George as Male Vocalist of the Year.
Unbelievably, it was his first CMA Award in that category. This year, he was up for his second
Male Vocalist award. The public, even those beyond the country audience, were well aware of
the travails of George Jones.Tonight, Rick Blackburn, vice president and general manager of
CBS Records in Nashville, parent to George’s label, Epic Records, hoped for the best. After all,
he’d been telling everyone who’d listen that George had turned things around. The Associated
Press had recently run a story brimming with hope, George declaring that after the bad times,
he’d turned a corner.The truth was quite the opposite. George was to be at the Opry House, site
of the broadcast, at 7:30 central time. He’d sing “He Stopped Loving Her Today” onstage and
join Barbara Mandrell, the show’s cohost, on her recent hit “I Was Country When Country Wasn’t
Cool.” He’d added a brief vocal contribution on her recording. They were longtime friends.
Mandrell first toured with him when she was a thirteen-year-old singer and pedal steel guitarist.
This year, she was nominated for the CMA’s top honor: its Entertainer of the Year
Award.George’s handlers, Blackburn and his latest manager, Alabama-based Gerald Murray,
had ample hurdles just getting him fit to appear. He’d drained most of a fifth of whiskey and,
totally out of it, was ready to battle, a stance he often assumed when he was drunk. They ran the
kicking, cursing star through cold showers, pumped him full of coffee, and got him dressed, to a
car, and to the Opry House. Even in a fancy brocaded show outfit, he looked raw and dissolute,
at least twenty years older than his fifty years. He was flanked in his seat by road manager
Wayne Oliver on one side, Murray on the other. Hostile toward his girlfriend, Linda Welborn, he’d
demanded she sit in the balcony. Blackburn had the unenviable task of warning the show’s
producers the star would be in no shape to sing “He Stopped Loving Her Today.” The TV folks



were not happy, and had to do some quick shuffling.The show began running through awards
and performers until Rosanne Cash, clad in a country-girl getup that didn’t reflect her more
cutting-edge musical style and joined by fellow singer Gail Davies, read the Male Vocalist
nominees: George, Ronnie Milsap, Willie Nelson, Kenny Rogers, and Don Williams. When
George’s name was announced as the winner, he strode unsteadily up the aisle, shaking a few
hands along the way. When he got there, he embraced Cash and Davies, accepted the award
from a tall blonde, and then, blinded by the stage lights and totally looped, walked toward the
mike. Looking out from the podium, he could recognize only fellow performers and friends:
singer Johnnie Wright and his wife, Kitty Wells, who’d opened the door for female country artists
with her 1952 hit “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels.”“Well, I’m one of the Jones
Boys, and I just wanna say one thing.” He momentarily stared at the artillery-shell-shaped award.
“Well, I’m very proud. I still love Johnnie Wright and Kitty Wells.” He pointed toward the crowd,
then continued, “Thank you very much. We love country music and it’s ’bout time it got back to
Nashville!”There was nothing to do but continue. Mandrell, who’d been through two wardrobe
changes, came out to sing “I Was Country” prior to the Entertainer Award announcement. A
cameraman stood in the aisle next to George’s seat in the audience. It was precisely what
George, knowing he couldn’t pull anything off, had feared. “Whatever you do,” he’d grumbled to
Murray, “don’t you let her come down here and try to get me to sing that part.” During a guitar
break, she called, “Are you out there, George? You are there! Come on up here,
George!”Someone slipped George a hand mike. He looked toward the stage, smiled, made a
noise, then, pointing to his throat, silently begged off.Mandrell wasn’t having it. “I’ll come get ya!”
she amiably hollered from the stage.As she went into the next verse, she floated down the steps
to the aisle.George, still smiling, growled to Murray, “I told you!”With a microphone cord that had
only so much line, she implored, “Meet me halfway, George!” He fumbled down the aisle and
behind his smile had totally forgotten the two lines he sang on the record.Cueing off Mandrell, he
barely sang the lines “country . . . from my hat down to my boots.” Trying to save the moment,
Mandrell remarked, “I love the way you do that.”“That’s country!” he quipped unsteadily.He tried
but could barely squeak out the tag line “I was country when country wasn’t cool” before pecking
Mandrell on the cheek and the lips. As he walked back to his seat, she exclaimed, “The
greatest . . . George Jones!” as applause swelled.Her decades of stage experience allowed her
to smooth, but not totally save, the moment. Millions of viewers saw the CMA Male Vocalist of
the Year, for the second year in a row, too fucked up to do the thing he did better than nearly
anyone in the world. Those who followed the tabloid coverage of his exploits saw the latest
installment, live, on network TV. Given the steady stream of scandal, even as he made the
greatest music of his career, it was little wonder much of Nashville and many fans concluded that
any day, George would follow his longtime idol, Hank Williams Sr., whom he’d met when he was
eighteen and who died drunk and drugged up in the backseat of his Cadillac, into the
darkness.Grand Ole Opry House, Nashville, TennesseeSeptember 30, 1992September 30,
1992The thick, graying cape of hair was heading toward white, the sideburns shorter. Quite a bit



heavier and clearly healthier, clad in a black western tux, white shirt, and string tie, he stood on
the Opry House stage holding a hand mike and tore into his current single, “I Don’t Need Your
Rockin’ Chair.” Written specifically for him, the churning novelty tune celebrated the legend who,
in the end, had staunchly refused to go gently into anyone’s good night. His voice was huskier,
yet packed the same emotional power as when he recorded “The Window Up Above” in
1960.The record included symbolic cameos by ten of Nashville’s young Turks: Garth Brooks,
whose phenomenal rise marked a clear if controversial generational shift to a more pop-rock
style of country, joined Clint Black and Joe Diffie, both of whom walked a line between modern
and traditional. Neotraditionalists included Alan Jackson, just beginning his own rise to stardom
with a style far closer to George’s; Vince Gill, who first emerged as a force in the mid-1980s; and
Mark Chesnutt, a honky-tonker from George’s home area around Beaumont, Texas. Also
representing the traditionalists, Kentuckian Patty Loveless, who got her start in bluegrass, sang
with Pam Tillis, daughter of veteran singer-writer Mel Tillis, who had shared many wild times on
tour with George. Rounding things out were the R&B-flavored T. Graham Brown and edgy outlaw
Travis Tritt.Steady on his feet, George sang with ease about “not being ready for the junkyard
yet” and feeling “like a new Corvette.” Behind him, the curtain opened wider, and flanking him
were Jackson, Brown, Loveless, Black, Gill, Diffie, and Pam Tillis. With them: Marty Stuart, the
rooster-haired antiquarian who blended a more rocking style with the traditional vintage country
George had staunchly revered since childhood. As the performance ended, Randy Travis,
another neotraditionalist star of the 1980s whom George deeply admired, strode out in a black
fringed jacket, carrying a plaque.“I have the best job in the house tonight,” Travis said as George
bowed his head slightly, deferring to the occasion.“You know there’s nobody sittin’ at home
watchin’ tonight or nobody in this audience that wants to see you retire to your rockin’ chair by
any means, but we do want you to enjoy bein’ the next member of the Country Music Hall of
Fame.”The standing ovation came. George, clearly moved but not tearful, as many other living
inductees had been, reacted with his characteristic blend of awe and modesty.“I don’t believe it!
Greatest thing! Thank you so much,” he said. “I don’t know what to say. Only thing I can say is
that country music has been awful good to me throughout a whole bunch of years, and I’ll tell
you what—I’d just like to thank a few people. I’d like to thank the good Lord above, first of all,
because he made it all possible, surely. And I naturally gotta thank all the fans in the whole wide
world, especially the country music fans. It’s been a great career and I ain’t over it yet and I ain’t
through and I ain’t givin’ it up and I don’t need no rockin’ chair.“But I’ll tell you what. I want to
thank one more person, for makin’ it real possible for me bein’ able to be on this stage tonight to
receive this award. Between her and God, she’s been one of the greatest ladies in the whole
wide world. She saved my life, and I’d just like to acknowledge my wife, Nancy, if you’ll do it.”At
that point Nancy Sepulvado Jones, beaming and tearful, stood to acknowledge the applause—
and collective gratitude. Everyone in the audience and at home knew she was the catalyst, the
long-needed anchor who finally allowed George to learn to love himself enough to control his
urges, to set aside seven years of nearly fatal cocaine abuse. Sticking by him in some of his



