
 
Lesson 22: Western Swing 

MILK COW BLUES 

HOME IN SAN ANTONE 

b 

Lesson 22 Intro 

Western Swing is a big branch on the Texas Fiddling family tree. In Fiddle 

School, you’ve already learned many Western Swing songs: Goodbye Liza Jane, 

Corrina, Corrina, Tennessee Waltz, Red Wing, Tears on My Pillow, My Shoes Keep 

Walking Back to You, and Lily Dale.  

In this lesson we’re going to focus entirely on the Western Swing genre. This is 

one of my favorite fiddle genres because it encompasses a vast repertoire of jazz, 

classic country and, yes, breakdown fiddle tunes. We’ll cover the history and 

origins of Western Swing, discuss the who’s who of Western Swing fiddlers, and 

review some how-tos of the genre. From there, you can check out my 

recommended recordings and listen to my Favorite Western Swing Fiddlers 

playlist.  

To understand the sound of any genre and really feel at home in it, it’s important 

to listen to it a lot so you have a vision to aim for when you play the style 

yourself. Enjoy the listening tracks in this lesson and listen to them deeply and 

often. I’ll also give you two records you should add to your collection right off the 

bat: The Tiffany Transcriptions and For the Last Time are a couple of musts.  



 

We’re going to learn two standards of the Western Swing repertoire: Milk Cow 

Blues (with all of the classic licks) and Home in San Antone. In honor of Bob Wills 

Milton Brown, Cliff Bruner, and Jesse Ashlock, I’ll be teaching both of these as twin 

fiddle tunes. 

Origins of Western Swing 

Texas-style fiddling led to Western Swing: they’re close siblings. In fact, Bob 

Wills’ father John Wills competed at fiddle contests against the legendary Eck 

Robertson (whom I mention in the Origins of Texas Style video in Session 1). 

Western Swing was born out of a mix of breakdown fiddling, cowboy songs, 

Dixieland jazz, big band jazz, polkas, and classic country songs; I think of it as a 

blend of all of my favorite genres.  

The founders of Western Swing were influenced by the regional music that 

surrounded them, as well as the pop music on the radio. Many Western Swing 

musicians got their start playing square dances and fiddle contests, dance hall 

gigs, or big band jazz gigs. That’s one reason Western Swing bands were often 

composed of a foot-stomping fiddler with stage presence and charisma, backed 

by jazz musicians with tons of theory and arranging chops.  

As the times required, all Western Swing bands played the big dance halls. They 

played the music of the era, toured the country in branded buses, and gave 

everyone some fun on Saturday nights. 

To trace back to early Western Swing, we have to talk about the Light Crust 

Doughboys. They formed in 1931 and really hit their stride before World War II, 

touring as well as playing promotional radio spots. They had some ace musicians 

in the band, such as Milton Brown, Cecil Brower, Bob Wills, and Tommy Duncan. 

It was in this early era that the sound of Western Swing got its start.  



 

When Milton Brown left the band, he formed what’s considered to be the world’s 

first Western Swing band, The Musical Brownies. Some great fiddlers went 

through this band: Jesse Ashlock, Cecil Brower, and Cliff Bruner. Sadly, Milton 

Brown was killed in a car accident at the young age of 32 in 1936.  

In 1934, Bob Wills teamed up with Tommy Duncan and formed The Texas 

Playboys. The original line up was with Bob on fiddle, Tommy Duncan on piano 

and vocals, June Whalin on rhythm guitar, Bob’s younger brother Johnny Lee 

Wills on tenor banjo, and Kermit Whalin on bass. Soon they added the legendary 

Leon McAuliffe on steel. From there, The Texas Playboys set up in Tulsa, 

Oklahoma and made a name for themselves by packing Cain’s Ballroom night 

after night. They also became quite popular on the radio. Bob soon added horns 

to the band, and in 1940, their hit The New San Antonio Rose sold a million 

copies!  

Many legendary musicians came through this band and influenced what we 

know as Western Swing today. Guitarist Eldon Shamblin is credited for bringing 

the jazz influence into the band’s arrangements. He replaced Junior Barnard in 

the band and added the walking bass lines in the guitar parts. Over time, Bob’s 

fiddlers included Jesse Ashlock, Louis Tierney, Keith Coleman, Johnny Gimble, 

and Joe Holley. Needless to say, Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys were soon 

outdrawing Benny Goodman and the popular big bands of the time. Bob Wills 

was a sensation!  

