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1. Move It On Over 

2. Mansion on the Hill 

3. Lovesick Blues 

4. Lost Highway 

5. Dear John 

6. Long Gone 
Lonesome Blues 

7. I Saw the Light 

8. I’m So Lonesome 
I Could Cry 

9. Honky Tonk Blues 

10. My Son Calls Another 
Man Daddy 

11. I Can’t Help It 
(If I’m Still in 
Love with You) 

12. Why Don’t You 
Love Me 

13. You Win Again 

14. Jambalaya 
(On the Bayou) 

15. Mind Your Own 
Business 

16. Hey, Good Lookin’ 

17. Honky Tonkin’ 

18. Cold, Cold Heart 

19. Wedding Bells 

20. Kaw-Liga 

21. Your Cheatin’ Heart 

22. I’ll Never Get Out 
of this World Alive 

23. Take These Chains 
from My Heart 

24. Ramblin’ Man 

25. The Log Train 
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in the winter of 1946, few who saw him would have mistaken him for a 

star. Certainly he had none of the rugged good looks or boyish charm of a modern 

country hunk. He was taller than average, with long legs, poor posture and a lean, 

rawboned look. His hair was thinning, and at 140 pounds he had trouble filling his 

size 30 cowboy belt. And though he was only 23, he looked every bit the battle' 

scarred veteran of 10 years in south Alabama honky'tonks and smalhtown radio 

stations. He chain'smoked Camels, put ketchup on all his food and could affect a 

hillbilly drawl that would challenge Li’l Abner. 

But anybody who looked closely into his face saw something 

more interesting: a sly, elusive half-smile and a pair of striking 

eyes—eyes comedienne Minnie Pearl described as “deep set, 

very brown and very tragic.” It was this face that would 

captivate a generation of music fans. 

Unlike earlier country music giants such as The Carter 

Family or Roy Acuff, Williams did not grow up in 

Appalachia listening to the old English and Irish ballads 

of his grandparents. His home was south Alabama, known 

for blues and spirituals. One of his first mentors was a 

local street musician named Rufus Payne, better known 

as Tee-Tot. “I learned to play the git'tar from an old 
Hank William 

at age 1 4, □ 



colored man,” 

Hank re- 

called. “All 

the music train' 

ing I ever had 

was from him.” This 

was in Georgiana, near Mt. 

Olive, where Hiriam “Hank” Williams 

was bom September 17, 1923. His 

father, Lon, always in poor health 

from drinking and from being gassed 

in World War I, worked as a train 

engineer for a lumber company. His 

mother, Lillie, was a tough woman 

who scraped for work where she could 

get it; for a time, she roasted peanuts 

and sent young Hank out in the 

streets to peddle them. 

By 1934, he was singing on those 

same streets; three years later he was 

on the air over WSFA in Mont' 

gomery, billing himself as “The 

Singing Kid” and imitating Grand Ole 

Opry stars. Managed by his mother, 

the ambitious teenager found work in 

“blood buckets”—honky-tonk bars so 

tough that the band often was sur- 

rounded with chicken wire to protect 

the musicians from flying beer bottles. 

He also sang for traveling medicine 

shows, and at one of these met Audrey 

Sheppard Guy, who would become his 

wife in 1944. 

Audrey shared Hank’s musical 

ambitions, and together they struggled 

throughout the war years to carve out 

a career. After a couple of failed 

attempts to audition for the Grand 

Ole Opry, they decided that Hank’s 

songwriting might get him a foot in 

the door. He had already finished such 

early favorites as Honky Tonkin’ and 

Six More Miles (To the Graveyard) 

when they approached Nashville pub- 



The best-known version of the Drifting Cowboys, c. 1 951 , consisted of 

(FROM LEFT) CEDRIC RAINWATER (HOWARD WATTS), SAMMY PRUETT, AUDREY AND 

Hank, Jerry Rivers and Don Helms 

lisher Fred Rose in 1946. Rose had 

written dozens of hits for Gene Autry, 

Roy Acuff and others, and was now in 

business as one-half of the Acuff-Rose 

Publishing Company. He bought 

Williams’ songs for use by one of his 

big singers, Molly O’Day, and signed 

Hank to a contract. 

