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Mark Zwonitzer, CharlesHirshberg: Will You MissMeWhen I'm Gone?: The Carter Family and Their
Legacy in American Mus before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all
praised Will You Miss Me When I'm Gone?: The Carter Family and Their Legacy in American Mus:

9 of 9 people found the following review helpful. A seminal biography but needlessly incompleteBy Michagel
Hoffmanl had to struggle when it came to awarding "Will Y ou Miss Me When I'm Gone" four stars or three. | chose


http://f3db.com/pub/links.php?id=B00AK78QMC

four becauseif it weren't for Zwonitzer and Hirshberg we would know far less about the Carters. Their contribution to
knowledge inthisfield issignal and | take nothing away from what they accomplished. It would be atruism to repeat
what other reviewers have already said ("Love American music? Read this book!"). The writing is brisk and the
reader's interest is maintained to the end.So what is the problem? Perhaps because the authors have done half their job
so well, the missing half is glaring. It's usually a compliment to say that the writing left you wishing for more, but here
it's excruciating, because Zwonitzer and Hirshberg could have given us more and did not. Because this book helps us
to appreciate the Carters, we want to know all you can about them. When you realize that at least some of the gaps
could have been filled in by the authors, it's frustrating.What's missing? 1. A timeline. With three main characters and
numerous descendants atimeline is indispensabl e for following the action intelligently. Who was born when and to
whom? When were they married and where? How old were they when they died? 2. An epilogue. Half way through
the book the focus shifts from the three principals, Alvin Pleasant ("A.P.") Carter, hiswife, Sara Dougherty, and her
first cousin Maybelle Addington, wife of A.P.'s brother, Ezra J. ("Eck") Carter -- to their children, especialy
Maybell€e's three talented daughters, the famous June Carter Cash and the lesser known Anita and Helen. In the last
half of the book their story aimost comes to predominate, which is fine, but upon the death of Sara, the book stops, like
alocomotive that has fallen off a bridge, and the story of the descendantsis abruptly and frustratingly halted. A two
page epilogue telling us what happened to Maybell€'s three daughters and their children, Sara's children and her
second hushand Coy, and how fares the Carter Family Museum and their legacy, is the least the authors could have
done after building our interest. 3. There are numerous rare photos without dates. They should be dated, even
approximately. 4. While it's probably asking too much, a genealogical chart would have been a helpful supplement to
the rather dizzying chronicle provided in the text. The book takes aleisurely detour to delve into the minutiae of the
life of a quack doctor, John Romulus Brinkley, who sponsored the Carters on his powerful radio station across the
Mexican border from Texas. The Brinkley excursion could have been shortened to make room for the preceding
missing elements.We're told Sara's age when she died (80), but not Maybelle's age at her death. We're informed at one
point that June has $37,000 in cash in her wallet. Shortly thereafter we see her Country Music icon mother Maybelle,
toiling on the night shift as a practical nurse for $12 an hour! Why? Was it because Maybelle was extremely frugal, or
was she nearly broke at this juncture? The authors don't tell us. They never give ahint that there is a breach between
Maybelle and Sara but they gloss over the fact that Sara apparently did not attend Maybelle's funeral (p. 392). We also
