THE GRAND OLE OPRY
By Gerard J. St. John


Last week, Cathy and I went to The Media Theatre to see a show titled, “Always . . . Patsy Cline.”  In effect, it was a 30-song concert presented in the style of the late country singer from the 1950s.  Although I was not particularly a fan of Patsy Cline, her name evokes a favorable response, and I thought it likely that her songs would bring back memories of the distant past.  It did not take long.
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The stage was a bare-bones setting; on the left was a kitchen table and chair, and on the right, was a four-member country band.  Dominating the background was a projected image of a large brick building with a high peaked roof.  There was no identification of the structure, but I recognized it immediately.  It was the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville, Tennessee.  I have been in Nashville on a number of occasions.  On each such occasion, I went to the Grand Ole Opry, but each time the opry was closed.  Thus, I have been all around the outside of the building but never once have I seen the interior.

Back in 1964, Jim Harvey told me about his experience in the Grand Ole Opry.  Jim was one of the people who spent holiday weekends with our crowd at Bock’s Pocono Trail Lodge.  My mother thought that Jim was “exceptionally handsome.”  Jim was also a good singer, and a regular participant in the “sing-alongs” that were an inevitable part of those mountain weekends.  Jim told me that, when he found himself in Nashville, he could not resist going to the Grand Ole Opry.  His seat was in the front of the balcony, which gave him a good view of the stage.  One of the early acts was a man wearing a sequined cowboy outfit that flashed and reflected the stage lights with his slightest movement.  He began to sing a song about dreaming he was in “Hillbilly Heaven.”  It was a country and western song made popular by the old cowboy, Tex Ritter.  The singer “met all the stars in Hillbilly Heaven,” and then began a litany of familiar names: Carson Robison . . . Tex Ritter . . . Roy Acuff.  With each name, the audience rose in standing ovation.  Jim Harvey smiled as he thought about the act.  He could do that; just read off a list of names.  He could read the names from the Nashville telephone directory. The singer continued: “Hank Williams . . . Johnny Horton . . ..”  Now Jim was laughing — uncontrollably.  People in the audience were waving their arms at him, trying to get him to quiet down.  Finally, the ushers asked him to leave the premises.  Thus, handsome Jim Harvey became the only person I know who was kicked out of the Grand Ole Opry.

Meanwhile, Patsy Cline got around to “Your Cheatin’ Heart,” a Hank Williams favorite.  The “Old Hank” was very popular back in the early 1960s when I was spending my time at Camp Pendleton in southern California.  Hank’s version of “Your Cheatin’ Heart” lent itself to an exaggerated twang, and nobody twanged it like my buddy Tom Larkin, who billed himself as “Tommy O’Larkin, Boston’s great Irish tenor.”  It was a Wednesday evening.  I was surprised that Tom refused to go with us to the Village Inn, a piano bar on Balboa Island.  So, we kidnapped him – and drove the twenty miles or so to Balboa despite Tom’s protests.
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Tom was in deep trouble at the time.  The previous week, he was the officer in charge of the guard at First Antitank Battalion.  One job of the guard officer is to inspect his own personal weapon, a .45 caliber pistol.  It is a routine task that we could perform in our sleep: push the barrel to the rear until it clicks; unload the ammo clip; release the safety (which allows the barrel to move forward); snap the trigger; and reload the ammo clip.  Tom made a mistake.  He inadvertently loaded the ammo before he released the safety and pulled the trigger.  The loud bang startled him.  He stared at the bullet hole that suddenly appeared in the wall.  He traced the flight of the bullet through the office wall, through two partitions in the adjoining offices (which were unoccupied at that hour), through the back window of the building and up against the concrete wall of the crowded barracks next door.  Thank God no one was hurt.  Tom was lucky.  But his life as a Marine officer was hanging by a thread.  Tomorrow morning, he had to take a test on embarkation, and it was essential that he do well.  That was why he did not want to go with us to the Village Inn.  He wanted to study for his test.