It was a momentous move. Rose 

would become Hank’s surrogate 

father, managing his career, 

finding artists to record his 

songs and co-writing some 

songs. “You are my 

boy,” he later wrote 

the singer. 

Through Rose’s 

contacts, 

Williams 

Nashville publisher Fred Rose 

began recording—first for the indepen¬ 

dent Sterling label and later for the 

newly formed national giant MGM. 

After several gospel and sentimental 

efforts, Hank found his first hit in a 

1947 novelty song, Move It On Over. 

It helped him land a spot on the 

Louisiana Hayride, a new radio show 

broadcast from KWKH in Shreveport. 



(The Hayride functioned unofficially as 

a farm club for the Opry.) May 1949 

saw the birth of his son, Randall Hank 

(later to follow in his father’s footsteps 

as Hank Williams Jr.), as well as his first 

No. 1 hit, Lovesick Blues. Then came 

the crucial event of his soaring career: 

a guest shot on the Grand Ole Opry. 

It took place on June 11, 1949, and 

became part of Opry folklore. When 

Hank started singing, the crowd 

exploded; afterward, they demanded 

several encores. Old-timers had seen 

nothing like it. 

Hank shows off his son, 

Hank Jr., whom he nicknamed 

“ B O C Effi H us” 

Throughout 1950 and 1951 

Williams rarely left the Billboard 

charts; he had a new hit almost every 

month. One string saw Cold, Cold 

Heart debut in March 1951; followed 

by Hotulin’ at the Moon in May; 1 

Can’t Help It (If I’m Still in Love 

with You) in June; Hey, Good 
Hank Williams in performance 

and Ernie Newton on bass 

ith Chet Atkins on guitar 



The Men Behind the Music: Cedric Rainwater, bass; Hank, 

RHYTHYM GUITAR; DON HELMS, STEEL GUITAR; JERRY RIVERS, FIDDLE; 

Sammy Pruett, lead guitar 

Lookin’ in July; Crazy Heart in 

October; and Baby, We re Really in 

Love in December. Radio show and 

tour offers poured in, and Rose used 

his New York contacts to get pop 

singers such as Rosemary Clooney, 

Tony Bennett, Guy Mitchell, Jo 

Stafford and even Louis Armstrong to 

record Williams’ material. Hank con¬ 

tinued to write new songs, producing 

too many to record himself, and 

wound up giving his overflow to other 

singers. 

By 1952, Williams was at 

the top of the country music 

world, and making his move 

toward the mainstream pop 

market. He looked over 

scripts in consideration of 

movie offers from MGM; 

Cold, Cold Heart had been 

on the charts for almost a year; Kate 

Smith and Perry Como had him on 

their network TV shows; and 

reporters everywhere wanted to inter¬ 

view him. “If you don’t like folk 

music, stay away from my shows,” he 

told one, but the American people 

knew a good song when they heard it. 

Behind the scenes, though, things 

were turbulent. For over a year, 

Williams had been suffering from 

back trouble, but chose to ignore it. 

Then in late fall 1951, while squirrel 

hunting with his fiddler, 

Jerry Rivers, Hank fell 

while trying to cross a gully. 

Rivers found him writhing 

in pain, and took him to 

the hospital. “Cure me or 

kill me, doc,” he supposedly 

said. “I can’t go on like 

this.” The doctors at 

Vanderbilt Medical Center found two 
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m hough Williams would eventually become best known for 

I his powerful original songs, his first big hit was a song he 

JL had no part in writing—and one he had to fight to record. 

In December 1948, producer Fred Rose scheduled a 

recording session in Cincinnati, since the studio musicians 

he wanted to use were working there on the radio. It was 

just three days before Christmas, and Hank and Audrey 

had to drive all the way from Shreveport. 

The group quickly produced three cuts, but not one 

seemed like a hit. Then Hank picked up his guitar and began 

singing Lovesick Blues. It was not a country song—in fact it had been popularized in 

the 1920s by a blackface comedian named Emmett Miller. Rose didn’t like it. “The 

damned thing ain’t got no pattern to it,” he complained. “It don’t end 

nowhere.” But what Williams liked was the trick yodel Miller had put 

in the song, a yodel Hank had perfected. “Dammit,” he told Rose, 

“them people in Louisiana liked this, and I’m gonna record it.” 