are not told why Sara, who divorced A.P. in her passion for Coy, and took up anew life near Stockton, California,
asked to be buried close to A.P. back in Maces Springs, Virginia, against the wishes of her second husband (p.
395).The subtitle of this Carter family biography is: "Their Legacy in American Music." But Zwonitzer and Hirshberg
never ruminate on what exactly that legacy consists. They track the waning and eventual permanent waxing of the
Carter's influence with admirable narrative skill and solid research. But the authors never pause to offer the kind of
musicological retrospective suggested by the book's subtitle. The reader is left to surmise that Grand Ole Opry +
Johnny Cash +Newport Folk Festival + the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band = something or other, admittedly momentous, but
the authors shy away from ever saying precisely what that is. They never truly assess the Carter's legacy, leaving it to
the reader to glean from all the details just what precisely it was and is. Any competent writer who comesto craft the
story of the Cartersis going to pen a haunting tale, and from the early music itself with its litany of heartbreak and
tragic death, moderated by invocations to "Keep on the Sunny Side of Life," to the artists, thisis acompelling and
deeply moving story. Maybelle Carter is the family's lay saint, imbued with what the authors term the "forgiving
progressivism” of her Primitive Baptist upbringing. A.P. Carter is the song-writing prodigy, afflicted nearly from birth
with atremor in hisarm that would be a harbinger of the extent to which his tunes would shake 20th century America
with aroots music it had nearly abandoned. He was the architect of the Carter sound and yet another devout Christian
imbued with afundamental decency - his was the first major country group to have the lead vocals sung by awoman,
acontroversial move made good by the powerful voice of hisformidable wife Sara, a strong-willed, proto-
feminist.What struck me the most about the Carters was their lack of pride and ego. They were ambitious, certainly,
and reveled in hard work, grueling tour schedules and living conditions that would challenge all but the toughest of
hardscrabble wannabe recording artists today. Y et they came from an era that predated the cult of celebrity and never
bought into it for themselves or other stars. Midway through the book, Zwonitzer and Hirshberg spring a delightful
surprise on the reader. All of asudden, beginning in the 1940s, we find the Carters nose to nose with some of the
century's greatest music legends. Hank Williams Sr. isalove sick puppy in the presence of Maybelle's singing
daughter Anita, gifted with one of the finest voicesin all of popular music. Williams, tormented by his unfaithful wife
Audrey, constantly half-drunk or high on pills (he narrowly misses June with a pistol shot during one of his benders),
is nursed and maothered by Maybelle and her girls. They treat him just as if he was afarm boy from across the road.
Williamsis only the first of a parade of superstars who will seek the comfort of their hearth. After Williams died of an
overdose, afrightened and tearful singing Adonis by the name of Elvis Presley shared their home, and like Hank,
sought the hand of Anita Carter. Maybelle, Eck and her daughters treated Elvis like the lost country boy he wasin
1955. Thereis no sign they were awed by him or sought to hop on what was obviously going to be the gravy train of
the decade. When Anita said no to Presley and the Colonel beckoned, it was Johnny Cash's turn to enter their lives and