We took seats at the piano bar, and each of us ordered a mug of beer.  Tom just sat there, staring at his beer – not drinking, not singing, and not talking.  He was determined to be miserable.  Then, I had an idea.  I caught the attention of the piano player and asked her to play “Your Cheatin’ Heart.”  When the music started, I leaned over to Tom and said, “C’mon Tom, ‘Yore cheeahtin ha-aart. . ..’”  Tom’s face broke into a smile and he joined in the song with a twang that threatened to awaken the Old Hank himself.  When we finished, a young man sitting at the side of the bar, stood up and said, “That was great!  Let’s sing it again.”  Tom Larkin doubled up in laughter, “That guy thinks we were serious!”  The next day, Tom did okay on his test and was reassigned as an embarkation officer in Service Battalion.  That was sixty years ago.  For a while, I stayed in touch with Tom by e-mail after he moved back to the Cape Cod area.  Many of those e-mail messages recounted “Your Cheatin’ Heart,” and the Village Inn on Balboa Island.

Patsy Cline never missed a beat.  She continued with another song from the past:

“Deep within my heart lies a melody,

A song of old San Antone.

Where in dreams I live with a memory,

Beneath the stars all alone.

“Well, it was there I found beside the Alamo

Enchantment strange as the blue up above,

For that moonlit pass that only he would know

Still hears my broken song of love.”

San Antonio Rose was one of Rock Davidson’s favorite songs.

Rock’s given name was Bobby E. Davidson, but he took unto himself the name “Rock;” he liked it better.  Rock’s “home of record” was Phoenix, Arizona.  However, when assigned to the First Marine Division, he lived about one block from my apartment in San Clemente.  Rock was tall (about 6’ 4”), and gave the impression of awkwardness.  He tended to hunch forward as if trying to make himself look smaller, and he walked in a hesitant manner.  But Rock was well coordinated, quick and strong, as many of us learned when we played basketball or volleyball against him.  Rock also enjoyed hosting parties on his patio overlooking the Pacific Ocean.  Invariably there would be songs, and invariably, Rock would sing about San Antonio Rose. “I have been to the Alamo on many occasions,” he assured us.  “There is no moonlit pass beside the Alamo; if there was, I would have found it.”
[image: image3.jpg]



In January 1962, our battalion boarded the USS General William Mitchell in San Diego and set sail for Naha, Okinawa.  Rock was the commanding officer of “M” Company and, for most of our overseas tour, I was his executive officer.  The photo shows (from the left) me, Denny Tamcsin, Rock Davidson, and Denny King, outside our company headquarters in Camp Schwab, Okinawa.  As of January 1963, when I flew back to the United States, Rock had still not located that moonlit pass beside the Alamo.

Interestingly, on March 24, 2001, Cathy and I were in Phoenix, Arizona for the wedding of my niece Terri.  The ceremony was scheduled to take place in mid-afternoon.  Shortly before noon, we learned of a tour of architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s studio, Taliesin West, and it would begin in just twenty minutes.  It was a 20-minute drive.  If we were late, there was no other tour available to us.  We have toured many of Wright’s buildings in Illinois, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin.  Taliesin West was an unexpected opportunity.  We hopped into the car and started off.  Our twenty minutes had almost expired and we were about a block away from Taliesin when I saw the unmistakable shape of Rock Davidson walking next to a woman on the sidewalk, about thirty yards in front of us.  There was no mistaking the long, angular bone structure, the bow legs and the hunch forward.  My immediate question was, “Do I stop?”  Even a very short stop might cause us to miss the tour – and we were not likely to be back in Arizona again.  
The timing was too close.  I put my foot on the gas, and we barely made it to the Taliesin tour.  A year or two later, I told that story to Denny Tamcsin.  His immediate comment was, “Why didn’t you stop?”  Maybe I should have stopped.  Maybe I would have learned the location of the moonlit pass beside the Alamo.  But that was not to be.
Well, Patsy Cline’s show gave me more than I bargained for: enjoyable music and memories of irascible friends in Nashville, Balboa and Okinawa.  I am reminded of the philosophers who believe that no two persons see the same objects or hear the same sounds because their apprehension is formed by differing life experiences.  I am certain that none of the other persons in the Media Theatre last week shared my experience.  On the other hand, maybe someone among them knows where to find the moonlit pass beside the Alamo.
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