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Cousin Tilford – Arthur “Holly” Swanson 
 

 

According to Grandma Mabel’s journal, the first television in the Glenn and 
Violet Anderson household was installed on 11 Oct 1951.  It was a table-top 
black and white set.  We felt fortunate that we were within range of so many 
television broadcast towers in the Chicago area.  For many years, we received 
five channels—three major networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC), plus independent 
WGN and our educational channel WTTW.  Grandpa Glenn appeared on 
WTTW for a few minutes in 1956, when he was local fund-raising chair to 
support our educational TV station. 
 
Imagine—no sports channels, no news channels, no movie channels, no home 
improvement channels, no weather channels, and no cable TV!  However, we 
had more channels than most of our rural cousins.  More important, we could 
watch our favorite TV series and specials—Mickey Mouse Club; Bozo’s 
Circus; Howdy Doody; Kukla, Fran, and Ollie; Captain Kangaroo; Hopalong 
Cassidy; Roy Rogers and Dale Evans; Lone Ranger; Cisco Kid; and 
Wonderful World of Disney.  Before going outside to play on Saturday 
mornings, we usually took time for a cartoon or two—Mickey and Minnie 
Mouse, Donald Duck, Goofy and Pluto, Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, Porky Pig, 
Sylvester the Cat, Wile E. Coyote, Popeye, Rocky and Bullwinkle, Woody 
Woodpecker, Tom and Jerry, Mighty Mouse, or Yogi Bear.  We occasionally 
enjoyed What’s My Line, I’ve Got a Secret, Honeymooners, I Love Lucy, Sid 
Caesar’s Show of Shows, Jack Benny, Ed Sullivan, Hootenanny, and others.  
We didn’t watch much in the way of sports at our house because we had our 
own basketball, baseball, football, tennis, bike polo, tag, keep-away, four 
square, Annie Annie over, 500, and other games outside.  However, we 
occasionally caught part of a Cubs game on TV.  Go Cubs!  (Finally--World 
Series Champions!) 
 

We also enjoyed occasional specials 
on TV, especially those at Christmas 
time.  One of the most memorable 
specials on TV in the early 1960s was 
John F. Kennedy’s funeral in 1963.  It 
made quite an impression on me.  So 
did watching the Adolf Eichmann trial 
in 1961, a follow-up on the 
Nuremberg trials in 1945 and 1946.  
A major early influence in classical 
music was a special (later turned into a 
series) by Leonard Bernstein and his 
Young People’s Concerts.  This was a 
wonderful introduction to orchestral and symphonic music of the 
masters—Tchaikovsky, Beethoven, Bach, Mozart, Mahler, 
Schubert, Wagner, Hindemith, Brahms, Copland, Ives, and others.  
Essentially, these were televised lecture-recitals, with full orchestral 
excerpts interspersed with interesting and enthusiastic explanations 

Here’s our first t television set.  On the 
couch are Uncle Emmet, sister Karen, and 
Aunt Hazel.  The year is 1954.  The place 

is 1311 Elm Street in St. Charles.  The 
television may be an Admiral T1812, 

Philco 53-T2124, or (probably) 
Westinghouse “The Newton” 868T21 

1956 clipping from 
Grandma Mabel’s 

collection, clipped from the 
St. Charles Chronicle 



by Maestro Bernstein.  Each live broadcast of the TV series was centered on a theme—melody, intervals, 
modes, theme development, jazz influences, and so on.  They were usually broadcast by CBS on Saturdays, 
about noon, and later moved to prime time. 
 
Grandpa Glenn’s favorite TV show was Red Skelton.  For many years, it was broadcast Tuesday evenings.  
Dad would pop a large kettle of popcorn for us to munch on as we plopped down on the living room floor to 
chuckle and laugh out loud for 30 minutes (expanded to 60 minutes in the 1960s).  For much of the time, it 
was a highly popular show with viewers—ratings were second only to Gunsmoke or third to the Ed Sullivan 
Show.  One of the enjoyable things about Red was his ability to ad lib.  He loved laughing at his own flubs in 
the comedy sketches with guest stars, such as John Wayne, Jack Benny, Phyllis Diller, George Raft and 
Carol Channing.  Red obviously enjoyed (as we did) each opening monologue, such as “George Appleby, the 
Hen-Pecked Husband” and “Gertrude and Heathcliff, the Two Seagulls.”  Occasionally, Red showed his 
serious side, such as the 1969 self-written monologue about the Pledge of Allegiance, providing commentary 
on the meaning of each phrase of the Pledge. 
 
Grandma Violet enjoyed watching the Garry Moore Show.  Like Red Skelton, Garry started his 
entertainment career on radio.  Garry started in 1937 as a writer and announcer for a variety show, then for 
the Jimmy Durante Show.  It was during his radio career that Garry met and then worked with Durward 
Kirby, who became a long-time friend and broadcasting partner as announcer on the Garry Moore Show 
(later as host for Candid Camera).  The 60-minute variety show moved to TV in 1950.  Early in his TV 
career, Garry was well known for his bow ties and his crew cut.  After the Garry Moore Show ended, he 
hosted several game shows, including I’ve Got a Secret and To Tell the Truth.  I think that what Mom 
enjoyed best was his bubbling personality and his winsome ways with audiences.  Mom once said (with a 
twinkle in her eye) that it would be easy to have a crush on Garry Moore. 
 