be nursed off the pills and the booze. He was a successful suitor, winning the love of the soon to be twice-divorced
June, and from then on he proved as good afriend as any of the Carters could want. Besides June, Maybelle and her
husband Eck were the main recipients of the rewards of the relationship with Cash.Maybelle was really something.
She was a good mom and a fine cook who could handle an automobile like a NASCAR racer (for years she was the
main driver while the Carters toured the nation), a shrewd and avid card-player, and a faithful wife to her eccentric,
bibliophile-husband Eck, a student of Edward Gibbon and Josephus and alover of Bach and Beethoven. Moreover, the
Carters remained open to strangers all of their lives. In fact, some of their closest, lifelong friends were just regular
folk they had met in stores or on the street. Throughout their lives they rejected celebrity and snobbery and made
themselves available to "ordinary" people with an astonishing degree of access and hospitality.Sarah, after years of
separation from A.P. and pining after her estranged lover, the handsome, fun-loving Coy, married him and moved to
the far west, where initialy the fire of their ardor sufficed to compensate for the distance from her children and the
final dissolution of the original Carter Family trio. But as the years passed, Coy, a maintenance man, took to drinking,
and the trailer the couple inhabited in straitened circumstances began to stifle. In old age, Sara confided to afriend that
marrying Coy had been "the worst mistake of my life." A.P. meanwhile, roamed the hills and railroad tracks of his
native mountain Virginia. He never stopped loving Sara, believing she would return to him one day. He ran a grocery
store and owned land, but the store was seldom open and he was surely distracted and troubled in mind by the
departure of hiswife.We are told that the Carters were very private people and |eft few letters or extended revelations
of what they thought about their music or each other. No doubt an enterprising investigative writer will mine more
from their story than isfound in "Will You Miss Me When I'm Gone." The peregrination of the Carters coincided with
the 20th century change-of-eratime, a headlong rush into modernity that left much of what had made Americawhat it
was, from passenger trains to old time music, on the junk heap of history. The Carters, along with others of similar
background, were the carriers of ancient voices and tried and true traditions, and while their lives were to some extent
warped by the enormous deterioration the country experienced in the 1960s and 70s, in the end they proved
themselves worthy of the legacy they were fated to keep alive for posterity.1 of 1 people found the following review
helpful. Overall, awell told story.By rog's stuffl am not yet finished with the book, but | am enjoying it immensely.
My review may be alittle biased as | have had the pleasure of meeting Janette personally at The Carter Fold. We had
gotten to the Fold early on a Saturday afternoon and Janette personally greeted us and invited usto visit the museum
next door. That evening we watched Janette (and Joe) perform. Joe put on acomedy routine. At that time Gladys was
till aive and helped with the show. We went back to the Carter Fold ayear or two later and | swear that Jeanette
remembered us! Another reviewer has stated that there are mistakes in this book. There really isn't any excuse for
mistaking Johnny Cash for Carl Smith. Asfor other mistakes, one needs to remember that not everyone keeps diaries
and alot of time has elapsed since the Carters hit the music scene.Thisis probably the only book | will ever read
where | have met those interviewed. That alone makes this book worth reading for me. And the added history of
country music that isincluded adds to it's worth. (The part dealing with Chet Atkinsis a good example).Another book
well worth reading is Sing A Sad Song, The Life Of Hank Williams.41 of 41 people found the following review
helpful. A Book By Which Others Will Be MeasuredBy Foster CorbinThere is not adull page in this 397 page account
of The Carter Family. The writers manage to strike a happy medium between a scholarly treatise and a popul ar
biography, something | find very appealing. In addition to being a biography of the Carters, the book aso is a history
of country music in the first half of the Twentieth Century roughly and a statement on rural Southern sociology of the
time aswell.The book isfull of information that | suspect istold for the first time as well as triviamany of us knew but
had forgotten: For example, there was atime when soft drinks were called "dopes’ in East Tennessee. | had forgotten
that and that my aunt wore Blue Waltz perfume. (There is afunny account of Maybell€e's breaking a bottle of this
dreadful perfume she was using as aslide for her guitar in arecording session.) | laughed out loud to learn that Helen
Carter, who could learn to play any instrument almost immediately, was having trouble with her first accordian. It took
Pee Wee King's telling her she was playing the instrument upside down to get her on the right track. The Original
Carter Family was the first group to let the women lead as opposed to being backup singers. The less than admirable
Ralph Peer of the recording industry coined the term "hillbilly" for the kind of music Carters and other country
Southerners played in the early part of the 20th Century. Thereis agood account of A. P.'s collecting mountain songs
al over the South. That contribution alone would make him a giant in folk/country music. Finally we learn a great dedl
about both generations of this great family, from A. P., Sarah and Maybelle to "Mama" Maybelle and her daughters. |
was pleased to learn, for example, that Maybelle was as good and kind a person as she always seemed to be. (She even
sat with sick people for part-time employment at one point in her later life when country music was in an eclipse.)
There is a poignant contrast between what apparently was the long and happy marriage of Maybelle and A. P. Carter's
brother Eck and A. P. and Sarah's marriage that ended in divorce. Certainly there is nothing more heart wrenching than
Sarah's dedicating a song over the radio (apparently in the presence of A. P.) to the man she married after her divorce.
The song was "I'm Thinking Tonight of My Blue Eyes." Coy Bays, the intended recipient, heard the song al the way
in Californiaand came to Texas for his woman. In the many years that A. P. lived alone thereafter, he never stopped
loving Sara. She was preceded in death by him. Both of them are buried, however, only two rows from each other



