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To my dad, family in Western Kentucky, and the City of Chicago—the hearts and homes who showed me John Prine.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Prine’s stuff is pure Proustian existentialism. Midwestern mindtrips to the nth degree.”

—Bob Dylan



“Proustian existentialism? I can’t even pronounce that.”

—John Prine
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Preface

When John Prine died from complications related to Covid-19 on April 7, 2020, he took with him a section of America’s heart. Since his 1971 self-titled debut galvanized fans, his profound, economical words have become a singular emblem of Middle America, its families and landscapes, trials and triumphs, progress and hypocrisy, polished into lyrical gold with striking poetic clarity. Prine was our chuckling uncle, our tender best friend, a beacon, a guide, a megaphone. He was celebrated by the likes of Bob Dylan, but he never forgot who he was. A son of Chicago. A working-class hero. A man of people and places overlooked and underestimated.

I was lucky to see Prine perform a handful of times in my life, but a brief encounter in 2019 remains the most memorable. I happened upon Prine at an event celebrating the year’s Grammy Award nominees, when his The Tree of Forgiveness received three nominations. I’d just recovered from an ugly cold when, the morning of the soirée, I was stricken with laryngitis. After weighing the absurdity of being unable to speak at such a social affair, my fear of missing out prevailed. The spectacle, and promise of free food, was too enticing. Plus, I had a great dress. By the time I arrived, and stepped into the glittering banquet hall, a wave of hunger hit me like a car-wash sprayer, soaking my being, leaving me light-headed and wobbly. So I made a beeline for the raw bar, and heaped one plate with many, many oysters.

As I backed away from the spread, lemon wedges in one hand, bivalves in the other, I spotted him. Seated in the middle of the room, as if presiding over his court, was Prine, in a sharp black suit, his wife Fiona reclining Botticelli-esque by his side. In some mystical act of mind-melding, Prine and I locked eyes. It has long been my experience that Midwestern people find one another in the most far flung places—the rainforest of Costa Rica, the Louvre, a plane flying from Taiwan to Thailand—and this psychic connection only furthered the theory. In that brief instance of me, unable to speak, and Prine, in a chair six feet away, I mouthed, “You’re my hero.” He grinned and then mouthed “Thank you,” nodding at my plate with a swift thumbs-up. If I’d known I’d never see him again, I might’ve made more of a fuss, with makeshift hand signals and embarrassing selfie requests. But somehow, the exchange feels more valuable than any conversation we might’ve had. My appetite had impressed him—perhaps the greatest compliment bestowed between Midwesterners.

As an Indiana native with family spread across Western Kentucky, and a fifteen-year Chicago resident, I’ve always understood Prine through the lens of our Middle American provenance, and admired his singular ability to convey our commonplace happenings to universal effect. Only Prine could make a city slicker care for a rural grandma, and turn pedestrian life in a Chicago suburb into an arresting image. When Prine sang “Paradise,” a whole world became known outside of itself. Prine used the Kentucky town’s real-life events to evoke an abiding sense of bucolic nostalgia, and a loss of innocence, that appeals to anyone with a modicum of conscience, crafting one of America’s most enduring protests in the process. He championed the people and places of flyover country—a pejorative for Middle American states that has been subverted as a badge of honor—without a hint of bitterness. Instead, he left the front door wide open, inviting listeners to look closer, feel deeper, laugh harder, to genuinely connect with those who’ve been overlooked and discarded, to understand them as friends and neighbors, not the worthless backdrop of the country’s midsection. Prine’s unfussy acoustic guitar playing fit perfectly within Chicago’s folk music revival of the 1970s, but his masterly lyrics marked him a star. His words are so potent, so important to the artistic legacy of the region that Illinois governor J.B. Pritzker named Prine the state’s first honorary poet laureate in 2020.

And it all began with John Prine, his extraordinary debut. Prine wrote from inside a very specific world, defined by Chicago, its suburbs, and his ancestral roots in Western Kentucky. The album didn’t break any sales records upon its release in 1971, but rose to the rank of American icon, like the man himself, an unassuming titan who touched lives around the globe. John Prine is a gripping statement on love, loss, loneliness, and family fleshed out by one of America’s most prestigious backing bands, The Memphis Boys. “Illegal Smile,” “Hello in There,” “Sam Stone,” “Paradise,” “Your Flag Decal Won’t Get You Into Heaven Anymore,” “Far from Me,” “Donald and Lydia,” and “Angel from Montgomery” are now standards in the American songbook, covered by icons such as Johnny Cash, Bonnie Raitt, John Denver, Joan Baez, Dwight Yoakam, and countless others. Beyond his music, Prine’s greatest legacy is that of an underdog champion, and the America of his understanding is a better, more vibrant, and well-respected place because of his generosity and uncommon gift. Middle America gave to Prine in abundance, and he reflected those treasures tenfold, with poetic words and a knowing grin. Prine may be gone, but his influence lives eternal.
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Ten Miles West

The Chicago worker’s cottage is a symbol of prosperity. Built throughout the city and suburbs near the turn of the twentieth century, these modest homes look like a child drew the plans: three sides with a triangle on top, a classic idea of a house manifested in wood and brick. As wealthier residents rented apartments or hotel rooms downtown, Chicago’s working class socked away wages for one of these single-family dwellings, which were affordable, easy to build, and a symbol of success and security to laborers in an ever-changing city, pride of ownership tantamount to a gold star, the passing of one of life’s greatest tests. The characters of John Prine live in these types of homes, regular working folks whose everyday pleasure and pain is invisible to the world outside of themselves, to everyone but John Prine.