The other early TV program that Grandma Violet enjoyed watching was 
WGN Barn Dance.  We had a good reason to watch—a reason with family 
importance.  On WGN Barn Dance, we watched Cousin Tilford, who really 
was our cousin.  Cousin Tilford was Mom’s relative, a cousin—Arthur 
“Holly” Swanson.  He was very tall (6’10”, and unusually tall for that time) 
and also performed (1942-1947) in the Lawrence Welk Orchestra (before 
television).  Origin of his name “Holly” is uncertain.  One source listed his 
middle name as “Holford.”  Mom and Dad saw him perform in person─they 
attended the studio performance of the WLS Barn Dance on 5 May 1951. 
 
In 1920, Holly Swanson was 15 years old.  The 1920 census form listed him 
as “son” living with his parents in the Pullman area (south side of Chicago).  
His occupation was listed as “stock clerk, dry goods.”  On the 1930 and 1940 
census forms, his occupation was listed as “orchestra musician” in “various 
bands.”  In the 1940s, he hit the “big time.”  He started playing string bass, 
tuba, and trombone in the Lawrence Welk orchestra at the time.  Welk had begun traveling with his own 
orchestra in 1927.  Welk’s orchestra performed across the country but particularly in the Chicago and 
Milwaukee areas.  In the early 1940s, the Welk band began a 10-year stint at the Trianon and Aragon 
Ballrooms in Chicago, regularly drawing crowds of nearly 7,000.  For about half of this time, Holly 
Swanson was a regular part of the Welk orchestra. 
 
It was in 1946 that Arthur “Holly” Swanson became “Cousin Tilford” when he joined the WLS National 
Barn Dance as a musician.  National Barn Dance was essentially a vaudeville-type variety show aimed at a 
rural audience.  It was founded by broadcaster George D. Hay.  It first aired on WLS on April 19, 1924 and 
originated from Chicago’s Eighth Street Theater starting in 1931.  The show was picked up by NBC Radio in 
1933, and in 1946 it switched to the ABC Radio network and aired until 1952 on Saturday nights from 6:30 
pm to midnight.  The ABC radio show regularly featured Gene Autry, Eddie Dean, Lulu Belle and Scotty, 

In the WGN Barn Dance talent 
lineup, Cousin Tilford was 
described as a “comic who 
joined WGN in 1960, a five 
foot, 22 inch tall funny man” 



Pat Buttram, George Gobel, The Williams Brothers (featuring future crooner Andy Williams), The DeZurik 
Sisters and the Hoosier Hot Shots.  Other guests included Smiley Burnette, Eddie Peabody and Joe Kelly, 
best remembered as the host and moderator of NBC’s Quiz Kids.  The announcer was Jack Holden and it was 
once sponsored by Alka-Seltzer.  At its peak, the cast included over 50 performers in one show. 
 
In the 11 Dec 1954 edition of Billboard, columnist Bill Sachs (“Folk Talent & Tunes”) featured a review of 
the WLS National Barn Dance broadcast 27 Nov 1954 from Chicago’s Eighth Street Theater.  That day, 

there were two shows, both with sellout crowds.  Admission was 
95 cents, with all seats reserved.  Sponsors for the first two hours 
were Flex-O-Glass, Keystone Steel & Wire, Bristol Meyers, and 
Phillips Petroleum.  Sponsor for the second two hours was Polk 
Brothers Co.  Sachs said that he witnessed quality talent and 
production, good wardrobing, and speedy pacing.  The talent 
lineup included, Bob Atcher, Woody Mercer, Arkie the Arkansas 
Woodchopper, Lulu Belle and Scotty, Homer and Jethro, Cousin 
Tilford, Dolph Hewitt, Captain Stubby and the Buchaneers, Red 
Blanchard, the Hayloft Orchestra (22 members), John Dolce’s 
Hayloft Square Dancers, Grace Wilson (the original “Bringing-
Home-the-Bacon Girl”), Ted Morris, Jimmie James, the Virginia 
Hams, and others. 
 
The National Barn Dance was well-received and widely imitated 
for many years, including the Grand Ole Opry.  (For many years, 

National Barn Dance was more popular that the Grand Ole Opry.)  However, ABC made two decisions that 
ultimately led to National Barn Dance’s slow demise.  The first was the cancellation of the network radio 
broadcast in 1952.  After a few years, as the US population became more urban, audiences finally began to 
wane, and the program ceased live performances after 1957.  The show continued to air on WLS radio until 
1960 when ABC bought the station and changed the format to Top 40 rock and roll, canceling National Barn 
Dance outright.  The show, then “a shadow of its former self,” moved to Chicago’s WGN radio and 
television until it finally left the air in 1969. 
 
National Barn Dance spawned a theatrical film and 
television series.  A fictionalized account of the 
show’s origins, The National Barn Dance (1944), was 
filmed by director Hugh Bennett from a screenplay by 
Hal Fimberg and Lee Loeb.  The film starred Jean 
Heather, Charles Quigley, Robert Benchley, Mabel 
Paige and Charles Dingle.  Pat Buttram and Joe Kelly 
appeared as themselves.  ABC Barn Dance, a filmed 
TV series featuring some of the radio performers, was 
telecast on ABC from February 21 to November 14, 
1949.  Hosted by Jack Stillwell and Hal O’Halloran, 
the 30-minute musical variety format presented a mix 
of folk music with country and western tunes.  
According to The Hayloft Gang:  The Story of the 
National Barn Dance (Chad Berry, 2008, p. 89), the 
talent lineup for the 21 Feb 1949 ABC broadcast 
included Bob Atcher, Captain Stubby and the 
Buccaneers, the Sage Riders, Lulu Belle and Scotty, 
the DeZurik Sisters, Red Blanchard, Ted Morse (Otto, 
Little Genevieve), Cousin Tilford, and John Dolce’s 
square dancers.  The TV show met with mixed 