(even though Sara died in California and had been divorced from A. P. for many years) in Mount Vernon Cemetery in

Maces Springs, Virginiawith identical tombstones. Above their names and dates in beautiful pink marble are perfectly
round 78 records and the words "Keep on the Sunny Side." Thisis areally fine book. Even folks not interested much in
this sort of music should find it fascinating. It isthe one by which later biographies of the Carters will be judged.

The first major biography of the Carter Family, the musical pioneers who aimost single-handedly created the sounds
and traditions that grew into modern folk, country, and bluegrass music.Meticulously researched and lovingly written,
itisalook at aworld and a culture that, rather than passing, has continued to exist in the music that is the legacy of the
Cartersmdash;songs that have shaped and influenced generations of artists who have followed them. Brilliant in
insight and execution, Will You Miss Me When I'm Gone? is also an in-depth study of A.P., Sara, and Maybelle
Carter, and their bittersweet story of love and fulfillment, sadness and loss. The result is more than just a biography of
afamily; it isaso ajourney into another time, almost another world, and theirsis a story that resonates today and lives
on in the timeless music they created.

From Publishers WeeklyThe Carter Family, Virginia mountain musicians who composed, performed and recorded
hundreds of folk songs beginning in 1927, finally get their due in documentary filmmaker Zwonitzer's comprehensive
biography. To say that the Carters, who inspired such legends as Chet Atkins, Hank Williams, Elvis Presley and
Johnny Cash, had a profound impact on popular American music is an understatement. Zwonitzer follows the Carter
family's history from the 1891 birth of A.P. Carter, the musical founder, up through the late 1970s, offering
background on the social, economic and technological developments that spawned American folk, country and rock
music. The Carter family got its official start when A.P. dragged hiswife, Sara, and his pregnant sister-in-law
Maybelle to Bristol, Tenn., to sing for arecord company scout. The Carters' performance with A.P. singing bass, Sara
and Maybelle singing harmony, and Maybelle on guitar earned them arecording contract and alegendary career that
spanned three generations. Family and friends reminisce about the forbidden love affair that broke up the Original
Carters; Hank Williams's attempt to shoot June Carter; how June and Maybelle Carter sustained June's husband,
Johnny Cash, through his drug addiction; and other colorful episodes from the Carters' lives. Zwonitzer writes with
flair, weaving anecdotes into a compelling study that will intrigue historians and music lovers alike.Copyright 2002
Cahners Business Information, Inc.From Library JournalWith an eye for biographical detail and just the right helping
of the vernacular, documentary filmmaker Zwonitzer and Hirshberg, the author of biographies of Elvis Presley and the
Beatles, tell the historically important and fascinating story of the Carter family and their music. From the original
1927 recordings of A.P., Sara, and Maybelle Carter, through the 1940s and 1950s tours of "Mother" Maybelle and her
daughters, to the marriage of June Carter and Johnny Cash, the history of this family of country musicians and their
legacy unfolds through well-written prose. Highlights of the book include a chapter on the importance of the Original
Carter Family's broadcasts on the titanic Mexico/U.S. border radio station XERA and the authors material on the roots
of some of the songs found, reworked, and newly composed by A.P. Carter songs that link modern country music to
the traditional folk music of the 19th century. Thisis not, however, athorough study of the individual songs
themselves. Through the many anecdotes and quotations, garnered from interviews with surviving family members
and from study of previously published material, the Carters and their associates come across as real people perhaps
the book's greatest contribution. Highly recommended for all public libraries and for academic libraries with afocus
on American vernacular music. James E. Perone, Mount Union Coll., Alliance, OH Copyright 2002 Reed Business
Information, Inc.From Booklist* Starred * The Original Carter Family's 300-plus recordings, many of songs considered
traditional and authorless, are the bedrock of country music. In arguably one of the best country-music books ever
written, Zwonitzer (Hirshberg gathered facts, found informants, and goaded Zwonitzer into realizing the book) shows
that Alvin Pleasant Carter (1891-1960) gathered old songs but habitually, and often genuinely, improved them. His
wife Sara (1898-1979) and sister-in-law Maybelle (1909-78) did the same, less prolifically, and Maybelle created
unique guitar and autoharp accompaniment styles that combined rhythmic and melodic lines. All three grew up remote
from urban amenitiesin largely self-supporting families, but they weren't innocents. Pleasant craved recognition and
drove the trio's career. Sara's haunting voice anchored their music for as long as her homebody reflexes allowed, but
finally she left Pleasant for one of his younger cousins, with whom she settled in California. Maybelle became a
trouper, brought her three daughtersin when Sara and later Pleasant left the act, and finished as a revered country-
music elder in son-in-law Johnny Cash's road show. The original trio members' contexts, Ralph Peer and the
beginnings of the country-music industry, and the Carters immense Depression-era success on megawatt "border
radio” are just some of the byways Zwonitzer pursues as he stitches miles of ora-history testimony into friendly,
informal, but never oafish prose. Magnificent. Ray OlsonCopyright copy; American Library Association. All rights
reserved



