
February 2021– Artists Almanac 

I wandered lonely as a cloud 

That floats on high o’er vales and hills, 

When all at once I saw a crowd, 

 A host, of golden daffodils. 

Beside the lake, beneath the trees,  

fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 

William Wordsworth 



February mornings are cold and pitch dark. Yet the brave shoots of 

Jonquils are peeking up from cold wet leaf mold, telling us that Spring 

will, after all, return once more. 

But at 4 AM of a pitch dark, cold February morning, it takes more than 

thoughts of spring gardens to make us sit up on the side of our bed, 

switch on the light, pull on our socks and shoes and go to work. Only 

music can do it. Music, the rhythm of life. Some say, a form of prayer; 

for others, a form of madness. For me, it is both motivation and 

memory. My favorite wakeup motivational music includes Bach’s 

Magnificat, singing the Virgin’s inexpressible joy at being told by the 

angel Gabriel she was to bear God’s son, or Vivaldi’s lively Gloria, the 

sheer joy of praise to the Almighty. Bach’s music has been described as 

God’s thought and Vivaldi was Bach’s mentor. 

 My early childhood memory is of lying in my bed, in the room next to 

the kitchen where I could hear my father rattling dishes, fixing 

breakfast for mother, a night person, who slept late, read much of the 

day, and once taught High School English.  

He listened to Zeke Clements, Lew Childress, Roy Acuff, Flatt and 

Scruggs, and early country music favorites. When he became an old 

man, his grandchildren competed for the privilege of taking him to Long 

Hollow Grocery where they would sit on coke cases and hay bales to 

listen to the amateur local musicians who came from miles around, 

from as far away as Kentucky, to listen to the music of the people. 

There he and Roy Acuff struck up a conversation in which they agree 

the Opry was not what it used to be. 

There are those who like to listen to music while they work. Not me! 

For me, music takes over, operating a different side of the brain. It is 

better as a lubricant for painting. Music has intensity – while it is 

playing, we are swept away by it, but when it stops, we have only the 



memory of it. A good painting, by contrast has richness – we can sit for 

hours, finding innumerable new themes embedded in it, thus 

participating thereby in its creation. 

Dad couldn’t carry a tune or stay on pitch, but boy, could he dance! 

Mother was humiliated when, as an end man in the Lions Club minstrel 

he tried to sing and dance to The Preacher and the Bear. She ducked 

down in her seat, but not so far she could avoid hearing the woman in 

the row behind cluck,’ I didn’t know William was a drinking man’. 

Yet dance has an ancient and honorable tradition. Was it not King 

David, author of the musical Psalms who danced before the Lord with 

all his might (II Samuel Ch. 17, v.23)? Mother might have added, ‘Yes, 

but David was an adulterer, you know’. She was miffed that Dad 

preferred the Senior Citizen’s Center on Franklin street where there 

may have been dancing and he was among his own beloved common 

folks. It was just not fitting for an Appellate Judge, she sniffed. 

The need for music and dance is deeply rooted in our human psyche. 

What ancient tribe did not practice it as a ritual of courtship or 

worship? The American Indians had their war dances, in which they 

would dance themselves into a frenzy, as well as their mournful death 

songs. The last time I went to church during this pandemic they had 

removed the hymnals to avoid human contact. What a loss; I have not 

been back. 

Today’s young dancers resemble those ancient tribesmen in their 

frenetic jigging to loud drums. In an earlier time, we danced cheek to 

cheek to smooth music, which allowed time for getting to know our 

partner. There was even a fancy step called ‘conversation’ which 

allowed the partners to separate briefly and promenade with space 

between allowing them to study each other’s faces. What a sad thing it 

is for a couple to be unable to hear each other over the sound of the 



performers at dinner, or for an older couple to take the floor in a 

pitiable attempt to imitate the youngsters. 

We were fortunate in my youth to have a large ballroom in an old 

mansion on Franklin Street in Gallatin. There, an older lady, Miss Betsy 

Boyers, who had once been a ballerina in New York, but whose flower 

had faded, returned to her ancestral home to teach young people the 

culture of the dance. There was strict decorum, enforced by her 

gravelly voice. Each girl should have a flower, which pinned to her 

breast, prevented bust to bust dancing. A ‘stag’, as they were then 

known, might dance with every pretty girl there. Once, though, for to 

claim more was to invite a challenge of a duel, weapons being fisticuffs.  

My dance experience … 



 

 

The code of courtesy, like that of duello, was strictly observed by all. 

Once, while a lowly private in basic training I attended a USO dance in 

nearby Dothan, Alabama. There a handsome lieutenant was dancing 

gracefully with a gorgeous girl. Summoning my courage, I tapped him 

on the shoulder. He surveyed me up and down, astonished by my 

impertinence, but moved away, allowing me to dance with his wife, 

who decided after a dance I was a gentleman and introduced me to her 

husband, who did not have me court-martialed. How strong the custom 

of the tribe! 