Cousin Tilford with Dolph Hewitt, Carolyn DeZurik, 
Scotty Wiseman, Lulu Belle Wiseman, Doc Hopkins, 

Chick Hurt, and Rex Allen, c. 1949 

Virginia Hams in 1948.  With Cousin 
Tilford are Vincent Gamelli (aka Jimmie 
James), Ted Morse (aka Otto, aka Little 

Genevieve), Augie Klein, and Jimmy 
Kilcran.  Cousin Tilford is playing a helicon, 

a forerunner to the Sousaphone 



reviews.  Variety said it was still a radio program, but on TV.  Billboard’s review was more complimentary: 
“a television programming natural which includes all the showmanship factors the medium requires.  The 
program has great visual qualities, comedy, top music and talent.”  The ABC Barn Dance lasted 39 weeks.  
Its demise, presumably, resulted from a lack of sponsorship. 
 
However, the National Barn Dance continued on ABC radio until 1957, and then went back to WLS radio.  
In 1960, the National Barn Dance moved from WLS radio to WGN radio and television, where it continued 

broadcasting until 
1969.  This is the 
television program 
we watched with 
Mom.  We saw 
Dolph Hewitt, Red 
Blanchard, Bob 
Atcher, Arkie the 
Arkansas 
Woodchopper, the 
Sage Riders, and, of 
course, Cousin 

Tilford.  With wholesome humor and lively music, it was definitely a family show.  Though we weren’t 
country music fans, we were Cousin Tilford fans.  We weren’t the only ones.  On 11 Nov 2009, “Dee 
Lowe” reminisced, “As a kid, my family watched WGN Barn Dance every week.  I saw them perform at the 
County Fair, and even had autographs.  My mom even went to school with Cousin Tilford’s son!”  On 20 
Aug 2010, “EssJay Revisited” wrote in an on-line discussion about 1960s television programs, “Here is what 
I would love to see come back:  WGN Barn Dance—oh, to see Cousin Tilford again! 
 
Cousin Tilford’s early performances at the National Barn Dance were as a member of the trio, “Virginia 
Hams,” which later became a quintet.  Cousin Tilford typically played string bass or helicon (forerunner to 
the Sousaphone) in the Virginia Hams.  The 1948 WLS Family Album described the Virginia Hams as “a 
talented group of musicians that got together as the musical comedy group known as the Novelodeons.”  
Perhaps the Virginia Hams put more emphasis on the comedy, because the WLS Family Album said, 
“...believe it or not, there is real musical skill concealed beneath their comic exterior...”  In 1948, the group 
included Holly Swanson (aka Cousin Tilford), Vincent J. Gamelli (aka Jimmie James), Ted Morse (aka 
Otto, aka Little Genevieve), Augie Klein, and Jimmy Kilcran.  The 250-pound Ted is best remembered in his 
“Little Genevieve” role, appearing as a crybaby dressed in a ruffled baby dress and bonnet. 
 
Cousin Tilford also performed solo comedy routines, often to “warm up” the audience for a “name” act.  
Here is a description of one such performance by Cousin Tilford in the early 
1950s.  It’s from an ardent fan, Roy Garret, who attended a National Barn 
Dance show at the Eighth Street Theater in downtown Chicago: 
 

Captain Stubby and Homer and Jethro and Bob Atcher were there.  They always 
had a big bunch on stage.  And this comedian—Cousin Tilford—was real tall and 
ugly.  He looked like a bulldog.  And he’d drop his face down, and the audience 
would start laughing at him.  He would look up and down the front row at someone 
who laughed real loud, and he’d zero in on that person.  And that person’s laugh 
would just get louder.  That would go over on the radio real good.  And then they’d 
introduce Homer and Jethro, and the audience was just going crazy, but it wasn’t 
because of them—it was because of Cousin Tilford! 

 
In cast photos, Cousin Tilford was easy to pick out because he stood a head 
or two above the other cast members.  His stage costumes often included hats, 



bow ties, or really long, long ties (down to his knees).  Because he was so tall, he also liked wearing 
“highwater pants.” 
 
In 1944, Cousin Tilford was still performing with the Lawrence Welk band at the Trianon Ballroom, south 
of the Chicago Loop, near Washington Park.  It was a popular venue for listening to popular acts, especially 
big bands, and for dancing.  Paul Whiteman’s orchestra played for the grand opening in 1922.  It was also the 
origination point for many live broadcasts on Chicago radio station WGN.  At the Trianon, Cousin Tilford 
met Lila Pennington, who worked at the Trianon, perhaps as a coat and hat check girl.  “She was vivacious,” 
said her daughter, Barbara Richards.  “She was a terrific story and joke teller”  She could really deliver a 
line.”  Apparently, Lila had an entertainer’s personality to match that of Cousin Tilford.  Lila Louise 
Pennington was born 11 Nov 1920 in Paris, Illinois, 150 miles south of Chicago.  After graduating from high 

school, Lila moved to Chicago, where she 
found a job at the Trianon Ballroom.  After 
a brief courtship, Lila married Arthur 
“Holly” Swanson 31 Mar 1944.  By 1949, 
they had settled in Naperville, Illinois, about 
30 miles west (and only 12 miles SE of St. 
Charles). 
 