Seeing that his young star was going to stand his ground, Rose backed off. 

“I’m gonna go out and get a cup of coffee,” he said. “Go ahead and record it.” 

With only 30 minutes left of the session, Hank and the band set to work. The 

result was Williams’ first No. 1 hit, and one of the two biggest songs of his 

career. Fred Rose seldom challenged Hank’s taste again. 



Backstage at the Dpry, Hank (with Frank Walker df MGM) 

SIGNS HIS MOVIE CONTRACT 

ruptured disks and did a moderately 

successful spinal fusion. 

In the meantime, life with Audrey 

was reaching a crisis point. Friends 

knew that fights and infidelities had 

become all too common, and that 

songs such as Mind Your Own 

Business and You Win Again had 

been written with Audrey in mind. 

On January 3, 1952, Hank moved out, 

and a week later Audrey filed for 

divorce. (The final settlement gave 

her, among other things, half of all 

future royalties.) Hank was working 

less and less; his band began taking 

jobs with other singers, and bookers 

now insisted that when Hank did 

show up, somebody be appointed to 

keep him sober. That spring, Hank 

tried playing in Las Vegas, but his 

contract was canceled after a week; in 

Hollywood he managed to insult 

MGM studio bosses, and his movie 

offers bit the dust as well. The 

crossover bid for pop stardom was ill- 

timed and poorly managed—and 

Hank himself didn’t seem to care. 

In San Diego, Williams got too 

drunk to do his show, and some 

friends drove him around trying to 

sober him up and talk to him. 

Suddenly Hank began singing his 



gospel favorite, I Saw the Light, 

then, just as suddenly, he stopped. 

“That’s the trouble,” he cried. “It’s 

all dark. There ain’t no light!” 

He finally missed one show too 

many, and in August the Opry 

fired him (“suspended” was how 

the Opry management worded it). 

Returning to KWKH, he strug- 

gled through a series of poor 

managers and lackluster dates; 

his back pain had led him to 

compound his drinking prob¬ 

lem with an addiction to 

painkillers. Nights became 

sleepless; he stayed up writing 

dark, sardonic songs, includ¬ 

ing some that would become 

his best such as Your Cheatin’ 

Heart. Though he continued to hope 

Hank’s love df the West is 

REFLECTED IN HIS HAND-PAINTED TIE 

rfor a reconciliation with Audrey, 

he eventually found solace with a 

young local beauty named Billie Jean 

Jones Eshliman, whom he married in 

October. 

Williams then set about rebuild¬ 

ing his career. He visited old 

friends and relatives at Christmas 

and seemed to be trying to get 

back to his roots. He lined up the 

Drifting Cowboys for a comeback 

show at Canton, Ohio, sched¬ 

uled for New Year’s Day, 1953. 

Hank escaped from a Mont¬ 

gomery snowstorm by hiring a 

local kid named Charles Carr 

m to drive him north in Cadillac 

style. He died en route, under 

circumstances that are still unclear. 

Twenty-five thousand fans and nearly 

every singer in country music came to 

Montgomery for the funeral, and Hank and Billie Jean at their wedding in 1 952 
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In the week before his planned New Year’s comeback performance, Hank 

Williams returned home to Alabama to relax with family and friends, and to 

show off his new bride, Billie Jean. The highlight of the trip was to be 

Hank’s reunion with his father, Lon, for whom he had written The Log 

Train. With high anticipation, Hank and Billie Jean set out on Christmas 

morning for his father’s place, wanting to play him the new song. Because his father 

didn't have a telephone, Hank couldn’t call ahead, and when they arrived at 

his father’s house, no one was home. They left a note and a box of candy as a pre¬ 

sent and drove on to spend Christmas with other relatives. 

Tragically, Hank’s father never got a second chance to hear the song—Hank died 

with the dawning New Year. Mourning the death of his son, Lon kept the gift wrap¬ 

ping from the box of candy for years, and would not leave the house in case someone 

should come that he might otherwise never see again. 