He was raised in a 1,500-square-foot worker’s cottage on First Avenue in suburban Maywood, Illinois, with two parents, three brothers and, for a time, both of his paternal grandparents. They were part of a long tradition of families forming multigenerational households during the Great Depression, in quarters that bonded them together, creating a unique language of love, exchange, and understanding, where Prine’s enduring affection for family was born. His father, William “Bill” Prine, was a burly man who left his home in rural Muhlenberg County, Kentucky, with his parents and sister in 1923, when he was eight years old. Empson Prine, Bill’s father, was a roving carpenter who moved his family north to escape Kentucky’s coal mines. Such migration was common. By 1930, twelve percent of all people born in Kentucky lived in Illinois, Indiana, or Ohio, crossing rivers and highways in search of honest work for honest pay.1

The family landed in suburban Wheaton, Illinois, before settling in Maywood, about ten miles west of downtown Chicago as the crow flies. Prine’s grandfather Empson—who died when Prine was six years old—worked at a rapid clip among construction booms in downtown and the suburbs. He built for a Century of Progress, better known as the Chicago World’s Fair, held in 1933, and constructed the First National Bank branch at Fourth Avenue and Madison Street in Maywood, as well as area homes. After graduating from the public school system in Maywood, Prine’s father Bill thought he’d join the Navy, but he was flat-footed. So he signed on with the Civilian Conservation Corps, part of President Roosevelt’s New Deal. He worked on the shores of Lake Superior in rural Wisconsin before becoming a tool and die maker for the Maywood arm of the American Can Company, which manufactured the first beer can in 1935. The following year he returned to Muhlenberg County to marry Verna Hamm, one of four sisters, a daughter of his beloved ancestral land. Their first son, David (Dave), was born a year later, in 1937, followed by Douglas (Doug) in 1942, John in 1946, and William (Billy) in 1953, far enough apart that Verna didn’t have to care for multiple babies at the same time.

The western suburbs of Chicago are mostly middle-class, pro-labor enclaves where schools are free from the budget deficits and ongoing turmoil of the Chicago Public Schools system, and life intersects at the very livable corner of walkable and drivable. It’s a sleepier, more easygoing existence a stone’s throw from one of the nation’s busiest city centers, one where residents are not exiled but connected to Chicago by green and blue line city trains, and the suburban Metra railway. Unlike the North Shore, where affluent suburbanites flock to flashy homes along Lake Michigan’s coastline, the western suburbs are filled with everyday laborers and their cottages, bungalows, and three-flats, who deliver the mail, assist customers, work the line, build and fix homes, teach children, cut hair, and drive public transportation.

Maywood borders the more famous suburb of Oak Park, birthplace of Ernest Hemingway and home of lauded Prairie School architect Frank Lloyd Wright, whose earliest works are scattered throughout the polished, tree-lined village. Oak Park was a dry area and thus antithetical to the workingman’s wind down that begins with the crack of an Old Style lager. The difference between it and Maywood back then was like the difference between regular and extra virgin olive oil: one had fancier branding, but they served the same function and were born of the same fruit. Maywood was less chic, more utilitarian, built along one of the city’s oldest railway lines with a scrappier spirit and a sturdier backbone. But it wasn’t without its own unique history. Maywood was settled as an integrated suburb and safe space for those who’d escaped slavery in the South. Its Ten Mile Freedom House, situated on what became Lake Street near the Des Plaines River, was a stop on the Underground Railroad. The writer Carl Sandburg composed his iconic ode “Chicago” while living on the north side of the city, but moved his young family to Maywood after the poem was published in Poetry magazine in 1914. The last line of its opening stanza became one of the city’s most beloved nicknames, a tribute to Chicago’s laborers and brawny spirit, a celebration of Empson and Bill Prine before they ever traveled north:



“Hog Butcher for the World,

    Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,

    Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler;

    Stormy, husky, brawling,

    City of the Big Shoulders…”



The Berger sisters, Norma and Barbara, stars of the All-American Girls Professional Baseball League, depicted in Penny Marshall’s 1992 film A League of Their Own, were also born and raised in Maywood. Fred Hampton, civil rights activist and chairman of the Illinois chapter of the Black Panther Party, was two years behind Prine at Proviso East High School. Prine and all three of his brothers graduated from Proviso East, which sat about two blocks away from the Prine family home, providing the kids with the increasingly rare experience of being able to walk to school on their own.