In Naperville, Lila was employed as a teller 
at Naperville National Bank beginning in 
1959.  Ten years later, 16 May 1969, 
Cousin Tilford died.  She worked her way 
up to head teller, and then in 1975, married 
Willard “Bill” Broeker, owner of the only 
department store in Naperville.  Lila worked 

there until Bill sold the store in 1980.  He died in 1984.  Lila died 22 Apr 2005 of heart failure.  She is buried 
next to Cousin Tilford in Naperville Cemetery, section 9, row 17, plot 1.  On their headstone, her epitaph 
reads, “Good night Mom, I love you.”  Cousin Tilford’s epitaph reads, “If I made you happy, my work is 
done.” 
 
By now you are asking, “How are we related to Cousin Tilford?”  Until recently, the answer was “distantly” 
and otherwise unknown.  Mom knew the detailed relationship, but I didn’t.  Fortunately, we have cousin 
Rosemary Kloempken Jallits to thank, for she unknowingly provided the clue to the missing link.  Cousin 
Rose and I occasionally correspond by Email on topics of our family genealogy.  Rose occasionally posts 
genealogy questions and receives information through Ancestry.com.  In one such message received through 
Ancestry.com, Lena Noreland of Uppsala, Sweden, asked Rose for more information about Great-Grandpa 
John Wilson’s half-sister Ester Valborg Kraft, who was Lena’s distant relative (by marriage) and who had 
immigrated to the US.  Lena also mentioned that two of John’s half-brothers, Martin Ivar “Carl” Kraft and 
Torsten Gideon Kraft had also immigrated to the US.  Carl was Grandpa John’s oldest half-brother (born 11 
May 1882 in Näs Parish near Sandhem, Sweden).  Torsten was his next oldest half-brother (born 29 June 
1891 in Sandhem Parish, Sweden). 
 
Searches at FamilySearch.org and Ancestry.com revealed that Carl immigrated from Sweden in 1902.  On 15 
Sep 1909, he applied for naturalization as a US citizen.  On his Kane County Circuit Court naturalization 
form, Carl listed his address as “Girls Training School, Geneva, Illinois.”  On the 1920 US census form, Carl 
was in Rockford, a boarder with the John H. Peterson family and 49 other boarders, including his brother 
Torsten.  Apparently, Carl stayed in Rockford, was listed on the 1930 and 1940 census forms living at 2128 
6th Street with his wife Hanna, and working as a stationary steam engineer at a furniture factory (perhaps 
Star, .National, Mechanics, World, School, Excelsior, Mantel, Republic, or Diamond).  At that time and for 
many years, Rockford was the second largest furniture manufacturing centers in the US.  Also, Swedes were 
the largest ethnic group in Rockford. 



 
Meanwhile, Torsten immigrated on 5 Apr 1914 through the Port of New York.  In the 1920 census, he, like 
his older brother Carl, is boarding with the John H. Peterson family and 49 other boarders in the 2nd Ward in 
Rockford.  However, on 30 Sep 1929, he completed a naturalization form at the US District Court in Chicago.  
On the form, he listed his address as 113 W. 112th Place in Chicago.  Two witnesses were listed on the 
form—Charles W. Anderson 11040 Parnell St., Chicago, and Hannah Swanson 113 W. 112th Place, Chicago.  
A year later, on the 1930 census form, Torsten (age 38) was listed as one of three lodgers in the home of 
Hannah Swanson (“head of household”, age 48) and Arthur E. Swanson (“son”, age 25).  This is Cousin 
Tilford! 
 
Arthur Emanuel Swanson was born 6 Sep 1904 in Chicago.  His mother was Hannah Lindstrom Swanson 
(born about 1882 in Sweden) and his father was Emil “Ernie” Swanson (born about 1875 in Sweden and 
immigrated in 1895).  Before they were married, on the 1900 census form, his address was Ward 34 in 
Chicago (as a boarder) and her address was listed as the corner of Pullman Avenue and 111th Street in 
Chicago.  Both addresses were in the Pullman area.  Her occupation was listed as “chamber maid” in a hotel 
in the Pullman area owned by Harry E. Carpenter.  Later that year, on 3 Nov 1900, she married Ernie 
Swanson.  In the 1910 census, they resided in Ward 33 of Chicago—the Pullman neighborhood.  Ernie’s 
occupation was listed as “watchman, street railway.”  This was likely the Calumet and South Chicago 
Railway, which in 1913 was consolidated into the Chicago Surface Lines (CSL), the forerunner to the CTA.  
In the 1920 census, they resided in Ward 9 of Chicago, again the Pullman neighborhood.  Ernie’s occupation 
was listed as “railroad switch tender.”  This was likely for the Illinois Central RR, whose main line to the 
Loop bisected the Pullman area.  Ernie died sometime between 1920 and 1929. 
 
Torsten Kraft and Hannah Lindstrom Swanson were married 26 Apr 1938.  By the 1940 census, they were 
living at 11008 State St., Ward 9, Chicago, again in the Pullman area.  His occupation was listed as “trimmer, 
railroad cars.”  According to They Built Railroad Cars: The Pullman Social Experiment and the Swedish 
Immigration (Allan T. Nilson, 2002, p. 88), “painters go over the entire interior woodwork, making the cars 
ready for the trimmers, who place the bronze or plated trimmings upon doors, sash blinds, or doors.”  So 
trimmers were “inside finishers.”  On his 1942 World War II draft card, Torsten listed the same home 
address as in 1940 and listed his occupation as “Pullman Standard Car Manufacturing Co., Hammond, 
Indiana.”  He died 7 Jun 1959.  His death certificate listed his address as 10935 State Street, Chicago, again 
in the Pullman area.  He was buried 9 
Jun 1959 in Oak Hill Cemetery, 
probably at 11900 S Kedzie Avenue, 
Chicago, again in the Pullman area. 
 