And the story doesn’t end there. There were—and are—other notable Western 

Swing bands that pioneered the genre, including Spade Cooley, Cliff Bruner and 

the Texas Wanderers, and later on, Asleep at the Wheel, and many others. I 

played in The Western Flyers for six years! Check out our album, Wild Blue 

Yonder.  

 



 

My Favorite Western Swing Fiddlers 

Bob Wills (1905 – 1975), the “King of Western Swing,” was an old-fashioned 

breakdown fiddler. When the Texas Playboys played an old-time fiddle tune, Bob 

Wills usually led it on the fiddle. Born in Turkey, Texas in 1905, Bob Wills was 

brought up in a family roughly 17 fiddle players. He started off playing the 

standard “old-timey" Texas repertoire of reels and polkas, but he was strongly 

influenced by the blues of the neighboring African American fieldworkers, the 

polkas of local Mexican fiddlers, and the Dixieland jazz which was widely heard 

on popular radio broadcasts.  

His first band was a duo with guitarist Herman Arnspriger; they were soon 

joined by brothers Milton and Durwood Brown on vocals and guitar. At that time, 

to achieve any success a band needed both a radio station and a commercial 

sponsor. Bob Wills and his bandmates were taken on by radio KFJZ in Fort Worth 

and received the name "The Light Crust Doughboys" by their sponsor, the Light 

Crust Flour Company.   

In 1933 Bob and Tommy Duncan left the Doughboys and formed Bob Wills & The 

Texas Playboys, and the rest is history. Like I mention all the time, my favorite 

recordings of this band are called the Tiffany Transcriptions. This is an 11-disc 

(or record) set recorded live in San Francisco, California. As you listen to these, 

you’ll hear joyous banter, whooping, and hollering: all classic Bob Wills. The 

other recording you’ll want to pick up was the one that pulled me into Western 

Swing, For the Last Time.  

To hear an example of how a breakdown can fit into Western Swing, give a listen 

to Bob playing his hit square dance breakdown, Smith’s Reel from the Tiffany 

Transcriptions No. 6. This breakdown pre-dates Western Swing, but listen to how 

he took the tune, added steel guitar and drums, and voila: it fit right into the 

Western Swing set list. 



 

Cliff Bruner (1915 – 2000) was one of the few notable Western Swing fiddle 

players who did not play with Bob Wills. He quit cotton picking at the age of 14, 

and his first musical employment was entertaining the crowd while miracle 

cures were sold at medicine shows. He joined Milton Brown in 1934, where he 

formed a twin fiddle section with Cecil Brower and recorded a total of 48 sides 

with The Musical Brownies. At the time, this was the biggest Western Swing band 

around.  

Following Milton’s death, Cliff moved from Fort Worth to Beaumont, Texas and 

formed his own band, The Texas Wanderers. In this band, he played twin fiddles 

with J.R. Chatwell. He also worked with the Texas Governor Pappy O’Daniel’s 

band the Hillbilly Boys, as well as the Louisiana Governor Jimmie Davis. Fiddler 

Joe Holley said of Cliff Bruner, "Hey, I'll tell you what, I used to stand with my 

mouth open listening to that guy play! Lord, he was the greatest!" Cliff’s playing 

was more influenced by jazz and swing players than Bob’s. Listen to his 

recording of Draftboard Blues. 

Cecil Brower (1914-1965) was a classically trained violinist. He never learned to 

play fiddle tunes or square dances, but he fully mastered the jazz idiom. He 

joined Milton Brown and the Musical Brownies in 1933, forming the first 

harmonizing twin fiddle partnership in Western Swing with either Jesse Ashlock 

or Cliff Bruner playing the other fiddle part. He also played for a bit in the Light 

Crust Doughboys. Check out his recording of Take it Slow and Easy with Milton 

Brown and the Musical Brownies. 

Jesse Ashlock (1915-1976) was the first and longest-standing of Wills’ fiddle 

players, and the first to do “take off” solos and improvisations. He was also a 

notable songwriter who wrote Please Don’t Leave Me, My Life’s Been a Pleasure, 

and The Kind of Love I Can’t Forget. Ashlock said of his playing, “I try to do the 

same thing on fiddle that jazzmen do on a trumpet.”  