worst moments put her at risk as well. Now the coke was gone and the drinking, at long last,
reduced and controlled.“I won a lot of awards, not braggin’, a lot of awards over a period of
years. And each and every one of ’em was fantastic. They made you feel great, they kept you
goin’ and made you try harder and work harder, but this has got to be the greatest one in the
world. It’s made my day. It’s made my whole life. Thank you so much! I love you!”And with a
wave, he and Travis strode offstage. George Glenn Jones, who climbed to stardom from East
Texas poverty, who fell to the depths and then some, had risen in utter triumph, having overcome
demons that destroyed many friends and musical heroes.HE WAS A COMMON MAN GRACED
WITH AN UNCOMMON TALENT. DURING HIS life, he was considered by peers and fans to be
the greatest living country singer. In death he remains, to many, the greatest country singer of all
time.His expressive vocal style earned him laudatory nicknames like the “Rolls-Royce of
Country Singers.” His admirers included two masters of American song, Frank Sinatra and Tony
Bennett. It’s easy to see why. Jones’s deeply emotional singing makes him a transcendent figure
in American music, one who influenced and continues to inspire generations of singers. While
he wrote some of his own material, Jones was above all a master interpreter on a par with
Sinatra, Bing Crosby, Bessie Smith, Johnny Cash, Barbra Streisand, Patsy Cline, Elvis Presley,
Ray Charles, Nat King Cole, and Billie Holiday.Certainly his fan base differed from that of
longtime friends Johnny Cash or Willie Nelson, whose blend of the visceral and cerebral
appealed to broader audiences. Jones was what he was and never made a conscious effort to
broaden his impact and fame beyond his sizable core of fans. Unlike Cash and Haggard, George
didn’t offer social commentary as one of his goals. Waylon and Willie challenged Music Row to
attain creative freedom; Jones, even at his worst, always embraced the Nashville
establishment.Except for a few early day jobs and two years in the marines, singing is all he ever
did. Beginning as a young man mimicking Hank, Acuff, Monroe, and Frizzell, Jones used his
heroes as a footing, a foundation to create a unique, elemental, and chilling vocal presence of
his own. He slowly evolved into a stylist capable of conveying levels of meaning that explored
and defined a lyric at a level even the composer may not have thought possible.The voice was a
raw nerve put to music. Jones reached deeply into a lyric to capture a song’s essence, infusing
the correct amount of emotion (or emotions) into each word. He sang of love and joy, of
spirituality and zany nonsense. Yet above all that was his consummate ability to explore pain,
sorrow, heartbreak, and emotional desolation. Over time, his singing grew more expressive and
compelling, particularly when he channeled his real-life pain into songs, most of them written by
others, that uncannily seemed to echo his state of mind at that moment.He was born into
poverty in a harsh, inhospitable region of East Texas, the youngest of eight children initially
raised in an environment that in many ways hearkened back to nineteenth-century America. His
mother, raised in a devout Christian home, was loving and deeply religious. She taught him
moral values and exposed him to music, specifically the traditional hymns she sang in
backwoods churches. George’s father wrestled with his own demons, stemming from the death
of his eldest daughter when she was eight. Loving and hardworking when sober, sloppy and at



times brutal when drunk, he demanded his talented son sing on command and beat him when
he wouldn’t comply. It remained burned into George’s psyche.That led to a conundrum that
plagued George Jones through much of his life, the two sides of his personality long in conflict:
simple virtue, charity, and empathy on one side; nihilism, self-destruction, and violence on the
other. His talents became both a blessing and a curse. At times, in his harshest moments of
despair, he felt unworthy of his gifts, undeserving of the financial successes and mass acclaim
that came his way. Material comforts and luxuries meant everything and nothing. He would
change cars like many change socks or shoes. He’d purchase high-end items such as boats,
and then, often while drunk, sell them for a fraction of what they’d cost him.His failures were as
spectacular as his triumphs. Jones was married four times and had one common-law
relationship. He had four children and was, for the most part, a colossal bust as a father. He
could be a loving parent when he was present but for the most part functioned as an absentee
father, either because of domestic problems or, barring that, his endless touring schedule.
Sometimes on tour he simply vanished, failing to appear for contracted performances. That
could have undermined his career. Instead it became part of the mythology surrounding him,
along with the famous tale of him traveling to and from a Texas liquor store on a riding lawn
mower.While his exploits weren’t initially covered in the mainstream media, that changed after
his 1969 marriage to Tammy Wynette, the hot female country star of the moment. She arrived in
an era when women were just beginning to carve significant niches in the country field. “George
’n’ Tammy” became one word to many fans. Their joint tours, hit duets, regular battles,
separations, and reunions became fodder not only for the tabloids but for their record company,
who produced and released songs, both duets and solo performances, that seemed to reflect
the current status of their marriage. Their 1975 divorce didn’t allow Jones to escape media
scrutiny. His personal life and his finances spun out of control, pushing him further into the
spotlight. Cocaine joined the bottle as a primary intoxicant. His tours often came unglued when
he went on a bender or appeared at a show too dissolute to sing a word. Gentle and good-
humored when sober, his irresponsibility and occasional violence when out of control only
added to his mystique. As his stature grew, his substance abuse constantly jeopardized his
vocal abilities, which miraculously survived the worst of his excesses for many years.Those
feelings of inferiority and occasional self-loathing remained. When he overcame his fears playing
for an audience of hippies and his core blue-collar fans at a 1976 gathering, he was triumphant.
Offered a prestigious showcase booking in New York a year later, he agreed, only to flee before
he could be flown there, convinced he was unworthy and uncomfortable with the notion of
performing for the celebrities and media stars invited to hear him. At his lowest, mentally and
physically, in an era before rehab became respectable, even commitments to hospitals didn’t
help. Consequently, few expected him to live long. Yet amid that dark time, he emerged with the
song destined to stand among his many triumphs as his definitive statement: “He Stopped
Loving Her Today.”Jones’s death spiral seemed fixed when he met Nancy Sepulvado in 1981.
Their relationship heralded a new beginning, though his turnaround wasn’t immediate. With no