Prine was a quiet kid. “He didn’t have a lot to say,” his oldest brother Dave remembered. “That’s because he was too busy observing and recording in his head.” The people and places of Maywood and its neighboring suburbs inspired Prine, many scenes appearing throughout his self-titled debut. “We spent the whole summer just breaking glass every possible way we could: slingshots, sitting in trees, dropping bombs on them, you know?” Prine said of a junkyard near his childhood home that helped inspire the chorus in “Far From Me,” where he compares the glint of shattered bottles to the sparkle of a diamond ring. “That, and there was a suburb next to us in Maywood: Broadwood, Illinois. When they redid their sidewalks, something that they put in the concrete looked like diamonds shining in the sidewalk when the sun would hit it.”2 The song’s main characters, a couple unraveling in a storm of deafening silence, were sourced from Prine and his first high-school girlfriend. The tectonic breakup rattled his foundation, and the feeling later fueled some of Prine’s most incisive and devastating lyrics, heard throughout “Far From Me” (originally titled “The Closing of the Café”). This is particularly true when he describes the change in the Cathy character’s laughter—her inattentive delay like a sledgehammer to the heart.

Prine often approached his songs with the distinct wonder and glee of a child who’s just been given a lollipop, recasting boyhood memories with a wisdom that belied his twenty or so years. But he could just as easily tap into his background to write stories from outside perspectives, of generations, genders, and experiences other than his own. His affection for older people began in his multigenerational household and with extended kin in Kentucky, but it was strengthened during a Maywood newspaper route he worked as a boy. “I delivered to a Baptist old people’s home where we’d have to go room-to-room,” he said. “And some of the patients would kind of pretend that you were a grandchild or nephew that had come to visit, instead of the guy delivering papers. That always stuck in my head.”3 The memory fueled his meditation “Hello in There,” originally titled “Old People,” a sagely ode to America’s aging population left in the shadows of the passing of time, hidden in homes and by the invisibility of loneliness, Prine’s voice weary with sorrow over finger-picked acoustic guitar. He was just twenty-two years old when he wrote of the alienation of aging, and was able to do so because of his upbringing among elders who were not cast out but invited in. In choosing the names for his characters, Prine reached into that same place of empathy for older generations. “I wanted to pick a name that could be an old person’s name, but I didn’t want it to stick out so much,” he said of Loretta, from “Hello in There.” “People go through phases one year where a lot of them will name their kids the same, so I was just thinking that it was very possible that the kind of person I had in mind could be called Loretta. And it’s not so strange that it puts her in a complete time period.”4

Prine sings “Hello in there, hello” in the chorus, as if he’s knocking on a lonely elder’s door, and mentions the strength of old trees and rivers. Though it makes sense to connect this to his ancestral lands in the South, it may also be traced to Maywood. Here, the plodding Des Plaines River runs directly behind Proviso East High School, near an old-growth forest whose grounds are also home to a 250-year-old ash tree, the oldest in northern Illinois. Prine often said that he wrote around a distinct mood or feeling, using carefully chosen words to evoke a deep and abiding sense of loneliness, nostalgia, hypocrisy, or absurdity. “Hello in There” reveals the empathy Prine felt for his elders, and the children they lost to war, but also his sense of province, laces woven between the city and the country.

Inside the Prine family home, the walls reverberated with music. Prine’s father Bill loved traditional country, western swing, and jazz, and collected records by Hank Williams, Roy Acuff, Louis Armstrong, Ernest Tubb and his Texas Troubadours, Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys, and many others. After clocking out from a shift, he’d return home, crack open a beer, and turn on the local country music station WJJD. “It was Webb Pierce, Hank Williams, Lefty Frizzell, and Ray Price back-to-back all night long on the radio,” Prine said.5 The image of Bill at the kitchen table, a beer in one hand and a cigar in an ashtray, his radio positioned in the window for better reception, lingered in the brothers’ memories like a Norman Rockwell painting, a kind of homespun Americana. It’s no surprise that the radio appeared in many of Prine’s songs, like “Sam Stone” and “Far From Me”—period-appropriate, but also a symbol of his father’s soul.

Bill also brought the boys along to his favorite watering holes, no-frills dive bars with plenty of country music on the jukebox. “He used to teach us to order two beers, one to drink, the other to hit somebody over the head with if the fight came over your way,” Prine recalled.6 After knocking back a few, Bill was known to belt out “Wabash Cannonball” atop a chair, a table, on a train, or any other place he damn well pleased. Once, at a union event downtown, Bill disappeared only to resurface on stage with the band, slapping an upright bass he didn’t know how to play as the group fell into the song.

Bill was what Southern folks call “a character”—boisterous, charming, a great storyteller, and showman.
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