 

He initially learned fiddle as a teenager and learned to play jazz from Cecil 

Brower. His idol, apart from Wills himself, was pioneering jazz fiddler Joe 

Venuti, from whom he learned much of his technique. He would play some 

Venuti solos note for note. He was hired by Milton Brown in 1932 to form the 

Musical Brownies, but joined the Texas Playboys after Brown’s death. Listen to 

Jesse play Betty Ann. 

Joe Holley (1917-2009) was a hot and often energetic jazz fiddler. He was largely 

influenced by jazz violinist Stuff Smith and did his first recordings with the 

Texas Playboys in 1942. Left-handed, he always added an elegant symmetry to 

band photos when sharing a microphone with Wills. Bob Wills introduced Joe’s 

solos with “Aaaah, Jooooey!”  

You can hear him doing a great solo on Twinkle Twinkle. He was one of the 

musicians who left the band with Tommy Duncan in 1948, though he returned 

on occasion in the 50's. Listen to Joe playing Home in San Antone with the Bob 

Wills and the Texas Playboys. 

Louis Tierney was a great swing jazz player. He played fiddle on most of the 

Tiffany Transcriptions sessions, which comprise 150 songs in total. You can hear 

him playing twin fiddles with Joe Holley and Bob Wills on those records, and its 

magic. He created notable jazz lines where he jumps into third position in a very 

Venuti-esque style run. Louis is one of my favorites and played with the Texas 

Playboys from 1940-1947. Check him out on Right or Wrong. 

Johnny Gimble (1926-2015) is considered by many to be the finest and most 

influential Western Swing fiddler of modern times. Born in 1926 in east Texas, 

he learned mostly by listening to favorites on the radio like the Light Crust 

Doughboys’ show. He was particularly influenced by Cliff Bruner’s version 

of Draggin the Bow.  



 

He joined Jimmie Davis’ campaign band in Louisiana, and during the war found 

himself in Vienna, where he developed an abiding love for waltzes. In 1949, he 

joined Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys for two years, then in the early 50’s he 

began doing studio session work and regular TV work, hosting his own show in 

Dallas for three years.  

Though a Western Swing player at heart, most of his work was in commercial 

country music. In Nashville in the 60’s and 70’s he was the first-call player, 

recording with Willie Nelson, Merle Haggard, Charlie Pride, Dolly Parton, Loretta 

Lynn, Tammy Wynette, Chet Atkins, George Strait and Asleep at the Wheel, 

among others.  

His playing is distinctive in its extreme smoothness and accuracy. He specialized 

in complex double-stop patterns, as exemplified in his compositions such as 

the Gardenia Waltz and Fiddlin’ Around, both of which have become 

challenging contest standards. From the 70’s onwards he emerged from the 

anonymity of session work and was recognized as a performer and artist in his 

own right, picking up numerous awards and Grammy nominations. Enjoy 

Johnny’s Fiddlin’ Around. 

Keith Coleman is probably best known for his many years as a Western Swing 

fiddler with Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys. Coleman also played with other 

great artists as well, including Country Music Hall of Fame members Hank 

Thompson and Ray Price, and many others. Coleman was also known for his 

ability to read music and play a variety of other instruments including the 

saxophone. But it was his greatness as a fiddler for which he is best known and 

most respected. Legendary fiddle player and National Fiddler Hall of Fame 

inductee Johnny Gimble once said that Keith Coleman was the "fiddler's fiddler.”  

As with many great Western Swing artists, Keith Coleman also had one foot in 

the world of jazz. The result was a unique style that helped give Bob Wills the 



 

distinctive sound that made the Texas Playboys one of the most popular bands of 

all time. Listen to Keith and Johnny play Awake But Dreaming. I also have to 

recommend my favorite Keith Coleman track, Stay All Night, which really shows 

his fiddling and jazz chops.  

Improvisation Primer 1 

There will be many improvisation videos coming in your future at Fiddle School. 

For now, I’d like to plant some seeds to give you some key foundational concepts 

and help you better understand how to do fills and build solos down the road.  

First, when playing any Western Swing song, you’ll want to interpret whether 

the song calls for a more country fiddle style, like in Miss Molly, Take Me Back to 

Tulsa, or Stay All Night. Alternatively, maybe it calls for more of a jazz or swing 

style, such as Sugar Moon, Sweet Georgia Brown, and Right or Wrong.  