background in music, this simple, blue-collar woman fell in love with the man, not the star. She’d
endure his worst, be an innocent bystander at incidents including a cocaine arrest that would
likely end the career of any other country singer. Slowly, particularly after the couple moved back
to his home territory of East Texas, where he had family, Jones realized he had a true partner,
the support he hadn’t had or taken advantage of in the past. The couple married, and by the
early 1980s he began to gain an equilibrium he hadn’t had before. The cocaine vanished; the
drinking continued, but he had greater control over his intake, enabling him to largely avoid the
binges. There were backslides, including a near-fatal 1999 vehicle accident near his Franklin,
Tennessee, home. Nonetheless, a man many expected would die in his late forties or early fifties
endured and flourished for three more decades. He lived to enjoy—and gracefully accept—a
stream of honors including his 1992 induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame, his 2003
National Medal of the Arts, and the 2008 Kennedy Center Honors.Even these more sanguine
years had bittersweet moments. George’s fans and peers continued to revere him, but the
passage of time diminished his once-routine successes on records as younger generations of
singers, some inspired by him, began to dominate the music. Decades of heavy smoking eroded
the respiratory system that regulates every vocalist’s skills and power. Singing that was once
effortless, even in his darker periods, gradually became more difficult. Yet he persevered until his
Final Grand Tour, conceived to conclude with his retirement. He died in 2013, clear of mind, fully
aware the end was approaching.All of this history fuels a cumulative perception that George
Jones is defined by wildness, drinking binges, fistfights on the road, and endless tales of bad
behavior that took place around Nashville, northern Alabama, and every other place where he
traveled or performed. Documented stories and legends are told, retold, and explored. And that
is a vital part of the story. His domestic issues, cavalier irresponsibility with money, and inability
to meet commitments or his responsibilities are all essential to the narrative, vital to
understanding his simple yet complex makeup. Much of his life was an open book, free of many
of the showbiz facades constructed to help performers control their narrative. George himself
admitted that at times when he missed shows, an agent or manager would suggest claiming
illness. More than once, Jones responded, “Tell ’em I was drunk!” Nonetheless, he was in many
ways impossible to fully know or understand, a condition rooted in the Big Thicket area of East
Texas where he grew up. Thicket men literally beat their own trails, to hell with what anyone
thought.There was, however, another equally important part of that narrative. Jones’s life and
music are inseparable. The music often triumphed even during his worst personal moments. His
evolution from twangy imitator to distinctive new voice, from influential vocalist to master of his
craft, is as important as his personal failings. Exploring that musical side—how he found songs
and recorded them; the perspectives of the public, those involved in creating his records, and
Jones himself—is pivotal to understanding the story.I’ve attempted to take the long view,
examining not only his life and the events that shaped him from start to present, but
simultaneously exploring his immense musical legacy, all in a clear chronological context. I’ve
examined how he was perceived by the media of the times and spoken to people who knew him



well and saw him at his best and worst on the road, at home, and in the studio. Like any other
prolific artist, he recorded gems and throwaways, and noting a lapse is not denigrating an entire
career.I hope that if I’ve achieved anything, I’ve chronicled and explored his life and art and
taken a step or two toward defining his pivotal place in country music history—and, more
important, his stature in American popular music and culture.There was and will be only one
George Jones. His life is part of the American fabric. Even so, it’s the voice—always the voice—
that has defined that life for posterity.CHAPTER 11931–1953It’s a story that persists today: the
Ghost Light of Bragg Road, built on an old railroad line in the Big Thicket near Saratoga, Texas.
No one seems sure if it’s swamp gas, car headlights, a dead railroad worker’s ghost carrying a
light, or what, but Bragg Road to this day has the nickname “Ghost Road.”The legend is
understandable. The Thicket, in southeast Texas, was a huge and forbidding region of piney
woods, bayous, swamps, and backwoods, more like Louisiana than the Texas prairie. It stood out
against the largely flat and arid background of the Lone Star State. Remote and untamed, it
dominated five rural counties at its largest and covered between two and three million acres. The
Brazos River bordered it on the west, the Sabine River on the east. The town of Nacogdoches
marked the northern border. It once ran south until not far from the Gulf Coast.Nature, not man,
held the cards. Dense woods and wild creatures within the Thicket made it a sort of terrestrial
black hole, a place that explorers and even Native Americans largely avoided due to the
potential for entering and never exiting. The area has seven types of hickory trees, according to
a Department of the Interior survey, not to mention multiple types of oak and cypress. A similar
diversity applies to the vines and shrubs there. At one time, the Thicket had junglelike wildlife in
its midst: coyotes, wolves, bears, ocelots along with bobcats and foxes. Alligators, turtles, snakes
—some of them lethal—and lizards were abundant.Inevitably, civilization intruded. Nineteenth-
century outlaws on the lam from some other part of the country began settling there in part
because of the isolation. Confederate deserters arrived during the Civil War. They faced a
difficult life in the Thicket, which wasn’t the optimal place to plant crops and was highly
vulnerable to flooding. Settlers had to be resourceful just to stay alive. When lumber companies
saw vast, seemingly endless acres to be harvested in the 1880s, the region began attracting
workers willing to cut down the trees.The Thicket developed its own unwritten code, where laws
mattered less than a rugged libertarianism. People left others alone unless their space or rights
were being violated. For those who got in someone else’s way, the resolution was often swift and
violent. Husbands were expected to provide for their families, wives were to handle domestic
chores and accept whatever the husband dished out. Breadwinners who did not provide
adequately were considered unsavory. Racism and violence against minorities were part of
everyday life, one reason many African Americans and Latinos avoided the area. Just as
violence, domestic and otherwise, was common, drinking was part of the austere lifestyle, the
booze largely homemade. Gunplay, not surprisingly, was also part of everyday life, whether
aimed at a bear or at somebody who provoked a fight or stole something from someone else.
The region became a hotbed of Christian fundamentalism delivered in primitive, ramshackle



churches matching equally primitive, ramshackle houses built of logs and wood.J.F. Cotton, who
settled in one area of the Thicket, discovered a mineral spring there before the Civil War and
later found oil beneath the ground. He did little with it at the time, but in the 1880s, businessmen
began promoting the springs to attract people seeking their therapeutic value. A hotel was
constructed there and the growing community dubbed Saratoga, named for upstate New York’s
Saratoga Springs. The government opened a Saratoga post office in 1884. After Spindletop, the
first major oil field in Texas, was discovered south of the Thicket, in Beaumont, in 1901, the
region became open to exploration, including the Thicket itself and the area around Saratoga.
Other settlements grew, including Kountze, Thicket, and Sour Lake. The oil fields did in the
springs, and the Gulf, Colorado and Santa Fe Railroad ran a branch into Saratoga to service the
lumber and oil activities.The town was laid out with three sections reflecting the community’s
phases of growth. Old Town was adjacent to the site of the springs; New Saratoga adjoined the
oil fields that came next. Depot Town sat near the railroad station. By the time of the Depression,
however, the oil fields were largely tapped out and the lumber industry had drastically
diminished the Thicket. A 1936 survey found it covered no more than a million acres.
Conservationists viewed it as a laboratory for biodiversity worth preserving before it
disappeared, an effort that increased after World War II. To protect what remained, President
Gerald Ford signed legislation creating the Big Thicket National Preserve, administered by the
National Park Service, in 1974.George Washington Jones had Alabama roots. His ancestors
had left there for Texas in the first half of the nineteenth century. Frank Jones, his grandfather,
had been a Confederate officer whose son, David Raleigh Jones, born in Nacogdoches in 1872,
married Mississippi native Mary Elizabeth Farris, a tough, volatile woman who enjoyed a drink or
two and whose family had a reputation for hard living. The couple had separated by the time of
George Washington Jones’s birth in Lufkin, Texas, on January 10, 1895. Living with his mother
and her family, he grew into a tall, strong man who enjoyed the bottle, played the harmonica, and
danced, but also possessed a powerful work ethic that never left him.Clara Patterson’s
ancestors also hailed from out of state. Her mother, Martha, was born in Mississippi before her
family moved west and settled in the Thicket. Her Florida-born father, Jepton Littleton Patterson,
known as Uncle Litt, was a deeply religious farmer. He not only imparted his fundamentalist
spirituality to his fourteen children—twelve daughters and two sons—he also constructed a
church on his property. Clara, the couple’s seventh child, was born in Nona, Texas, on March 10,
1896. Her love of family and religion were seamless. As she matured, she became a fine singer
and formidable organist, the last young woman one would think would fall for someone like
George Washington Jones.When they met in the tiny settlement of Thicket, Texas, northwest of
Saratoga, each found much to like about the other, leading to a move totally out of character for
Clara. The couple secretly married on August 14, 1915. Clara’s father, well aware that his new
son-in-law was part of the rowdy Farris clan, was not happy. The couple settled in the Thicket,
moving from rented house to rented house through the region over the next twenty-five years.
They both realized mere survival required backbreaking labor in the thick, hot, piney woods and



