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INTRODUCTION

OF BLOOD AND HARMONY

THE MAIN DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE FAMED AND THE REST OF US IS that so many people imagine they know them. Brothers Don and Phil Everly were performers for over sixty years, celebrated around the world, and over that time fixed ideas about who they were and vague impressions about their relationship took hold. Some of them were even true.

They made unique contributions to the popular music that much of the world has heard since, but they were products of the times they lived in, the places they came from, the parents who raised them, their ambitions and life choices and the sounds that struck them. What they’d create over those decades was deeply affected by the business they chose to work in, the collaborators they found there, and the demands of the audiences they attracted.

In the lives of Everlys Donald and Phillip, the names by which they often referred to each other, and the story of the performing act called the Everly Brothers, all of these elements were more complicated than they appeared, as were they themselves. Arriving sounding like young innocents, they were somehow expected to inhabit that image forever, in sound, and in how they related as brothers.

Those expectations could be brutal and were simply impossible to meet, but this was the hand they were dealt and worked hard to live with. They played it as best they could, to at least seem to be the pair their audiences responded to and cared about.

From their first entrance into public consciousness until the news of their deaths, Phil and Don would each be introduced as “a half” of the Everly Brothers. How is a sensitive, adult human being supposed to feel about that? And for how long?

In 1971, Don sighed, “Phil and I playing together doesn’t make that The Everlys. ‘The Everly Brothers’ are something that’s invented. When you’re The Everly Brothers, you’ve gotta sing ‘Bye Bye Love’; you’ve gotta sing ‘Wake Up, Little Susie’; you’ve gotta sing ‘Dreams.’ You gotta sing all of them.” Phil would remark, “If you’re an Everly Brother, that’s what you are. You aren’t yourself.”

Yet if it weren’t for all that hit Everly Brothers music they did make in tandem, and the impact that it had, little of the rest would matter to us now, and I doubt you’d be reading this. The resonance of their music has been unstoppable.

The “blood harmony” explanation of why that’s so can be very attractive—reducible to the idea that when their two sibling voices came together there was something virtually mystical that kicked in, where one plus one equaled more than two, simply because they were brothers with those related voices. That’s not to be dismissed, but it doesn’t consider the millions of family members on this earth who don’t sound so great together, or whose voices don’t blend at all—or that singing is about a lot more than exhibiting innate voices.

In practice, their resonant sound took work, care, and attention to get and keep the blend just right, a blend born of heredity, speech patterns in the home, and training to perform as they did from earliest childhood. Those made their shared sound instinctual, “organic,” before most anyone had heard it. So, sure; it seemed like magic.

Country music, the principal music they were performing from childhood until stardom arrived, and the rhythm and blues they came to love, too, were both firmly and intentionally adult, relating stories of adult experience and perspectives. Don and Phil could not foresee—or avoid—being forever associated with hit 1950s songs of teenage angst and longing—one more card they were dealt.

While having massive pop hits is a problem most performers can only dream of being saddled with, music makers do wish each other the best of luck with what hits may come, because they’ll be singing them forever. For the Everly Brothers, “forever” meant nearly a half century more after those hits first arrived. Some in their audience would commiserate with that and accept markedly more adult, fresh material from them. Others, not so much.

Nothing was handed to them. It’s well known by now that they came from a musical family, that they were practically raised live on the radio, and that their father, Ike Everly, was an influential guitar wizard. But that upbringing took part in challenging times, from the late Depression and World War II through the very time that the live family radio that had sustained them was dying.

Ike and Margaret Everly and their kids “Little Donnie and Baby Phil” were known regionally, and found work performing here and there, but this was no equivalent of the Nelson family, for example, with Ozzie Nelson a nationally known swing bandleader and Harriet Hilliard singing in an Astaire-Rogers movie before the family act moved onto radio, then to TV. Ozzie and Harriet could introduce the excellent performances of their boy Ricky, the Everlys’ friend, on prime-time national television. The Everly family, for all of their demonstrated talent, had never been nearly that successful or been heard so much.

The brothers Everly would be tenacious. They performed together through tremendous ups and frustratingly low downs from roughly 1945 to 2005, past a decade break about halfway through. There were times of great joy and satisfaction in their lives, and also more pain than those who only picture them as smiling young rock gods in ducktails perceive. Tensions and conflicts inevitably rose between them. They were very different individuals with sensibilities that could clash.

Phil, as quiet as he would sometimes be and as gentle as he appeared, a traditionalist by nature and a sharp observer, was relatively responsive to the thoughts and needs of those he’d encounter, deferential to them even—a reserved, considerate extrovert at heart, other-directed. He’d chat easily with those around him, happy with small talk, and he was slow to boil over. He was a lifelong collaborator with others. Almost everyone describes him as sweet. Famously, he was the harmony singer able to lock in on what Don was singing, to the microsecond. Creative, yes, but born to color within the lines.

Don, endlessly talkative in public, intense and at times explosive, a more adventurous explorer by nature and more accepting of the counterculture as that developed, was nonetheless especially happy painting at home alone, and writing solo, loyal mainly to a few close compadres. While generally polite as they were raised to be, he was markedly less solicitous of people. He would often head right to his hotel room after shows, alone—a volatile, charismatic introvert, inner-directed, not very fond of responsibilities, but the dominant lead singer in the duo.