Whenever someone is playing a more “fiddly” solo, they are grabbing snippets 

directly from fiddle tunes that they already play. It may or may not be a phrase 

directly lifted from the tune, but the outline of the notes or the feel of a fiddle 

tune can translate into a fiddly type of solo. For this reason, know that the work 

you’re putting in now on fiddle tunes will also serve your improvising down the 

road.  

There’s a concept you need to grasp so that you’ll be able to take pieces of these 

melodies and use them in other places. You’ll need to be able to recognize the key 

center and know the notes that go with it. For instance, if I’m playing Walk Along 

John, I’m very focused on that fact that it is in the key of G. I’m tuning in to my 

finger patterns and how the eighth notes fit with the beat.  Yes, this can be 

interpreted as focusing on scales or arpeggios, but it can also be very fun just to 

keep things concentrated on the key center itself. Check out the exercises 

included in the notes to break the ice here: 



 

• G-Centered Licks 

• A-Centered Licks 

• G Pentatonic Scale 

• A Pentatonic Scale 

Later you’ll get a lot more guidance and lessons in improvisation, but think of 

this as your starting point!  

Bowing, Technique, and Style: Home in San Antone 

Bowing style for long bow melodies: 

• Long, slow bows 

• Sustained tone 

• Smooth bow changes 

• 2-beat slurs 

• Rhythmic lift 

Left hand embellishments: 

• Hammer-ons placed on the beat 

• Hammer-ons from whole step and minor third below 

• 4th finger and open string drones 

Bowing, Technique, and Analysis: Milk Cow Blues 

In Milk Cow Blues, you’ll encounter more swing bows and jazzy elements. In fact, 

the second part in my arrangement is lifted directly from Eldon Shamblin and 

Leon McAuliffe on the For the Last Time record (you’ll hear me talk about this 

record all the time.) It’s the iconic steel guitar and guitar solo – commonly called 



 

the “twin guitar solo.” You’ll find that all Western Swing musicians know this 

chorus of Milk Cow Blues.  

The fiddle is also expected to play some rendition of the low part. An awareness 

of this makes you an insider of the genre. It’s not just about soloing over the 

chords, but actually playing the melody and the iconic parts that have been 

established in the song. Take a moment and look further in-depth at the Milk 

Cow Blues analysis in the notes. 

Improvisation Primer 2 

When you improvise, it’s important to keep track of where you are in the form. 

Many songs, such as Home in San Antone, use the form AABA. The form remains 

the same throughout the song. As people take their solos, you’ll want to keep 

track of where in the form you are—in this instance, think AABA. 

What to memorize and think about when creating fills and solos: 

• The form of the song: AABA, A, AAB, AABB, etc. 

• The key signature 

• The chord progression in numbers 

• The melody 

Once you have these four elements down solidly, you’ll be ready to start listening 

to your favorite recordings to hear and copy other players’ fills and solos. For 

now, make a mental note of those licks and solos you really like. This is how 

you’ll learn to embrace the language of Western Swing. 

Sound Production 

Beautiful, rich tone is a large part of that classic Western Swing sound. Great 

tone mainly comes from a well-controlled bow stroke mixed with strong 



 

intonation and a little bit of feeling. You’ve already learned the techniques that 

go into forming good bowing and good tone.  

Here are some ways to develop your tone and sound production further: 

• Check your sounding point 

- Too close to the bridge sounds scratchy 

- The center between bridge and fingerboard can sound “pressed” 

- Too far over the fingerboard sounds quiet and far away 

- The ideal sounding point is between the center and the end of the 

fingerboard 

• Flat bow hair 

• Pull the sound out of the instrument 

Western Swing Repertoire 

Here’s my short list of classic Western Swing songs to know: 

• Faded Love 

• San Antonio Rose 

• Home in San Antone 

• Milk Cow Blues 

• Maiden’s Prayer 

• Roly Poly 

• Corrina, Corrina 

• Stay All Night 

• Take Me Back to Tulsa 

• Right or Wrong 

• Yearning 

• My Shoes Keep Walking Back to You 



 

Here are some of my favorites from the Cindy Walker catalogue – yes, 

these are all Western Swing standards: 

• Bubble in My Beer 

• Going Away Party 

• It’s All Your Fault 

• Sugar Moon 

• When You Leave Amarillo 

• You Don’t Know Me 

• I Hear You Talkin’ 

 