taking whatever work could be found.The census of 1920 revealed George Washington Jones,
twenty-four, and Clara Patterson Jones, twenty-three, renting a home in Hardin County, in the
middle of the Thicket. They had one child, Ethel, born in 1918. George’s listed occupation was
“teamster,” connected to the local logging industry. The couple and their expanding family
scraped out a living through sheer determination. George did whatever he could to provide for
the family, delivering and selling ice and whatever else brought in money. When the oil fields
tapped out, his specialty became carving and shaping the wooden slats, or staves, that make up
barrels. He didn’t come about the lumber honestly, raiding the nearby forests for the right wood.
They grew their own food, and Clara’s frontier-era approach made use of everything she had
available. When a hog was butchered, she combined the fat with lye to make soap for a family
that was growing fast.Herman, their first son, was born in 1921, followed by Helen in 1922 and
two consecutive sets of twin daughters, Joyce and Loyce in 1925 and, in 1928, Doris and Ruth.
Dr. Alfred William Roark, who had an office in back of a local drugstore in the area, was one of
the few physicians around. He often used a bicycle to maneuver through the backwoods.
Delivering babies was common for Roark, who’d delivered Ethel and knew the Jones family well.
When he required help in emergencies, he often summoned George Washington Jones, who
developed a skill for tending to wounds and setting broken bones that made him a sort of
primitive EMT or physician’s assistant.Ethel, the firstborn, was special to her father, who doted
on her within the couple’s limited means. When she became ill in 1926, George and Clara tried
to take care of her. A hospital might have helped, but the money wasn’t there, and George’s
Thicketeer nature led him to refuse any charity. Dr. Roark did what he could, but it wasn’t
enough. Ethel died February 28, 1926. Her shattered parents buried her at Felps Cemetery,
northwest of Saratoga. Clara’s deep religious faith helped her cope with the overwhelming grief,
but for George Washington Jones, the loss of his first and favorite child forever changed him. He
could dull the pain by plunging into the hard work required to support his family. When work
ended, after the next week’s groceries were purchased, he began to anesthetize the pain with
regular drinking binges that led to alarming personality changes. He became boisterous,
belligerent, and even verbally or physically abusive.The 1930 census showed thirty-five-year-old
George and thirty-three-year-old Clara residing in a house near Saratoga with an estimated
value of $150. While the census taker mistakenly listed his trade as “stove maker,” the form
correctly categorized the job as part of the “timber” industry, whose trees he was poaching for
the wood. The children were Herman, Helen, “Jocee” (Joyce), “Lous” (Loyce), “Doriss” (Doris),
and Ruth. Clara’s occupation was “housewife.” In early 1931, she was again pregnant. Dr. Roark
was present to deliver the eighth and final Jones child on September 12, 1931. George W took
the kids to a nearby home while Dr. Roark saw to Clara and delivered her twelve-pound son,
heavy enough that the physician accidentally dropped him, breaking his arm. Telling the kids
they had a new baby brother, George Washington Jones brought his brood home to find the
infant’s fracture had already been set. The couple named him George Glenn Jones, but to the
family, and everyone else in the vicinity, he was Glenn, a name that stuck to him into adulthood.



Clara rarely called him anything else.She doted on her youngest son, as did his sisters. On
Sundays she took them to nearby church meetings. Clara noticed he seemed responsive to
music, sometimes hymns, or the old folk tune “Billy Boy,” which she often sang to him at home.
He eventually began trying to sing himself, and his uncanny ability to remember a melody and
even sing it back impressed many. Clara kept him constantly by her side, as if something
catastrophic might happen. But she couldn’t always keep her eyes on him. Sometimes the baby,
who had little use for clothes, would run buck naked to neighbors, grinning all the way. As he
entered his toddler phase, more folks noticed Glenn’s clear, strong voice in church, a source of
pride to Clara, Herman, and the girls. Music became a respite from hard work, and when George
Washington Jones was in a good humor, he sometimes pulled out his harmonica and played as
Clara happily led their children in singing hymns. Later, when the family acquired a wind-up
record player, Glenn found joy in the primitive mountain songs of the Carter Family.Within a year
of Glenn’s birth, the family relocated to a house in the Depot Town area. Like others in the
Thicket, they existed much like nineteenth-century pioneers. The family often lived on gravy and
bread and whatever vegetables were available. They took baths in washtubs. When Dr. Roark
wasn’t needed, Clara treated common ailments with home remedies. Toys had a different
connotation around the Thicket than they did in more affluent areas. On Christmas, any
playthings the Jones children received were tiny and few. When Glenn was old enough to handle
a chore, he was assigned the job of loading the iron stove with wood chopped for that purpose.
The first time he tried, anxious to do well, he overloaded it, the intense heat nearly ruining the
stove before it had to be doused with water. As he grew, the boy, unaccustomed to any other life,
had little idea of his poverty, like many other Thicketeers. Shy but friendly, he loved solitude and
often walked deep into the woods to daydream or sing songs at the top of his lungs.Still haunted
by Ethel’s death, George Washington Jones remained sober and evenhanded when he worked.
It’s difficult to dismiss the enormous pressures on him to provide for his family. Making staves
became impossible when timber companies who owned the forests posted private guards to
stop anyone—by whatever means necessary—from filching lumber for any purpose. With
Prohibition repealed, the always resourceful Jones, fully aware he lived in a dry area, found a
new vocation: brewing and selling moonshine and beer.CLARA PASSED HER STRONG
MORAL CODE, ROOTED IN THE TEN COMMANDMENTS, to her children and expected them
to follow it to the letter. Glenn once ran afoul of that rule when he stole a pocketknife from a
neighbor’s home. When the neighbor told Clara, Glenn admitted the theft, produced the knife,
and got a whipping for his trouble, one he knew he deserved. Clara’s simple Christian values
and belief in charity became a lifelong touchstone for her son, who would help others without
hesitation, often without being asked.The problem came with the undeserved violence the family
suffered at the hands of their patriarch.George W’s taste for alcohol wrought immense
psychological havoc and physical abuse on the family he worked so diligently to support. It
became a ritual. He’d frequently stumble home drunk in the middle of the night, tearing up the
house and waking the kids to demand they sing for him, using his belt on any who balked. Glenn