All of his residences in Chicago were 
in the Pullman area.  Where’s this 
Pullman area?, you may ask.  It’s a 
south side neighborhood centered 
around the manufacturing facilities of 
the Pullman Palace Car Company, 
later named the Pullman Standard Car 
Manufacturing Company.  The surrounding Pullman neighborhood was the nation’s first planned industrial 
town.  It included row houses, apartments, boarding houses, hotel, arcade building, theater, bank, shops, 
library, hospital, school, churches, parks, Market Square public open space, and stables.  This planned 
community was designed by architect Solon Spencer Beman and landscape architect Nathan Franklin Barrett.  
The town, built by George Pullman in 1880-81, is now a Chicago neighborhood bounded by 103rd Street on 
the north, 115th Street on the south, the railroad tracks on the east and Cottage Grove on the west.  The 
factory included car shops, erecting shops, paint shop, machine shop, steel foundry, rolling mill, wheel works, 
warehouses, lumber yard, lake for cooling buildings and machines, power plant, water tower, transfer table, 
railroad yard, repair shops, fire department, passenger depot, and administration building, with its tall clock 



tower.  In the factory area, only the restored administration building and clock tower remain.  It is now 
designated as a state and national historic site. 
 
Many Swedes emigrated to work specifically at the Pullman factory.  For many years, they constituted over 
twelve percent of its work force.  Remarkably, the majority of Swedes who immigrated to Pullman during 
the late 1800s came from Ryfors and Nykyrka Parish, just six miles south of Sandhem and the birth place of 

Great-Grandma Mathilda Bengtsdotter 
Anderson Blomgren, Grandpa Fritz’s mother. 
 
Pullman is the area where Cousin Tilford was 
born, where he grew up, and where his parents 
worked.  It’s also where Torsten Gideon Kraft 
lived, worked, was married, and was buried.  So, 
according to my Family Tree Maker software, 
Cousin Tilford is “step-son to our half grand 
uncle Torsten.”  Put another way, he’s our “first 
cousin, once removed.” 
 
Well, that’s show business in our family! 
 
To be continued . . . 
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Cousin Tilford – National Barn Dance in the newspapers 
 

 

Cousin Tilford—our “first cousin, once removed”—performed on radio in the 
1930s, 1940s, and 1950s and on television in the 1950s and 1960s.  He was a 
regular member of the cast of National Barn Dance, a variety show of skits, 
music, and humor.  National Barn Dance was first broadcast in Chicago on 
WLS radio (1924-1932), then nationally on NBC radio (1933-1945), ABC 
radio and television (1946-1952), back to WLS (1953-1960), then finally on 
WGN radio and television (1960-1969, each Saturday from 8:00 to 9:30, with a 
studio audience of over 200).  By listenership, viewership, and audience appeal, 
National Barn Dance was a favorite of audiences across the country.  See more 
details in last month’s family history newsletter—issue 46. 
 
Why was National Barn Dance so popular?  It gained popularity during the 
Great Depression of the 1930s, when the economic picture was bleak and times 
were hard.  Most people led lives of hardship and depravity, when money and 
food were scarce.  This was at a time when the local movie theater charged a 
dime or a quarter to see a movie starring Clark Gable, Carole Lombard, Greta 
(Gustafsson) Garbo, Myrna Loy, Cary Grant, Irene Dunn, Judy Garland, 
Mickey Rooney, Shirley Temple, Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers—or an early 
Walt Disney cartoon character.  Even better, listening to radio broadcasting 
became a source of nearly free entertainment for millions of Americans.  Radio 
stations had something for all ages, young and old.  Comedies were especially 
popular.  A good laugh “eased the mind and brought joy in a time of 
adversity.”  Music, movies, and “screwball” comedies offered a relatively 
inexpensive way to vacation from reality.  Always popular, this sort of 
diversion was especially sought-after during the Great Depression.  Later, the 
Grand Ole Opry and TV’s Hee Haw carried on the tradition established by the 
National Barn Dance. 
 
Who was Cousin Tilford?  To almost every listener and viewer, he was a 
humorous character who loved to make people laugh.  He was "like a goofy 
friend who was the life of the party or broke up the class at an otherwise 
solemn moment."  But to our family, he really was our cousin.  According to my 
Family Tree Maker software and database, Cousin Tilford is “step-son to our 
half grand uncle Torsten Kraft,” Grandpa John Wilson’s half brother.  For a 
family tree diagram, see family history newsletter issue 46.  You can find this 
and other issues on-line in our newsletter archive— 
 
     http://www.fridolph.org/newsletters/ 
 
Beginning in 1946, Cousin Tilford appeared in skits, musical numbers, and 
comedy routines, either alone or with fellow cast members.  He was often given 
the sometimes unenviable assignment to appear on-stage before the broadcast 
began to “warm up” the audience.  That’s how he developed his well-known “silent treatment” of audience 
members.  It must have been similar to Jack Benny’s “silent stare”—audiences were expecting it and it 
“cracked then up.”  Performances on radio or television were always before a “live” audience.  Most radio 

