Traditional
Troubadours

Whether on stage or on the
orch at their East Texas ranch,
rothers Guy and Pipp Gillette
celebrate the history and
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O STEP INTO CAMP STREET
CAFE is like stepping back 50
years. The memorabilia_covering
the walls is reminiscent of a bygone
era of Texas swing and traditional
blues. Once a home to gambling, il-
legal liquor and “new fangled” mu-
sic that became classics, the Crock-
ett, Texas, café was brought back to
life by Guy and Pipp Gillette.

Intermingled with the faces on the innumerable posters
lining the walls are a “who's who” of Western performers
ranging from Joel Nelson to Don Edwards, Waddie Mitchell
to Ramblin’ Jack Elliott—and the Gillette Brothers. Though
they spent a majority of their lives on the East Coast, it was at
a young age in East Texas that Guy and Pipp were introduced
to the Western music that would become their passion.

“Our mother learned Od Dan Tick-
er from her grandfather” Guy says.
“She sang it to us always. We always
loved traditional cowboy music. Our
parents played records of Jack Elliott
and Hermes Nye—who was a lawyer
in Dallas but loved traditional cow-
boy music—and Cisco Houston and
Woody Guthrie”

Guy and Pipp’s mother was born
near the family ranch in Lovelady, Tex-

Listening to their
grandfather tell
them stories about
how cowboying used
to be caught the
brothers’ interest.
They sought how to

nally decided that since we played so much Texas-type music,
wehy don't we go down to Texas and play it? That way, we can
do the music and the ranching we have always wanted to do.”

In 1983, the brothers planted themselves on the family
ranch, which was established in 1912 in Lovelady. There, the
Gillettes finally felt at home, and it was then that they truly
began what has become their life’s work—teaching Western
cowboy history through music and song, while entertaining
the masses.

The Gillettes' roots run deep in Lovelady In the mid-1900s,
their maternal grandfather had a general store in town, and

uy was born there. Growing up, when the brothers visited
the ranch their activities included working cattle, playing
music and listening to stories about the history of the area
around the ranch. Their return was fulfilling in many ways.

“We got to work with our grandfather all his life and
knew him well when he passed away” Pipp says. “Our par-
ents held onto the place and leased
it until we came back in the ’80s and
started [ranching] again.

“We were fortunate to travel with
the music and come back to the ranch
when we were ready. A lot of people,
Pve heard, had to make a choice much
sooner about keeping the family thing
going, and they say they'd rather do
something else.”

Turning their backs on the fast-

as,but traveled to New York to pursuea paced life of the East Coast meant not
career in fashion. There, while working combine their only changing their lifestyle and sur-
asa waitress, she met a young actor and musical interests roundings, but it also influenced how
later maried him. Their children, Guy Wi eir love the brothers chose to live, Now their

and Pipp, grew up with footholds in
both the East Coast and East Texas.
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ROOTS RUN DEEP

of history.

daily activities are routine, but their
surroundings are unique.

“On the ranch, we have several old
buildings that we moved here says
Guy. “We've lved here for nearly 30 years and keep up the

thefam-

ily ranch, the two boys were caught between two worlds—one
where rock and roll, fast times and city living were foremost,
the other where life slowed down, Western music reigned su-
preme and the boys could immerse themselves in the land.

“I was determined to never fail at school because you made
up what you failed in the summer, and I never wanted to miss
out on a summer in Texas,” says Pipp.

From childhood until shortly after college, the brothers
lived on the East Coast. The location offered a wide variety of
musical influences, such as The Beatles, who inspired Pipp to
buya snare drum in junior high school. It was shortly thereaf-
ter that Guy and Pipp began playing music together.

“One of the first things we learned to play on guitar was the
cowboy poems we had learned growing up;” Pipp says. “We
did nothing but play music from then on.”

After school, the brothers continued playing music suc-
cessfully, but in their minds they never strayed far from their
grandfather's East Texas ranch.

“We played up and down the Eastern seaboard with differ-
ent bands and got some songwriting deals,” Guy says. “We fi-
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We have ceiling fans, no air conditioning, and
people can't believe we do that”

The historical preservation did not start or stop with the
ranch's buildings. Listening to their grandfather tell them
stories about how cowboying used to be caught the brothers”
interest. They sought how to combine their musical interests
with their love of history.

o

STUDENTS AND TEACHERS
The late 1980 found the brothers day-working in Houston
County, often with the
late Watt Matthews on
the Lambshead Ranch in
Albany, Texas. Matthews's

rmanent building
the Gillettes’

family had ranched in East thare s
“Texas since the 1850s, and Miﬂwnmw and me exteriors
“ keptas inally

theirs was the first per-
manent dwelling between
Palo Pinto, Texas, and
Santa Fe, New Mexico.

designed. Tharlnthmn double

e
antique homes and old trucks, as
well s to working cow dogs and
Quarter Horses.