and Doris were often singled out. Well aware of his youngest son’s singing talents, George W
increasingly focused on Glenn. When they could, Helen and her sisters helped their little brother
sneak out an open window. Clara was not silent. Her husband’s drinking offended her
sensibilities, and she railed at him about it. For her trouble, she found herself in his line of fire,
beaten and battered around.For George Glenn, it was a paradox: being coerced to do the one
thing he loved doing more than anything else—singing—or face a belt whipping. It became one
of a number of deep scars that led to depression, conflicts, and feelings of worthlessness that
didn’t fade as he grew into adulthood. As he became one of the great singers of his time,
beloved by fans and admired by peers, his shyness remained, aggravated by a gnawing sense
he was somehow undeserving—particularly when he drank. Given what he endured in his youth,
he would identify with the underdog his entire life.George W was not always so irresponsible. He
acquired a Zenith battery radio in the late 1930s that allowed the family to sample the wider
world beyond Saratoga. Glenn, not surprisingly, gravitated to music on various stations in
Beaumont and to the east in Louisiana. But it was the Grand Ole Opry, heard from Nashville on
WSM’s fifty-thousand-watt clear-channel signal, that truly captivated him. The Opry began in
1925 as the WSM Barn Dance, conceived by ex-Memphis newspaperman-turned-announcer
George Dewey Hay, formerly an announcer on the country’s first such rural-oriented radio show:
Chicago’s National Barn Dance on WLS. In Nashville, he created a specific, rural-South concept
for the program that contrasted with the Barn Dance’s broader musical content. The early Opry
presented performers from middle Tennessee. Many were string bands like the Gully Jumpers;
among the solo performers were fiddler Uncle Jimmy Thompson, black harmonica virtuoso
DeFord Bailey, and rollicking elderly singer and banjo strummer Uncle Dave Macon. With the
powerful WSM signal, the Opry’s popularity expanded nationwide throughout the 1930s.Glenn
found two new musical heroes on the Opry. One was Roy Acuff. An east Tennessee singer and
fiddler, the onetime baseball player turned medicine-show performer had developed a powerful
singing voice performing at venues that often lacked microphones. He’d worked around
Knoxville since 1934. A 1938 guest performance on the Opry led WSM to invite the thirty-five-
year-old singer and his band to join the show that year. Acuff quickly became the Opry’s
preeminent personality. Propelled to national stardom, he and his Smoky Mountain Boys had an
unforgettable dynamic: his fiddling and rough-edged, deeply emotional vocals were
accompanied by a raw, traditional string ensemble. Mixing secular numbers like his signature
song “Wabash Cannonball” with gospel favorites like “The Great Speckled Bird” earned him a
huge following across the country.The Opry welcomed Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass Boys in
1939. Monroe, a singer-mandolinist from Rosine, Kentucky, had already achieved considerable
success with his guitarist brother Charlie as the Monroe Brothers, a close-harmony vocal duet.
When the brothers parted ways, Bill devised a new, dynamic approach to string-band music with
his group, centered around a strong backbeat, intense high-harmony vocals, aggressive fiddle
solos, and his own fiery mandolin playing. Glenn was captivated by the fervor in Acuff’s voice
and by both Monroe’s eerie high tenor vocals and the Blue Grass Boys’ sound, tighter than that



of Acuff’s musicians. If things were calm on Saturday nights, Glenn would crawl into bed next to
his parents to listen, asking them, if he dozed off, to wake him if Acuff or Monroe came on. Soon
he had fantasies about his own Opry stardom, telling anyone who would listen about this
seemingly impossible goal.Sixteen-year-old Helen departed the Jones household in the fall of
1938. She’d met twenty-year-old Wayvard Thomas “Dub” Scroggins, a farmer from Kerens,
Texas, northwest of the Thicket and not far from Dallas. He knew about old man Jones and his
abuse and when he beat Helen yet again, an infuriated Dub solved the problem by marrying her
in Saratoga on October 21, 1938. The couple, who would have five kids of their own, would
remain a positive touchstone in George Glenn’s turbulent life. Known for ingenuity and earthy
common sense, Dub became a lifelong hero to George.GLENN’S LIFE WAS NOT ALL HYMNS,
THE OPRY, AND BEATINGS. HE BECAME A rambunctious kid who developed a sly, ornery
sense of humor he carried into adulthood. His older brother Herman and his wife, Evalina, lived
nearby; when her husband was away, Evalina, fearing the hobos who roamed the area, rapping
on doors begging for money and food, kept their screen door latched. Knowing this, Glenn would
tease her by rattling the door and uttering hobolike requests. Sober or drunk, he played similar
tricks on family and friends for decades, and some of his fellow country stars weren’t exempt
from them.The Joneses departed Saratoga in 1940 for the larger Thicket town of Kountze
(pronounced Koontz), northeast of Saratoga. It had a railroad stop that gave the family greater
freedom to travel. They could take a train to visit Beaumont, the port city built around oil
development, shipping, and shipbuilding connected to the Gulf of Mexico by a large ship
channel. Clara found the First Gospel Tabernacle in Kountze, pastored by the Pentecostal
evangelical team of Wilbertine Burl Stephen, known as Brother Burl, and his singing, guitar-
playing wife, Annie Pharris Stephen, known as Sister Annie, who also taught Sunday
school.LITTLE GLENN’S ABILITY TO REAR BACK AND INFUSE OLD HYMNS WITH
FEELING led the Stephens to take him, with his parents’ approval, along to revival meetings they
held throughout the area, at Kountze’s H&H Store, and in other nearby hamlets and larger towns.
After Burl did the preaching, Annie would sing hymns Glenn already knew, such as “Canaan’s
Land” and “Farther Along.” Since he knew how to drive his daddy’s used vehicles, Glenn wound
up educating Burl on the niceties of driving and gear shifting. Singing with Burl and Annie in
various settings became basic training for Glenn. It instilled in him the fundamentals of how to
project and reach an audience in ways his casual singing or the old man’s command
performances never could.Glenn had a respite from his family for a couple summers when he
visited Helen and Dub’s farm, joined by Ruth and Doris the second year. The Jones family’s days
in the area of the Thicket, however, came to an end for an entirely different reason: the Japanese
attack on the United States Navy base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.For impoverished
laborers throughout the South still struggling to recover from the Depression, the war offered an
escape from poverty. In Texas, Gulf Coast shipyards, gearing up to produce new vessels for the
war effort, needed laborers, skilled and otherwise. Though many Texans headed west to
California, opportunities nearer home were abundant. The Joneses moved to Beaumont, where,



at the venerable Pennsylvania Shipyard, George W found employment that was more secure
and lucrative than any jobs he’d done in the Thicket. Formerly the Beaumont Shipping and
Drydock Company, it had turned out ships for World War I. The influx of defense workers and
their families led to a housing shortage and culture shock for the city as Beaumont’s population
quickly rose from 59,000 to 80,000. Around the country, the federal government began building
public housing for the newcomers and their families. Beaumont’s huge six-hundred-unit
Multimax Village was one such project, created by the Federal Works Agency. While stark and
utilitarian, the government-subsidized Multimax apartments had running water and electricity,
new amenities to some who settled there.At some point in 1942, George W and Clara took
Glenn to Jefferson Music, where his daddy bought him a sunburst Gene Autry cowboy guitar.
Glenn later put his name on the back of the instrument as “George Jones,” noting his age as
eleven. Glenn needed some guidance on playing it, and a better guitar instructor was just a train
ride away: Sister Annie. She taught him some basic chords on one of his return trips to Kountze.
When he returned for his next visit, she discovered he’d mastered everything she’d taught him
and even expanded on it. Glenn had a small library of tunes in his head along with all those
ancient hymns. He could sing Acuff or Bill Monroe songs and a myriad of other country songs he
heard on the radio. One day, he wandered into downtown Beaumont with his guitar and began
singing in front of a penny arcade on Pearl Street. Soon coins were flying into a cup someone
put on the ground. When he quit singing two hours later he had twenty-four dollars, a princely
sum for an eleven-year-old. He promptly blew it on a meal and in the arcade, but he realized the
potential. He continued singing downtown and later set up a shoeshine stand, singing when he
wasn’t polishing footwear.A kid singing country songs and hymns on the streets was a tranquility
Beaumont needed by 1943. The massive and rapid population boom had led to problems.
Multimax could not handle all the newcomers, and soon poor whites who’d arrived from rural
areas found themselves in a situation they considered unpalatable: coexisting closer to blacks
than they ever had in the past. That tension culminated in June when a white woman declared
she’d been raped by a black man. The incident sparked rioting, with whites rampaging through
black neighborhoods until all available lawmen, the Texas Rangers and the Texas State Guard
among them, were brought in to restore order. For one day, June 19, A. M. Aikin, the acting
governor of Texas, imposed martial law in Beaumont.CHAPTER 11931–1953It’s a story that
persists today: the Ghost Light of Bragg Road, built on an old railroad line in the Big Thicket near
Saratoga, Texas. No one seems sure if it’s swamp gas, car headlights, a dead railroad worker’s
ghost carrying a light, or what, but Bragg Road to this day has the nickname “Ghost Road.”The
legend is understandable. The Thicket, in southeast Texas, was a huge and forbidding region of
piney woods, bayous, swamps, and backwoods, more like Louisiana than the Texas prairie. It
stood out against the largely flat and arid background of the Lone Star State. Remote and
untamed, it dominated five rural counties at its largest and covered between two and three
million acres. The Brazos River bordered it on the west, the Sabine River on the east. The town
of Nacogdoches marked the northern border. It once ran south until not far from the Gulf