Phil would say simply, “Our ways of life are quite different.” The most amusing shorthand observation of those differences may have been “Phil was English; Don was Irish.”

Since they’d become instantly recognizable pop stars, the “gentle” one lighter-haired, and the “intense” one darker, fan magazines and many of their most passionate fans saw them and fantasized about them as pin-up dating caricatures—Phil as the sweet, vulnerable, nonthreatening one with the big, agreeable smile whom they wanted to cuddle or mother; Don as the brooding, commanding bad boy who might do something to you, or for you, but you couldn’t be sure just what.

For all that, Don and Phil did not experience much jealousy from young men, as singing idols from Sinatra to Presley did. For one thing, with their country-style, storytelling background, they rarely sang any sort of threatening, direct-to-girl come-on songs that boyfriends might get worked up about. When they offered something close to that, such as the forever touching “Let It Be Me,” it was sung with that blood harmony working, by those “two halves as one voice,” embodying one incorporeal, crooning “Me.” That seemed to stave off focus on either one as a nemesis. Young guys didn’t resent the Everly Brothers; they more often wished they could be one.

Less often noted than their unquestionable influence on male rock and roll acts that followed is that with the especially tender vulnerability they projected with such confidence, and the songs that furthered that image, their hits were seen as perfect material for so many masterful women who followed—Linda Ronstadt, Connie Smith, Reba McEntire—or for female-male duets such as Bobbie Gentry and Glen Campbell, Betty Everett and Jerry Butler, Emmylou Harris and Gram Parsons, Carly Simon and James Taylor, Alison Krauss and Robert Plant, Norah Jones and Billie Joe Armstrong.

Their “nice, polite, family boys” image had a substantial degree of reality to it, and it stuck with them as they emerged as first-generation rock and roll stars, evidence that blatant rebellion and a sneer were not all that attracted that generation’s pop audience. Yet they still shared the animus of the determinedly rigid parts of the adult press that considered their entire generation of rock performers menacing delinquents. And that bugged them.

In truth, many of the reductive characterizations commonly applied to Don and Phil as individuals could have been applied to the other one at different times—and were. Which was the talkative one or the more settled one, or the more inventive one—those varied. They both came to understand, gradually, that what they shared and what made them the men they’d become were factors as lasting and important as their dramatic differences. These were brothers, truly brothers, playing out American lives that would have a second act, and then a third.

Their longevity as performers meant that they were intensely challenged to find a viable, comfortable place for themselves through multiple shifts in pop music trends and tastes. They’d see music makers just a few years younger and notably influenced by them—the Beatles, Bob Dylan, the Beach Boys, Simon & Garfunkel—evolve drastically in musical approach and image, be credited for that, and achieve renewed acceptance, while their own perceived identities seemed frustratingly fixed and predetermined.

Over time, the perseverance paid off. They pushed on, while making some of the strongest and most fascinatingly varied, if less heard, music of their lives, and the size and nature of their musical contributions came to be better understood. It was not just catchy songs or nostalgia or sales figures that continued to attract performers and audiences to what they’d contributed. It was the texture of their performances and the path their sensibilities would take that prefigured so much of what’s come since—as preservers, creators, and reshapers of American music. They accomplished those things as a unit, together.

It’s more than time for people of this century to clarify our picture of them, and it’s possible. The Everlys came to prominence as mass media was burgeoning, youth-oriented television in particular, and since they were more than a little telegenic, there is a mass of surviving film that makes it possible to see the evolution of their style and level of enthusiasm for performing at every stop across their professional years. There is a massive trove of print interview and profile material as well, most long forgotten or not widely known in the first place. It’s now history, important for getting this story told, as is the work of dedicated Everly Brothers enthusiasts who have kept files across the decades. New interviews with people who knew the Everlys at first hand, conducted for this telling, fill in some gaps.

Their music has been part of my life at every stage. When I was eight years old, in 1958, we didn’t have much, and we were living in an ancient, tenement-like apartment building in that old coal mining town, Scranton, Pennsylvania. We didn’t have a TV at the time, since the one we’d owned had conked out and we couldn’t afford to have it fixed, but I’d been given an early transistor radio by my grandfather that became central in my young life. I recall hanging in the alley behind the place, listening to “Bird Dog” and laughing in appreciation, the way an eight-year-old could appreciate it. Because it was funny.

In 1970, at twenty, I had a college radio show in Washington, DC, that focused on American roots music, older and new, multiple flavors, electric and acoustic, a focus that puzzled some listeners then but would be a lot more commonplace and better understood later. The Everly Brothers’ LP Roots, foundational in the emergence of country rock, and their freshly reissued original hit records, too, were vital in that playlist.

In 2009, here in Nashville, Phil Everly and I had a conversation about their use and interpretation of “T for Texas” on that Roots album and in so many live shows, for my book on the legacy of Jimmie Rodgers. His comments would be among the most quoted.

The Everly Brothers have long mattered to me. I’m very far from alone in that. This is my attempt to do them and their story overdue justice. It is, I think, quite a story.

—Barry Mazor

Nashville, Tennessee, 2025
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