In the early 1990, the brothers traveled to Abilene, Texas,
1o see the Matthews team compete in the Western Heritage
Classic’s ranch rodeo competition.

“The [Western Heritage Classic] had an outdoor tent
with cowboy poetry and music, and a great chuckwagon
cook-off;” remembers Pipp. “That was the first time we saw
and met Don Edwards and Riders in the Sky. Suddenly, a
light bulb went off, and we thought there might be a place
in cowboy music where we could contribute something”

Guy and Pipp’s music had an element of historical ac-
curacy that was missing at that time. What was popular
was the Hollywood movie-style cowboy music, and while
the tunes of Gene Autry and Roy
Rogers were entertaining, they were
not viewed as historically traditional
cowboy music.

“As kids, we loved the traditional
music and came back to it;” Guy ex-

“We think our songs
are the ones

we went out there and won the chicken fried steak contest!
We won a Dutch oven and some cash, and we gave her the
Dutch oven.”

While they were learning the art of chuckwagon cook-
ing, many others were learning the history of American
cowboy music when the Gillettes played. At each show, the
brothers would tell bits of history before and after each
song, why they sing it and how the lyrics or musical ac-
companiment came about.

We zhmk our songs are the ones the cowboys really
a bunkh ‘wherever, but
also it was (he ‘music that was popular at the time,” Guy ex-
plains. “For instance, minstrel music
was popular at the time [of the trail
drives]. So to get a mental picture of
what was there if you visited a town,
this is the kind of music they would
have been playing.”

plains.

“Our parents used to play those re-
cords for us. We thought that kind of
music was not being done anymore. A
lot of people think of cowboy music
and think of Sons of the Pioneers or
something, instead of the real songs
that cowboys sang around the bunk-
house or going up the trail in the late
19 century”

cowboys really sang,
around the chuck-
wagon, bunkhouse
or wherever, but
also it was the music
that was popular
at the time!
—GUY GILLETTE

Minstrel music combined elements
of comedic acting with musical skits
to entertain audiences. In the 1830s
and *40s, this was the most popular
type of musical presentation in the
West.

And while many people would not
think of the American West as a di-
verse and multicultural setting in the
18005, that is exactly the image Guy

Guy and Pipp released their first
CD, Home Ranch, in 1992, and have
since released six more, including a
live-recorded compilation from Camp Street Café.

Working the ranch and traveling to cowboy poetry and
folklife festivals soon filled the Gillettes’ lives. The brothers
also began studying the art of chuckwagon cooking as a
means to fund their travels.

First introduced to chuckwagon cooking competition
in Abilene, the Gillettes sought advice from their friend,
rancher and cowboy chef Tom Perini, owner of Perini
Ranch Steakhouse in Buffalo Gap, Texas. With Perini’s
help, the Gillettes began entering chuckwagon cook-offs at
the events where they played music.

“We got a chuckwagon pretty early on, and we would
enter the chuckwagon cookoff and they would pay us to
sing.” Pipp says. “That’s when it started making financial
sense to us, kind of like rodeoing.

“Different people had an influence on our [cooking]. A
lot of the cookoffs had varying rules, but at some of the
events, everyone cooks the same meal.”

Armed with the knowledge that many of the same meals
would be called for at different festivals, Guy and Pipp de-
cided they needed to befriend the local chicken fried steak
expert to try and learn her recipe.

“We talked to an elderly woman at the local sale barn
who we thought made the best chicken fried steak of any-
body in town. We told her we were going to the cookoff
and asked for her chicken fried steak secret,” Pipp says with
alaugh. “She took us in there and showed us, and by God,
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and Pipp create for listeners. Hearing

them play is a history lesson—wheth-

er you are learning that the banjo is
really an African-American instrument, or that most melo-
dies created by a fiddle originated from Irish immigrants.

P

'WESTERN AMBASSADORS
The Gillettes were soon in demand—and not just in Texas.