Coast.Nature, not man, held the cards. Dense woods and wild creatures within the Thicket made
it a sort of terrestrial black hole, a place that explorers and even Native Americans largely
avoided due to the potential for entering and never exiting. The area has seven types of hickory
trees, according to a Department of the Interior survey, not to mention multiple types of oak and
cypress. A similar diversity applies to the vines and shrubs there. At one time, the Thicket had
junglelike wildlife in its midst: coyotes, wolves, bears, ocelots along with bobcats and foxes.
Alligators, turtles, snakes—some of them lethal—and lizards were abundant.Inevitably,
civilization intruded. Nineteenth-century outlaws on the lam from some other part of the country
began settling there in part because of the isolation. Confederate deserters arrived during the
Civil War. They faced a difficult life in the Thicket, which wasn’t the optimal place to plant crops
and was highly vulnerable to flooding. Settlers had to be resourceful just to stay alive. When
lumber companies saw vast, seemingly endless acres to be harvested in the 1880s, the region
began attracting workers willing to cut down the trees.The Thicket developed its own unwritten
code, where laws mattered less than a rugged libertarianism. People left others alone unless
their space or rights were being violated. For those who got in someone else’s way, the
resolution was often swift and violent. Husbands were expected to provide for their families,
wives were to handle domestic chores and accept whatever the husband dished out.
Breadwinners who did not provide adequately were considered unsavory. Racism and violence
against minorities were part of everyday life, one reason many African Americans and Latinos
avoided the area. Just as violence, domestic and otherwise, was common, drinking was part of
the austere lifestyle, the booze largely homemade. Gunplay, not surprisingly, was also part of
everyday life, whether aimed at a bear or at somebody who provoked a fight or stole something
from someone else. The region became a hotbed of Christian fundamentalism delivered in
primitive, ramshackle churches matching equally primitive, ramshackle houses built of logs and
wood.J.F. Cotton, who settled in one area of the Thicket, discovered a mineral spring there
before the Civil War and later found oil beneath the ground. He did little with it at the time, but in
the 1880s, businessmen began promoting the springs to attract people seeking their therapeutic
value. A hotel was constructed there and the growing community dubbed Saratoga, named for
upstate New York’s Saratoga Springs. The government opened a Saratoga post office in 1884.
After Spindletop, the first major oil field in Texas, was discovered south of the Thicket, in
Beaumont, in 1901, the region became open to exploration, including the Thicket itself and the
area around Saratoga. Other settlements grew, including Kountze, Thicket, and Sour Lake. The
oil fields did in the springs, and the Gulf, Colorado and Santa Fe Railroad ran a branch into
Saratoga to service the lumber and oil activities.The town was laid out with three sections
reflecting the community’s phases of growth. Old Town was adjacent to the site of the springs;
New Saratoga adjoined the oil fields that came next. Depot Town sat near the railroad station. By
the time of the Depression, however, the oil fields were largely tapped out and the lumber
industry had drastically diminished the Thicket. A 1936 survey found it covered no more than a
million acres. Conservationists viewed it as a laboratory for biodiversity worth preserving before



it disappeared, an effort that increased after World War II. To protect what remained, President
Gerald Ford signed legislation creating the Big Thicket National Preserve, administered by the
National Park Service, in 1974.George Washington Jones had Alabama roots. His ancestors
had left there for Texas in the first half of the nineteenth century. Frank Jones, his grandfather,
had been a Confederate officer whose son, David Raleigh Jones, born in Nacogdoches in 1872,
married Mississippi native Mary Elizabeth Farris, a tough, volatile woman who enjoyed a drink or
two and whose family had a reputation for hard living. The couple had separated by the time of
George Washington Jones’s birth in Lufkin, Texas, on January 10, 1895. Living with his mother
and her family, he grew into a tall, strong man who enjoyed the bottle, played the harmonica, and
danced, but also possessed a powerful work ethic that never left him.Clara Patterson’s
ancestors also hailed from out of state. Her mother, Martha, was born in Mississippi before her
family moved west and settled in the Thicket. Her Florida-born father, Jepton Littleton Patterson,
known as Uncle Litt, was a deeply religious farmer. He not only imparted his fundamentalist
spirituality to his fourteen children—twelve daughters and two sons—he also constructed a
church on his property. Clara, the couple’s seventh child, was born in Nona, Texas, on March 10,
1896. Her love of family and religion were seamless. As she matured, she became a fine singer
and formidable organist, the last young woman one would think would fall for someone like
George Washington Jones.When they met in the tiny settlement of Thicket, Texas, northwest of
Saratoga, each found much to like about the other, leading to a move totally out of character for
Clara. The couple secretly married on August 14, 1915. Clara’s father, well aware that his new
son-in-law was part of the rowdy Farris clan, was not happy. The couple settled in the Thicket,
moving from rented house to rented house through the region over the next twenty-five years.
They both realized mere survival required backbreaking labor in the thick, hot, piney woods and
taking whatever work could be found.The census of 1920 revealed George Washington Jones,
twenty-four, and Clara Patterson Jones, twenty-three, renting a home in Hardin County, in the
middle of the Thicket. They had one child, Ethel, born in 1918. George’s listed occupation was
“teamster,” connected to the local logging industry. The couple and their expanding family
scraped out a living through sheer determination. George did whatever he could to provide for
the family, delivering and selling ice and whatever else brought in money. When the oil fields
tapped out, his specialty became carving and shaping the wooden slats, or staves, that make up
barrels. He didn’t come about the lumber honestly, raiding the nearby forests for the right wood.
They grew their own food, and Clara’s frontier-era approach made use of everything she had
available. When a hog was butchered, she combined the fat with lye to make soap for a family
that was growing fast.Herman, their first son, was born in 1921, followed by Helen in 1922 and
two consecutive sets of twin daughters, Joyce and Loyce in 1925 and, in 1928, Doris and Ruth.
Dr. Alfred William Roark, who had an office in back of a local drugstore in the area, was one of
the few physicians around. He often used a bicycle to maneuver through the backwoods.
Delivering babies was common for Roark, who’d delivered Ethel and knew the Jones family well.
When he required help in emergencies, he often summoned George Washington Jones, who