When Hank died, The Log Train was thought to have died with him. It was nearly 

four decades before researchers discovered the homemade acetate disk that Hank 

had, in fact, recorded late in 1952. The ballad was inspired by Hank’s youthful 

memories of his father, a logging train engineer who, as Lon himself put it, “worked 

from can to cain’t.” Possibly the last song Williams ever recorded, this rare gem 

affords us a privileged glimpse into the soul of the man who moaned the blues 

better than any country singer. 

dozens of tribute songs were issued 

in the following weeks. Some of 

Williams’ own biggest hits were 

released after his death: Kaw-Liga, 

Your Cheatin’ Heart and Take 

These Chains from My Heart. 

At the time, few realized how 

Williams’ songs and records would 

endure. His vivid images and arche¬ 

typal phrasing set the pattern that 

persists today in country songwriting; 

his records have stayed in print for 

generations and form the cornerstone 

of contemporary country music. 

Williams himself has become the 

legend of legends—a tragic, fragile 

genius whose moment of glory was 

all too fleeting. 

— Charles K. Wolfe 
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1. Move It On Over 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10033 (1947) 

7. I Saw the Light 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10271 (1947) 

2. Mansion on the Hill 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
and Fred Rose 
MGM 10328 (1949) 

3. Lovesick Blues 

Music and lyrics by Irving Mills, 
Cliff Friend and Hank Williams 
MGM 10352 (1949) 

4. Lost Highway 

Music and lyrics 
by Leon Payne 
MGM 10506 (1949) 

5. Dear John 

Music and lyrics 
by Aubrey A. 
Gass and 
Tex Ritter 

MGM 10904(1951) 

6. Long Gone Lonesome Blues 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10645 (1950) 

8. I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10560 (1949) 

9. Honky Tonk Blues 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 11160 (1952) 

10. My Son Calls Another 

Man Daddy 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
and Jewel House 
MGM 10645 (1950) 

11. I Can’t Help It (If I’m 

Still in Love with You) 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10961 (1951) 

12. Why Don’t You Love Me 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10696 (1950) 

13. You Win Again 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 11318 (1952) 

14. Jambalaya (On the Bayou) 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 11283 (1952) 

15. Mind Your Own Business 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10461 (1949) 

16. Hey, Good Lookin’ 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 11000(1951) 

17. Honky Tonkin’ 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10171 (1948) 

18. Cold, Cold Heart 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 10904 (1951) 

19. Wedding Bells 

Music and lyrics by Claude Boone 
MGM 10401 (1949) 

20. Kaw'Liga 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
and Fred Rose 
MGM 11416(1953) 

21. Your 

Cheatin’ Heart 

Music and lyrics 
by Hank 
Williams 
MGM 11416 
(1953) 

22. I’ll 

Never Get Out 

of this World Alive 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
and Fred Rose 
MGM 11366 (1953) 

23. Take These Chains 

from My Heart 

Music and lyrics by Fred Rose 
and Hy Heath 
MGM 11479 (1953) 

24. Ramblin’ Man 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
MGM 11120 (1951) 

25. The Log Train 

Music and lyrics by Hank Williams 
(1953) 
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Nashville’s Country Music Hall of Fame and 

Museum, located in the heart of Music City, is the 

world’s most advanced museum devoted to a single 

form of popular music. It is also one of America’s 

most visited museums—with more than 9 million 

visitors having passed through its doors since 

opening in 1967. Dozens of displays showcase 

colorful costumes and historic instruments while 

special exhibits and multimedia presentations 

celebrate the excitement of today’s country music. 

The Hall of Fame and Museum is merely the most 

visible program of the Country Music Foundation. 

The CMF is an educational, not-for-profit organi¬ 

zation dedicated to the collection, preservation 

and research of country music and its rich materi¬ 

als. In addition to operating the Hall of Fame and 

Museum, the CMF conducts educational programs, 

reissues historic recordings on its own record label, 

publishes books and periodicals and operates two 

historic sites—RCA’s Studio B and Hatch Show 

Print, one of the oldest poster print shops in the 

United States. The CMF’s Library and Media 

Center offers the world’s most complete collection 

of country music recordings, books, periodicals 

and photographs. 

A small portion of the collection can be seen in 

this booklet; the images that appear here are from 

the foundation’s archives. Time-Life Music will 

donate a portion of the series’ profits to the 

Country Music Foundation, in support of the or¬ 

ganization’s efforts to preserve America’s heritage. 

Right:Hank signine one 

OF HIS RECORDINGS FOR A 

DEVOTED FAN 
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