With a wide range of instruments to accompany the songs
they sang, festivals from across the country invited Guy and
Pipp to play—Elko, Nevada; Monterey, California; Prescott,
Arizona; Macon, Georgia; Cody, Wyoming; and Alpine, Tex-
as, among them. Guy plays the fiddle, banjo, guitar and the
bones—creating a melody using animal rib bones. Pipp plays
the guitar, banjo, harmonica, tambourine, and an Irish drum
called the Balron.

In 2005, the Gillettes traveled to the World Expo in Japan,
representing the state of Texas. In 2008, they were asked to
perform at the Bridgewater Arts Center in Somerset, England,
and at the Smithsonian Folklife Festival in Washington, D.C.

“When we were in the Smithsonian Folklife Festival in
‘Washington, there was nobodylike s [there], butitall seemed
to work;” Guy says. “The music seems to touch people. People
say how much they enjoy the music and the way we tie it in

with history”
The different regions traveled offered their own lesscns in
cull I diversity. When in California,

uite
diverse crowd attending gatherings, but in Elko and A
Texas, the gatherings were very cowboy.



The brothers have produced
seven CDs, and received numerous
awards, including the 1998 and
2003 Academy of Western Artists'
Will Rogers Award for Outstanding
Achievementinthe Advancement of
Contemporary Cowboy Musiinte
duoor group category. In 2009, they
received the American Cowboy Cul-
ture Award for Westem music from
the National Cowboy Symposium
and Celebration.

Their most recent (D, a compila-
tion of songs that influenced their
singing and shows the Celtic, blues
and minstrel roots of cowboy music,
received the 2011 Wrangler Award
for Outstanding Traditional Western
Album from the National Cowboy
and Western Heritage Museurn.

Home Ranch

(1992)
Cinch Up Your Riggin’
(1994)
Lone Star Trail
(1997)
The Gillette Brothers, Live from
Camp Street Café and Store
2001

Ridin’ With Dayton
(2003)

Many Long Miles to Ride
(2006)

Cowboys, Minstrels
‘and Medicine Shows
(2010)
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“If’s all types of people;” says Guy. “There are
real ranch families and cowboys, and then, some
places have folks travel in from everywhere. 1
think the gatherings all have their own particular
strong point.”

Demonstrating chuckwagon cooking is always
entertaining for both brothers. Pipp says that one of the most
common questions asked by visitors is how the Gillettes make
coffee at the wagon. Questions like this provide a perfect
opportunity to segue into a history lesson or song.

o

KEEPING THE CONNECTION
‘Traveling more offers the freedom to explore the country and
to share the Western way of life they treasure, but the down-
fall is that Guy and Pipp cannot work the home ranch on a
regular basis.

“We used to day-work for some of the neighbors around
here;” Guy says. “We really don't have time anymore. I'd real-
Iy like to work a couple of horses but there is no time. What
makes good horses and what makes good cowboys is just do-
ing it, and that is hard to do when your schedule s as crazy
as ours.”

Guy and Pipp learned the art of horsemanship and ranch-
ingat their grandfather’s knee, and continued that education
working for Watt Matthews. Today, the Gilettes work their
grandfather’s land with the help of Black Mouth Cur dogs
and seasoned Quarter Horses.
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One of the historic
buildings the
Gillettes have

restored on the ranch
s the barn
that houses their
Quarter Horses.

“The older you find yourself getting, the less
you want to pick yourself up off the ground,” says
Pipp. “Since we don’t work with them as much as
we'd like, we need an older horse that has had that
experience and is broke to work”

The brothers built a bridge between two differ-
ent worlds while growing up, and their influences over the
years, from their grandfather to Watt Matthews, have stressed
the importance of remembering where they are from. Their
collection of historic buildings has been compared to the col-
lection at the National Ranching Heritage Center in Lubbock,
Texas, and is a constant reminder of the message Guy and
Pipp hope resonates in their music.

With the release of their seventh album, Cowboys, Minstrels
and Medicine Shows, the Gillettes once again showcase an ar-
ray of Western instruments and history. When not perform-
ing, they return to the family ranch and live their part of the
songs they sing.

“We are losing a generation of people who were rooted in
rural life,” Pipp says. “Somehow, we want to remind people of
a different way of life. If our songs, or our old restored build- .’
ings, or our stories remind people of this, then that is great.
All of these things, in some slight way, are an enlightening
factor for people” @ I

Kate Bradley is assistant editor at Western Horseman. Visit
the GILLETTE

music. lhxs)

story to edit@westernhorseman.com
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