developed a skill for tending to wounds and setting broken bones that made him a sort of
primitive EMT or physician’s assistant.Ethel, the firstborn, was special to her father, who doted
on her within the couple’s limited means. When she became ill in 1926, George and Clara tried
to take care of her. A hospital might have helped, but the money wasn’t there, and George’s
Thicketeer nature led him to refuse any charity. Dr. Roark did what he could, but it wasn’t
enough. Ethel died February 28, 1926. Her shattered parents buried her at Felps Cemetery,
northwest of Saratoga. Clara’s deep religious faith helped her cope with the overwhelming grief,
but for George Washington Jones, the loss of his first and favorite child forever changed him. He
could dull the pain by plunging into the hard work required to support his family. When work
ended, after the next week’s groceries were purchased, he began to anesthetize the pain with
regular drinking binges that led to alarming personality changes. He became boisterous,
belligerent, and even verbally or physically abusive.The 1930 census showed thirty-five-year-old
George and thirty-three-year-old Clara residing in a house near Saratoga with an estimated
value of $150. While the census taker mistakenly listed his trade as “stove maker,” the form
correctly categorized the job as part of the “timber” industry, whose trees he was poaching for
the wood. The children were Herman, Helen, “Jocee” (Joyce), “Lous” (Loyce), “Doriss” (Doris),
and Ruth. Clara’s occupation was “housewife.” In early 1931, she was again pregnant. Dr. Roark
was present to deliver the eighth and final Jones child on September 12, 1931. George W took
the kids to a nearby home while Dr. Roark saw to Clara and delivered her twelve-pound son,
heavy enough that the physician accidentally dropped him, breaking his arm. Telling the kids
they had a new baby brother, George Washington Jones brought his brood home to find the
infant’s fracture had already been set. The couple named him George Glenn Jones, but to the
family, and everyone else in the vicinity, he was Glenn, a name that stuck to him into adulthood.
Clara rarely called him anything else.She doted on her youngest son, as did his sisters. On
Sundays she took them to nearby church meetings. Clara noticed he seemed responsive to
music, sometimes hymns, or the old folk tune “Billy Boy,” which she often sang to him at home.
He eventually began trying to sing himself, and his uncanny ability to remember a melody and
even sing it back impressed many. Clara kept him constantly by her side, as if something
catastrophic might happen. But she couldn’t always keep her eyes on him. Sometimes the baby,
who had little use for clothes, would run buck naked to neighbors, grinning all the way. As he
entered his toddler phase, more folks noticed Glenn’s clear, strong voice in church, a source of
pride to Clara, Herman, and the girls. Music became a respite from hard work, and when George
Washington Jones was in a good humor, he sometimes pulled out his harmonica and played as
Clara happily led their children in singing hymns. Later, when the family acquired a wind-up
record player, Glenn found joy in the primitive mountain songs of the Carter Family.Within a year
of Glenn’s birth, the family relocated to a house in the Depot Town area. Like others in the
Thicket, they existed much like nineteenth-century pioneers. The family often lived on gravy and
bread and whatever vegetables were available. They took baths in washtubs. When Dr. Roark
wasn’t needed, Clara treated common ailments with home remedies. Toys had a different



connotation around the Thicket than they did in more affluent areas. On Christmas, any
playthings the Jones children received were tiny and few. When Glenn was old enough to handle
a chore, he was assigned the job of loading the iron stove with wood chopped for that purpose.
The first time he tried, anxious to do well, he overloaded it, the intense heat nearly ruining the
stove before it had to be doused with water. As he grew, the boy, unaccustomed to any other life,
had little idea of his poverty, like many other Thicketeers. Shy but friendly, he loved solitude and
often walked deep into the woods to daydream or sing songs at the top of his lungs.Still haunted
by Ethel’s death, George Washington Jones remained sober and evenhanded when he worked.
It’s difficult to dismiss the enormous pressures on him to provide for his family. Making staves
became impossible when timber companies who owned the forests posted private guards to
stop anyone—by whatever means necessary—from filching lumber for any purpose. With
Prohibition repealed, the always resourceful Jones, fully aware he lived in a dry area, found a
new vocation: brewing and selling moonshine and beer.CLARA PASSED HER STRONG
MORAL CODE, ROOTED IN THE TEN COMMANDMENTS, to her children and expected them
to follow it to the letter. Glenn once ran afoul of that rule when he stole a pocketknife from a
neighbor’s home. When the neighbor told Clara, Glenn admitted the theft, produced the knife,
and got a whipping for his trouble, one he knew he deserved. Clara’s simple Christian values
and belief in charity became a lifelong touchstone for her son, who would help others without
hesitation, often without being asked.The problem came with the undeserved violence the family
suffered at the hands of their patriarch.George W’s taste for alcohol wrought immense
psychological havoc and physical abuse on the family he worked so diligently to support. It
became a ritual. He’d frequently stumble home drunk in the middle of the night, tearing up the
house and waking the kids to demand they sing for him, using his belt on any who balked. Glenn
and Doris were often singled out. Well aware of his youngest son’s singing talents, George W
increasingly focused on Glenn. When they could, Helen and her sisters helped their little brother
sneak out an open window. Clara was not silent. Her husband’s drinking offended her
sensibilities, and she railed at him about it. For her trouble, she found herself in his line of fire,
beaten and battered around.For George Glenn, it was a paradox: being coerced to do the one
thing he loved doing more than anything else—singing—or face a belt whipping. It became one
of a number of deep scars that led to depression, conflicts, and feelings of worthlessness that
didn’t fade as he grew into adulthood. As he became one of the great singers of his time,
beloved by fans and admired by peers, his shyness remained, aggravated by a gnawing sense
he was somehow undeserving—particularly when he drank. Given what he endured in his youth,
he would identify with the underdog his entire life.George W was not always so irresponsible. He
acquired a Zenith battery radio in the late 1930s that allowed the family to sample the wider
world beyond Saratoga. Glenn, not surprisingly, gravitated to music on various stations in
Beaumont and to the east in Louisiana. But it was the Grand Ole Opry, heard from Nashville on
WSM’s fifty-thousand-watt clear-channel signal, that truly captivated him. The Opry began in
1925 as the WSM Barn Dance, conceived by ex-Memphis newspaperman-turned-announcer



George Dewey Hay, formerly an announcer on the country’s first such rural-oriented radio show:
Chicago’s National Barn Dance on WLS. In Nashville, he created a specific, rural-South concept
for the program that contrasted with the Barn Dance’s broader musical content. The early Opry
presented performers from middle Tennessee. Many were string bands like the Gully Jumpers;
among the solo performers were fiddler Uncle Jimmy Thompson, black harmonica virtuoso
DeFord Bailey, and rollicking elderly singer and banjo strummer Uncle Dave Macon. With the
powerful WSM signal, the Opry’s popularity expanded nationwide throughout the 1930s.Glenn
found two new musical heroes on the Opry. One was Roy Acuff. An east Tennessee singer and
fiddler, the onetime baseball player turned medicine-show performer had developed a powerful
singing voice performing at venues that often lacked microphones. He’d worked around
Knoxville since 1934. A 1938 guest performance on the Opry led WSM to invite the thirty-five-
year-old singer and his band to join the show that year. Acuff quickly became the Opry’s
preeminent personality. Propelled to national stardom, he and his Smoky Mountain Boys had an
unforgettable dynamic: his fiddling and rough-edged, deeply emotional vocals were
accompanied by a raw, traditional string ensemble. Mixing secular numbers like his signature
song “Wabash Cannonball” with gospel favorites like “The Great Speckled Bird” earned him a
huge following across the country.The Opry welcomed Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass Boys in
1939. Monroe, a singer-mandolinist from Rosine, Kentucky, had already achieved considerable
success with his guitarist brother Charlie as the Monroe Brothers, a close-harmony vocal duet.
When the brothers parted ways, Bill devised a new, dynamic approach to string-band music with
his group, centered around a strong backbeat, intense high-harmony vocals, aggressive fiddle
solos, and his own fiery mandolin playing. Glenn was captivated by the fervor in Acuff’s voice
and by both Monroe’s eerie high tenor vocals and the Blue Grass Boys’ sound, tighter than that
of Acuff’s musicians. If things were calm on Saturday nights, Glenn would crawl into bed next to
his parents to listen, asking them, if he dozed off, to wake him if Acuff or Monroe came on. Soon
he had fantasies about his own Opry stardom, telling anyone who would listen about this
seemingly impossible goal.Sixteen-year-old Helen departed the Jones household in the fall of
1938. She’d met twenty-year-old Wayvard Thomas “Dub” Scroggins, a farmer from Kerens,
Texas, northwest of the Thicket and not far from Dallas. He knew about old man Jones and his
abuse and when he beat Helen yet again, an infuriated Dub solved the problem by marrying her
in Saratoga on October 21, 1938. The couple, who would have five kids of their own, would
remain a positive touchstone in George Glenn’s turbulent life. Known for ingenuity and earthy
common sense, Dub became a lifelong hero to George.GLENN’S LIFE WAS NOT ALL HYMNS,
THE OPRY, AND BEATINGS. HE BECAME A rambunctious kid who developed a sly, ornery
sense of humor he carried into adulthood. His older brother Herman and his wife, Evalina, lived
nearby; when her husband was away, Evalina, fearing the hobos who roamed the area, rapping
on doors begging for money and food, kept their screen door latched. Knowing this, Glenn would
tease her by rattling the door and uttering hobolike requests. Sober or drunk, he played similar
tricks on family and friends for decades, and some of his fellow country stars weren’t exempt



