
                                                         ERNEST 

 by -  Bill Barker 

As a small boy growing up in Oklahoma, one of your first exposures is to country music. To paraphrase Ray Stevens, "It's everywhere." 


My exposure started in the Forties during World War II. One of the most popular stars was Ernest Tubb. His deep, gravelly voice just seemed suited for sad songs about the war. "A Soldier’s Last Letter" and "Rainbow At Midnight" captured the poignant feelings one had about the war. 


After the war, while in high school, I had an experience that bonded me to Ernest even more. One of the rites of passage in my section of Oklahoma was working in the wheat harvest. A great time! Long hours, but usually the first real substantial wages a young boy earned. 


After the harvest, a friend I had made asked me to spend a week with him in his hometown located in the southwestern part of the state. When we arrived, we found out the boy's daddy had plans for him during the week. This left me at loose ends during the day. 


The first day while, wandering around town, I saw a small cafe and went inside for a soft drink. As the man was getting the drink, I saw a jukebox in the corner. Walking over to it, I quickly inspected the selections and found that all of the tunes were Ernest Tubb. I asked the man, "How come all these records are by Ernest Tubb?" 


"I lak Ernest," the man replied. I then asked him "How did you get them to put all of Ernest Tubb on this jukebox?"

 
"I own that jukebox," the man said. That was enough for me. Some of my hard-earned wheat harvest cash went to play every song on that jukebox, and Ernest seemed locked in my heart and mind. 


Fast forward to Augusta, Georgia, during the Fifties. Ernest Tubb is going to make a live appearance at the Bell Auditorium. A country boy's dream come true. Seeing Ernest in person! 


The show was great. Ernest sounded just exactly like he did on his records. His stage presence was marvelous, because he had those riveting eyes that seemed to hypnotize you when he looked your way. 


The show was soon over and I walked over to Broad Street to catch the bus home. There were a lot of people on the street and I was casually, looking them over. When suddenly who should come striding down the street, like Moses parting the Red Sea, with those hypnotic eyes flashing, but Ernest Tubb. 


It leaped into my mind that this would be my only chance to meet him in the flesh. I congratulated myself on having bought one of his songbooks. 


So, very timidly, I stepped to his side and said, "Mister Tubb." 


He whirled on me, flashed a brilliant smile, and said, "Howdy, what can I do for you, son." 


I blurted out that I had a lot of his records and thought he was the best there was. 
He said he was very pleased with this and that he and his band were going to have a meal at the local cafe. Would I join them? This was like asking a drowning man if he would like to be saved. 


So, I got to spend an hour with my hero and his band. I especially remember his guitar player, Billy Byrd. 


Fast forward again to the Sixties. I am at the disc jockey convention in Nashville, Tennessee, through the courtesy of a long-time country music performer who owned a radio station in the South Carolina town where I lived. That Saturday night, he was scheduled to perform in the Ernest Tubb Record Review at the Ernest Tubb Record Shop after the conclusion of the "Grand Ole Opry." 


As we entered the shop, he asked me, "Would like to go back to my office and talk to Earnest for a while?" 


You know what I said, Yes, Yes, Yes! 


We went into Ernest's office and he was holding court for his entourage. I just listened. 


"Y'all know a woman called me up and said her boy wrote, "She’s Gonna Trifle On You.” "I asked her how old her boy was." 


She said, "He's twenty-one."


"I said, sorry lady, I wrote that song in 1936 in Portland, Oregon, while sitting on a cake of ice in my delivery truck." 


One of Ernest's buddies said, "Ernest, why don't you invite her up with the lady who said she wrote, ‘I’m Walking The Floor Over You.” and let ‘em meet each other."

During the same week, I saw Ernest inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame at the Country Music Association Awards banquet. He accepted with tears streaming down his face. It was a very moving moment. 


That was the last time I saw Ernest in person. He's gone now, but he will always be bigger than life in my memory. 

