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Greenville, ME – Don, one of my cousins, passed away last week.  Although we never met,  I always felt that I knew him well.  He was born in 1937 during the depths of the Depression in Brownie, a small coal mining town in western Kentucky near Cleaton, where my mother lived.  Both gatherings were “unincorporated communities” in Muhlenberg County and have now been absorbed by Central City. My mother was closely related to Don’s family.  In fact, her dad worked in the same mine as Don’s father, Ike. who had begun this grueling work at age 14 (not unusual in those early days of the 20th century).  All of this extended family gathered frequently after church service on Sundays for socialization and song.  Ike and his younger wife, Margaret, (she was 15 and he was 26 when they were married), were folk singers, and their music sessions were often large summer events involving most of the local Irish-English coal-mining families.  Mom often reminisced about attending these gatherings.
Ike sought work opportunities other than mining and moved to Chicago.where Don’s younger brother, Phil, was born in 1939.  By 1945 their parents now had their own radio show in Shenandoah, Iowa where the two young boys began their career in music singing along with their mom and dad as “Little Donnie and Baby Boy Phil.”   While the brothers were in high school in the mid-50’s in Nashville, where they had recently moved, they were noticed by prominent country musicians, such as Chet Atkins, who was a family friend, and was managing the RCA Victor studios there.  He encouraged them to seek national attention.  They initially signed a recording contract with Cadence Records as The Everly Brothers and began a meteoric rise in the pop music industry.
What was magical right from the beginning was the remarkable sound of Don and Phil singing together, often described as “high, yearning harmonies” while they strummed steel-stringed guitars doing melodies based on their Kentucky roots.  Although they began to write and record their own music, their first major hit, “Bye Bye Love,” was written by the wife-husband team of Felice and Boudleaux Bryant.  This song became No. 1 in early 1957, and was followed by numerous other vastly popular songs for the next several years, all written by the Bryants.  One of these tunes, “Wake Up Little Susie,” was controversial (for the times) because some parents disliked the concept of two youngsters accidentally falling to sleep alone.  By 1960 the Everly Brothers not only a national following, but had gained international fame.  They signed with Warner Brothers records and scored their biggest hit, “Cathy’s Clown,” which they wrote themselves.  During their career, the duo had 35 Billboard top 100’s singles, with 26 of these in the Top 40, including such memorable songs as “All I Have to Do is Dream,” “Bird Dog,” “Lucille,” “Ebony Eyes,” and “Til I Kissed You.”  Their popularity was truly international; during the 1960’s 18 of their songs were in the top 40 in Britain.  They were also exceptional songwriters and penned hits for several performers such as Buddy Holly (with whom they often toured prior to Holly’s fatal plane crash in 1959).  They also performed with recording stars such as Glen Campbell and Carole King before joining the U. S. Marine Corps Reserve.  Most people may not recall this, but in 1962 they performed two songs on The Ed Sullivan Show while wearing their Marine Corps uniforms.  As with many show business acts, tensions began to develop accelerated by alcohol and drug use.  Phil actually ended the partnership by smashing his guitar in the midst of a performance and walking off the stage in the middle of a show in 1973.  Ten years later they reconciled with a concert in London and later recorded a successful song, “On the Wings of a Nightingale,” written by Paul McCartney.   Don and Phil were among the first 10 artists inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1986.  They continued occasional appearances until Phil passed away in 2014.
Although Don usually sung the baritone part of their harmony and Phil the tenor, to my musically untrained ear, it was simply magic.  Many of the top popular musicians apparently felt the same way: Paul Simon labeled them as “the most beautiful sounding duo I ever heard.” The Beatles once called themselves “the British Everly Brothers.” 
What I do know for certain is that many of my cousins’ songs remain permanently engraved in my mind.  I frequently find myself humming their lyrics, especially “All I Have to Do is Dream.”   I suspect that many of my age group peers have similar experiences.
R.I.P. Cousin Don
I thought you might like to know.
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