From an article in the Daily 
Northwestern, published in 
Oshkosh, Wisconsin, on 16 
May 1967 (page 28).  “The 
widely-known WGN Barn 
Dance troupe will perform 

in two shows in the 
Oshkosh Civic 

Auditorium...along with 
Cousin Tilford, a six-foot-

10-inch musician whose 
trademark is a necktie 

twice as high” 



audiences gathered at the Eighth Street Theater in 
downtown Chicago (now the ballroom of the Conrad 
Hilton Hotel).  It was there that ardent fan, Roy Garret, 
attended a radio performance in the early 1950s— 
 

This comedian—Cousin Tilford—was real tall and ugly.  He 
looked like a bulldog.  And he’d drop his face down, and the 
audience would start laughing at him.  He would look up and down 
the front row at someone who laughed real loud, and he’d zero in 
on that person.  And that person’s laugh would just get louder.  
That would go over on the radio real good.  And then they’d 
introduce Homer and Jethro, and the audience was just going crazy, 
but it wasn’t because of them—it was because of Cousin Tilford! 

 
Chicago newspaper columnist, Bill Granger, had a 
similarly pleasant memory of hearing and seeing Cousin 
Tilford in the mid-1950s (The Daily Herald, 1 June 1998, 
page 132)— 
 

Everyone listened to the radio at night.  We had a console Zenith 
with a green “eye” that focused your tuning.  We listened to Amos 
‘n’ Andy, The Lone Ranger, The Shadow, Fibber McGee and 
Molly, Jack Benny program, U.S. Steel Hour, and the National 
Barn Dance broadcast live every Saturday night “from the Eighth 
Street Theater in downtown Chicago.”  One magic night, my 
mother and I took the El [elevated commuter train] downtown to 
the Eighth Street Theater where I saw Cousin Tilford and Lulu 
Belle and Scottie and the others live.  It was thrilling. 

 
We should take it as a compliment that the columnist listed 
Cousin Tilford first.  Undoubtedly, Cousin Tilford was 
his favorite performer in the cast (at least that evening, if 
not all the time). 
 
Was National Barn Dance Cousin Tilford’s only 
performing venue?  Certainly not.  According to published 

newspaper 
articles and ads,  
Cousin Tilford 
also appeared in 
person at events 
around the Midwest, along with other members of the National 
Barn Dance cast.  One example is the Boone County Fair, just east 
of Rockford, Illinois, at the north edge of Belvidere.  Cousin 
Tilford was billed as “the six-foot-ten-inch entertainer who claims 
to be ‘the biggest high school drum major folks in Roseland, Ill., 
ever saw’.”  Roseland was the south-side Chicago neighborhood 
where Cousin Tilford grew up.  It’s next to the Pullman factory 
where his step-father, our half grand uncle Torsten Kraft, worked 
for four decades.  I have no doubt that Cousin Tilford was actually 
a drum major for the Roseland high school band, considering that 
he played several band instruments (tuba and trombone).  That 
would have been about 1921.  Also note that the show was 
broadcast live over WGN. 
 

From the Belvidere Daily Republican, published 29 
July 1969 (page 8).  Curiously, this was printed two 

months after Cousin Tilford died 

Part of a display ad in the Freeport Journal 
Standard on 20 Aug 1958 (page 11) 



That was true also of his appearance at the 1958 Stephenson 
County Fair, south of Freeport, Illinois.  By the way, Aunt 
Christabel (Grandpa Glenn’s sister), taught home economics 
at Freeport High School (see family history newsletter issue 
5).  Apparently, the show at the 1954 Jefferson County Fair 
was not broadcast live.  At least, nothing was mentioned in 
the display ad published in the Janesville (Wisconsin) Daily 
Gazette on 6 Aug 1954 (page 11).  Their performance was 
billed as “the triumphant return of the WLS Barn Dance 
Review, starring Homer and Jethro with Cousin Tilford, 
Grace Wilson, Otto, Jimmy James, Dolph Hewitt, and 
Augie Klein.”  Notice that Cousin Tilford got almost top 
billing! 

 
An article in the 
Decatur (Illinois) Daily Review yielded a bit more information about 
Cousin Tilford:  “a six-foot-10-inch comedian who plays tuba, bass 
fiddle, and trombone” (15 Jul 1953, page 10).  He and the WLS 
National Barn Dace performers appeared at the Macon County Fair. 
 
In addition to performing at many county fairs throughout the 
Midwest, Cousin Tilford and his Barn Dance friends also 
performed at many community festivals and fundraisers.  An 
example is a fundraiser show for American Legion Post No. 413 in 
Camden, Indiana.  Notice that show time is listed as “8 P.M. 
(DST). ”  (Curiously, daylight saving time was not observed in 
Indiana at that time.)  A town festival in Elk Grove Village, Illinois, 
booked the WGN Barn Dance 
troupe.  “The dance will be the 
major fundraising event for the 
almost month long celebration of 
the village’s 10 years of existence.”  
“The WGN Barn Dance is 
considered the oldest radio barn 
dance.  Organized in 1924, the barn 
dance moved to WGN on March 11, 

1961.  Although it will not be televised, each 90 minute performance will 
feature the regular cast of the Chicago show—Bob Atcher, Red Blanchard, 
Bob and Bobbie Thomas, Arkie, the Arkansas Woodchopper, Dolph Hewitt, 
the Johnson Sisters, Cousin Tilford, and the Sage Riders.” 
 