Now people dance at, not with, each other, like ancient tribesmen 

preparing for war. 

 My cousin, Wade Douglass, shown to the right of me in the 

masquerade Ball above became an excellent dancer, proceeding under 

Betsy’s tutelage to the Rhumba, Samba, and even the Tango. In the 

ancient dining room of the Douglass country home hung a painting of 

his ancestor, Elizabeth Douglass, spouse of Edward, the first practicing 

attorney in Nashville and Secretary of the first Tennessee legislature. 

From Carolina, she was said to have once danced with General 

Cornwallis, commander of the British Armies in the Carolinas, until they 

met up with the Tennesseans at 

King’s Mountain and later lost the 

Revolution by surrendering to the 

Patriots at Yorktown, ending the 

American Revolution. I puzzled for 

years over the Cornwallis allusion, 

wondering whether Elizabeth could 

have been a Tory.  

Then I watched Jane Austen’s Pride 

and Prejudice on NPT and saw what 

‘dance’ meant in England in the 

1700s – a formal string quartet, with 

Lords and Ladies opposite each other, moving in a lively dance.  

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=quadrille+dance&&view=detai

l&mid=B9F39EE421BD5E56B84BB9F39EE421BD5E56B84B&&FORM=VD

RVSR (highlight this then press rt menu and open hyperlink) 

Each person danced briefly with every other in turn, so that the end of 

the set, every man had twirled every woman. In the late 1700s we were 

all still British and fashioned our own more primitive square dances 

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=quadrille+dance&&view=detail&mid=B9F39EE421BD5E56B84BB9F39EE421BD5E56B84B&&FORM=VDRVSR
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=quadrille+dance&&view=detail&mid=B9F39EE421BD5E56B84BB9F39EE421BD5E56B84B&&FORM=VDRVSR
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=quadrille+dance&&view=detail&mid=B9F39EE421BD5E56B84BB9F39EE421BD5E56B84B&&FORM=VDRVSR


after theirs. The basic form was a square of alternating members and 

simple steps, such as circle left/ bird in the cage/ doe si doe/ swing your 

corner lady-now your honey baby. The set ended with a promenade 

home, each man successively twirling with every lady around the grand 

circle until he reunited with the gal he came with. By then every dancer 

was out of breath and retired to the sidelines to watch the old folks 

dance to the fiddler’s slow waltz. Indeed, Elizabeth may have ‘danced’ 

with Cornwallis in this way, but she could have used the opportunity to 

gain intelligence for the Patriots. 

Sumner County was ‘horse country’, before and even more, than was 

Kentucky. Bluegrass originated here and growing on limestone soil 

made the strongest-boned horses who won the most races. So much so 

that the rich and famous chose Gallatin as the place most like England 

and formed Grasslands Hunt Club for rich would-be steeplechasers 

from Chicago and New York who came by special train or personal 

seaplanes, landing on the river, to join the dance. Then came the great 

depression, the rich were rich no more, and the scheme folded.  

But not before they had two grand International Steeplechases. The 

King of Spain furnished a gold cup as first prize. Mother and Dad met 

there, he winked at her, and their life together was on. He brought her 

over to meet his best friend and next-door-neighbor, I. C. McMahan for 

his approval, which he enthusiastically gave. Here is his home, 



Kennesaw, across the pike from the Steeplechase, where he was still 

living, breeding, and racing horses until the turn of the 21st century. 

 

 

 

 

Sumner County was so famous for its horses and bluegrass, its early 

music came to be known as Bluegrass, which preceded the famous 

nationwide broadcast of WSM’s Grand Ol’ Opry. One of the county’s 

favorite sons was General William Bate, who later become Governor of 

Tennessee. He and his cousin Dr. Humphrey Bate, were born in the 

same house in Castalian Springs. Humphrey graduated from Vanderbilt 

University as became a medical doctor in the community. Doctor Bate 

loved Bluegrass music and loved to play it at square dances with the 

many self-taught country musicians in the area. He took his group to 

Kennesaw Mansion 



WSM clear channel radio station in Nashville, where they instantly 

agreed to put him on the air, under one condition. They must change 

their coats and ties for Hillbilly garb. They did, and thus was born The 

Grand Ol’ Opry, which drew listeners to their wireless sets every 

Saturday night all over America.  

To hear Dr. Bate and his Possum Hunters playing a lively square dance 

with a caller shouting the steps, highlight the following link, rt click 

menu, and press open link:   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0M8d4K7nIXc 

 

 

 
 

Lacking a ballroom in the 1920s, Mother and Dad attended square 
dances held on the front porch of friends Carolyn and Charlie McDonald 
in the Number One community. These invigorating dances were later 
moved to the schoolhouse in the 40s, where I enjoyed participating in 
this community event.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0M8d4K7nIXc


We’re lucky to live in Music City, USA, surrounded by so many live 
musicians. 