from them.The Joneses departed Saratoga in 1940 for the larger Thicket town of Kountze
(pronounced Koontz), northeast of Saratoga. It had a railroad stop that gave the family greater
freedom to travel. They could take a train to visit Beaumont, the port city built around oil
development, shipping, and shipbuilding connected to the Gulf of Mexico by a large ship
channel. Clara found the First Gospel Tabernacle in Kountze, pastored by the Pentecostal
evangelical team of Wilbertine Burl Stephen, known as Brother Burl, and his singing, guitar-
playing wife, Annie Pharris Stephen, known as Sister Annie, who also taught Sunday
school.LITTLE GLENN’S ABILITY TO REAR BACK AND INFUSE OLD HYMNS WITH
FEELING led the Stephens to take him, with his parents’ approval, along to revival meetings they
held throughout the area, at Kountze’s H&H Store, and in other nearby hamlets and larger towns.
After Burl did the preaching, Annie would sing hymns Glenn already knew, such as “Canaan’s
Land” and “Farther Along.” Since he knew how to drive his daddy’s used vehicles, Glenn wound
up educating Burl on the niceties of driving and gear shifting. Singing with Burl and Annie in
various settings became basic training for Glenn. It instilled in him the fundamentals of how to
project and reach an audience in ways his casual singing or the old man’s command
performances never could.Glenn had a respite from his family for a couple summers when he
visited Helen and Dub’s farm, joined by Ruth and Doris the second year. The Jones family’s days
in the area of the Thicket, however, came to an end for an entirely different reason: the Japanese
attack on the United States Navy base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.For impoverished
laborers throughout the South still struggling to recover from the Depression, the war offered an
escape from poverty. In Texas, Gulf Coast shipyards, gearing up to produce new vessels for the
war effort, needed laborers, skilled and otherwise. Though many Texans headed west to
California, opportunities nearer home were abundant. The Joneses moved to Beaumont, where,
at the venerable Pennsylvania Shipyard, George W found employment that was more secure
and lucrative than any jobs he’d done in the Thicket. Formerly the Beaumont Shipping and
Drydock Company, it had turned out ships for World War I. The influx of defense workers and
their families led to a housing shortage and culture shock for the city as Beaumont’s population
quickly rose from 59,000 to 80,000. Around the country, the federal government began building
public housing for the newcomers and their families. Beaumont’s huge six-hundred-unit
Multimax Village was one such project, created by the Federal Works Agency. While stark and
utilitarian, the government-subsidized Multimax apartments had running water and electricity,
new amenities to some who settled there.At some point in 1942, George W and Clara took
Glenn to Jefferson Music, where his daddy bought him a sunburst Gene Autry cowboy guitar.
Glenn later put his name on the back of the instrument as “George Jones,” noting his age as
eleven. Glenn needed some guidance on playing it, and a better guitar instructor was just a train
ride away: Sister Annie. She taught him some basic chords on one of his return trips to Kountze.
When he returned for his next visit, she discovered he’d mastered everything she’d taught him
and even expanded on it. Glenn had a small library of tunes in his head along with all those
ancient hymns. He could sing Acuff or Bill Monroe songs and a myriad of other country songs he



heard on the radio. One day, he wandered into downtown Beaumont with his guitar and began
singing in front of a penny arcade on Pearl Street. Soon coins were flying into a cup someone
put on the ground. When he quit singing two hours later he had twenty-four dollars, a princely
sum for an eleven-year-old. He promptly blew it on a meal and in the arcade, but he realized the
potential. He continued singing downtown and later set up a shoeshine stand, singing when he
wasn’t polishing footwear.A kid singing country songs and hymns on the streets was a tranquility
Beaumont needed by 1943. The massive and rapid population boom had led to problems.
Multimax could not handle all the newcomers, and soon poor whites who’d arrived from rural
areas found themselves in a situation they considered unpalatable: coexisting closer to blacks
than they ever had in the past. That tension culminated in June when a white woman declared
she’d been raped by a black man. The incident sparked rioting, with whites rampaging through
black neighborhoods until all available lawmen, the Texas Rangers and the Texas State Guard
among them, were brought in to restore order. For one day, June 19, A. M. Aikin, the acting
governor of Texas, imposed martial law in Beaumont.
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Jeanine F, “Item shipped fast and as described. My book came early and shipped safe. New as
described, very happy!”

Bill wofford, “Possum you didn't know. I read the book George wrote himself and some of this
doesn't go with what the ,and himself wrote so I guess it's who do you believe keep in mind
George Jones did drink a lot and I'm sure some of what he wrote he was told by other people
this is still a great book and covers a amazing career marriage to Tammy wynette everything with
some great pictures at the back of the book it's awesome”

mikeythereader, “I hated for this book to end. I hated for this book to end. What an interesting
man. I have read just about all I can find on George Jones and this is one of the best. I had the
pleasure of seeing him four times and he was (no matter how drunk, stoned or sober) the best
singer I ever heard and yes that includes Sinatra who said Jones was the second best singer.
Sorry Frank, George was the best.”

Heather, “I love george jones. Love this book came early”

Jake, “Jones, the glorious mess. George Jones was a glorious mess and the book explains how
and why with plenty of details.The writing isn't particularly sparkling, but it gets the job done for
those who are fascinated aboutthe great voice and the not so great man.”

Shy person, “Guitar-like vocal bending of notes.. Seller gets kudos. Am still reading the book but
get sidtracked by my ideosyncratic need to stop and and listen to the songs described. Most
important lesson is that Jones exemplified vocal bending of notes like we do on guitar. I never
thought of that before.”

Val Emmett, “A book that is well worth reading. Recommend this book to anyone that loved
George and is interested in hearing what he lived through. A fine tribute to one of best country
singer that has ever lived”

howstean, “An excellent biography. This latest biography is much less critical of Jones than the
notes Kienzle wrote for the Bear Family box sets. It's a straightforward biography with none of
Bob Allen's tortured prose in his book, or Peanutt Montgomery's self-serving promotions, or
even Dolly Carlise's tabloid style, and I don't even remember Jim Brown's book.Leaning on
hundreds of news cuttings, interviews by historian Andrew Brown and Kienzle himself (with
Melba in 1995 to several people in 2015), it's not earth-shattering with new information, a couple
of minor points apart, or Kienzle's own opinions. I enjoyed it very much and didn't notice any
glaring errors. It's not packed with details of recording sessions, although Hargus Robbins,



Charlie McCoy and others comment on Billy Sherrill's producing style.What comes through in
the early years is George's relationship with Pappy Daily, and how it deteriorated through the
Musicor years as George realised Daily's hands-off production and reliance on Glad's catalogue
of second rate songs were hindering his career, especially in the late '60's when he saw the care
Sherrill exercised on Tammy's sessions.Several well-known episodes in George's career are
omitted entirely, or skipped over. It could have been longer at 261 pages, and the 14-picture
selection is scant, although two from the 50's were new to me - I'd never seen a photo of
songwriter Darrell Edwards (looking like Archie Campell) before.All in all the best of the
biographies, although it was noticeable Nancy was not interviewed or contributed, perhaps
because she's writing her own book.”

Gavan Bergin, “Greatest Country Singer of all time. Grand book”

Gert, “Good book. Gave to my dad. Hugh fan. He loves it”

James B, “A good read. A well written insightful look at the life of of Country Musics best ever.”

C. Brown, “the Ol' Possum done right!!. great book!! easy reading!!”

The book by Dennis Alexander has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 148 people have provided feedback.
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