A similar article appeared in the Post Crescent of Appleton, Wisconsin.  
Sponsored by the Green Bay Junior Chamber of Commerce, it was the “first 
large show” in the new arena.  It was broadcast on the radio.  Another 
interesting photo and newsy cutline appeared in the News-Palladium of 
Benton Harbor, Michigan, on 7 May 1965.  It advertised the Blossomtime 
Festival show performed by the WGN Barn Dance cast.  According to the 
cutline, 1965 was the 40th anniversary of the Barn Dance show.  Cousin 
Tilford was pictured, but according to the cutline, was not scheduled to 
appear in this performance. 
 

Part of a large display ad describing the 
headliners for the stage show in the Clayton 

County (Iowa) Fair (Postville Herald, 25 Aug 
1965, page 11) 

A display ad published in the 
Logansport-Pharos (Indiana) Tribune on 

29 Apr 1953 (page 12) 



Barn Dance performers also appeared at business events.  
One example was close to home.  It was the Grand 
Opening of Elburn Implement, the new John Deere dealer 
in Elburn, eight miles west of St. Charles, on Route 47 at 
Route 38.  The display ad was published in the DeKalb 
Chronicle on 1 Dec 1955 (page 11).  Featured in their 
“new, modern building” (over 13,000 sq. ft.) were “5 
famous WLS Barn Dance stars,” including Jimmie James, 
Cousin Tilford, Dorothy Ann Ferguson, Woody Mercer, 
and Augie Klein.  In addition to the Barn Dance 
performers, there were color movies, door prizes, and free 
lunch supplied by “the local ladies of Elburn.”  Just 
think—free lunch, live entertainment, and movies in 
COLOR!  Movies in color were not common in 1955, 
especially in a venue outside a movie theater.  Note that 
these were not videos—videos hadn’t been invented yet.  
“All day and all evening—continuous entertainment.”  
Cousin Tilford and the other four Barn Dance stars really 
earned their performance fee that day! 
 
A similar event featuring “power” farm machinery 
employed the “Barn Dance troupe from WGN-TV, 
Chicago, formerly known as the WLS National Barn 
Dance.”  They broadcast their “Country Fair” radio show 
from the power show, located on the John Gettinger farm 
near Sullivan, Indiana.  Sullivan is 202 miles SSE of St. 
Charles.  The article was published in the Terra Haute, Article in the Appleton Post 

Crescent on 5 Nov 1958 (page 9) 

Cousin Tilford is the tall “cowboy“ in the center of the back row.  Published in the News-Palladium of Benton Harbor, 
Michigan, on 7 May 1965 (page 8) 



Indiana, Tribune on 10 Sep 1968 (page 16).  “The Barn Dance has 
become a traditional feature at the Farm Power Show, along with 
the World’s Tractor Pull Contests.  Not only does this top-notch 
entertainment bring together on of the largest crowds in the 
Midwest, but the vast display of farm equipment and the various 
techniques used in planting and cultivating the 270 different 
varieties of corn.  Farmers are afforded the opportunity which 
variety, which fertilizer and method of tillage can be best suited for 
his farm operation.”  This appears to be a forerunner of the today’s 
Farm Progress Show which is currently held 10 miles west of Ames.  
Emcee of the 1968 show near Sullivan was “Orion Samuelson, 
WGN’s award-winning farm service director.”  Though Samuelson 
has apparently retired from most of his regular emcee and radio 
broadcasting responsibilities, he still co-hosts a weekly TV program, 
This Week in Agribusiness, on RFD-TV.  I still see Samuelson on 
that program almost every Saturday morning.  Just think—Orion 
Samuelson was the only agricultural news reporter I heard until I 
moved to Iowa in 1968 to attend Iowa State University.  I can 
identify with Orion Samuelson for several other reasons—he was 
born and raised on a dairy farm (in Wisconsin) and, until he was 
side-tracked by a broadcasting career, he was on his way to 
becoming an ordained Lutheran minister. 
 
A bit closer to Chicago was a country music venue, Shady Acres 
Ranch, near Frankfort, Indiana.  In a display ad published in the 

Anderson Daily Bulletin on 22 Aug 1952 (page 11), Cousin Tilford got third billing, following Lulu Belle 
and Scotty.  Together they were billed as “the most 
popular...WLS Barn Dance Stars.”  It was an 
entertainment bargain—admission was just 70 cents! 
 
In addition to performing for county fairs, community 
celebrations, and business ventures, Cousin Tilford 
and the Barn Dance cast performed for benefit 
fundraisers, sometimes donating their performance fees 
to the local causes.  One example is the “PTA benefit 
show” presented in Bremen, Indiana.  An article in the 
Bremen Enquirer on 1 October 1953 (page 1) listing 
“seven of the most popular acts of the WLS National 
Barn Dance, headed by Homer & Jethro, top recording 
artists.  Others in the program are Red Blanchard, 
Phyllis Brown, Cousin Tilford, Augie Klein, and the 
Gold Dust Twins.”  Wow!  What if Shelby School PTA 
had done the same thing in St. Charles? 
 
The WLS Barn Dance cast, including Cousin Tilford, 
was the drawing card for an interesting community 
fundraiser in Decatur, Illinois.  Admission to the show 
in the Kintner gymnasium was a receipt in trade for 
scrap metal brought to one of three scrap yards in 
Decatur (145 miles SSW of St. Charles).  The scrap was 
recycled for national defense purposes.  According to 
the article, published in the Decatur Daily Review on 17 



Feb 1952 (page 8), the Barn Dance cast received no performance fee—only expenses  
 
Cousin Tilford did a solo performance as part of a benefit to raise funds for the son of West Chicago police 
officer, Raymond Wilson, who was killed in the line of duty.  According to the article published in the 
Chicago Daily Herald on 26 Aug 1965 (page 131), the funds were to be used to cover tuition and other 
college expenses for Wilson’s son.  The fundraiser began with a softball game, pitting Kane County sheriff’s 
deputies against DuPage County deputies.  The winners played officers from the Aurora police force.  
“DuPage County deputy Holly (Cousin Tilford) Swanson of Naperville, and WGN fame, will be on hand to 
provide laughs and entertainment.”  According to an article in the Chicago Tribune on 9 Aug 1963 (page 17), 
“Cousin Tilford, a 6-foot, 10-inch wit and humorist, is Arthur Swanson.  An appearance by him in DuPage 
County usually has no [humorous] overtones.  He is a process server out there.”  Wow, again!  Who would 
have thought that Cousin Tilford was a sheriff’s deputy?  What a guy! 
 
To be continued . . . 
 
 



Anderson Family History 
Issue 48  ●  March 2017 
 
Holly Swanson and Al Trace – In the newspaper 
 

 

Holly Swanson—our “first cousin, once removed”—performed as 
“Cousin Tilford” on radio from the 1930s to the 1960s and on 
television in the 1950s and 1960s.  From 1946 to 1969, he was a 
regular member of the cast of National Barn Dance, a variety show 
of skits, music, and humor.  See more details in the two previous 
family history newsletters.  Who did he perform with before 1946?  
How did he get started in his entertainment career?  Where else did 
he perform?  Fortunately, several written records provide answers. 
 
On the 1930 and 1940 census forms, his occupation was listed as 
“orchestra musician” in “various bands.”  These were territory and 
regional bands based in Chicago.  Perhaps the first was “Art Kassell 
and his Kassels in the Air,” which Holly joined about 1925 at age 
21.  Another was “Al Trace and his Famous Radio Band.”  Holly 
performed with Al Trace at least from 1936 to 1942, perhaps 
longer—as early as 1933. 
 
Albert J. Trace (1900–1993) was a songwriter and orchestra leader 
of the 1930s, 40s and 50s.  The peak of his popularity was reached 
in the Chicago area during the height of the Big Band era in the 
1940s.  Trace was a native of Chicago.  Before starting on a career 
in music, he played professional baseball with the Chicago White 
Sox and farm team Rock Island Islanders (Tigers) at Douglas Park.  
His first music jobs were in the early 1920s, when he played drums 
and sang with various bands.  He formed his own band in 1933, the 
year Chicago celebrated its centennial with a world’s fair—Century 
of Progress International Exposition.  His band’s premiere 
engagement was in May 1933 at the Fair’s French “Streets of Paris” 
pavilion.  When the Fair closed for the winter in November, Trace 

remained in Chicago and began a long 
engagement at the Blackhawk Restaurant, followed by three years at the Sherman 
Hotel.  Starting in early 1943 and continuing during and after World War II, the Al 
Trace Orchestra, including vocalists Toni Arden and Bob Vincent, were familiar 
regulars on Chicago-based “It Pays to Be Ignorant,” one of the most popular shows of 
the “Golden Age of Radio.”  In the 1940s, Trace and his band tour major cities from 
Minneapolis to New York, playing at night clubs and hotel ballrooms.  His theme 
songs were “Sweet Words and Music” (1937-1943), “Mairzy Doats” (1943-1946), 
and “You Call Everybody Darling” (1946-1975). 
 
Trace recorded for several record companies:  Mercury Records, MGM Records, 
Columbia Records, National Records, Damon Records, and Regent Records.  His big 

hit recording of 1945 was a “Sensational Novelty Record by Al Trace and his Silly Symphonists” (National 
7008).  The titles were “Fuzzy Wuzzy” and “2nd Hungarian Rhapsody.”  Previous hits were “Oh! Maria” 
and “Takin’ the Trains Out” (7005); “Send Me a Female V-Mail” and “Where is the Chicken?” (7006); and 
“Rum and Coca-Cola” and “Southpaw Special” (7007).  Billboard Magazine indicated that they “sold well” 
in the 1940s and 1950s.  Many of his recorded arrangements include a verse or chorus sung by band 

Before his “Cousin Tilford“ persona, 
Holly performed with Al Trace and 

Lawrence Welk.  This is one of the earliest 
photos I have of Holly.  It’s from a display 

ad published 28 Jan 1942 

Al Trace in 1944 



members.  Trace’s compositions and recording 
were even used for some Hollywood films, most 
notably “Monkey Doodle Doo” in the early Marx 
Brothers’ “The Cocoanuts.” 
 
He composed over 300 songs, some alone and 
others as a collaborator, most frequently with his 
ten-years-older brother, Ben, while also writing a 
considerable number of songs using the 
pseudonyms Clem Watts or Bob Hart.  Among 
the Ben Trace/Al Trace collaborations was Al’s 
most successful recording, “You Call Everybody 
Darling,” which became a number 1 hit in 1948 
(covered by the Andrews Sisters, Jerry Lee Lewis, 
and others).  Perhaps his best known composition 
was “If I Knew You Were Comin’ I’d Have 
Baked a Cake” (covered by Bing Crosby, Ethel 
Merman, Cookie Monster, and others).  His other 
song collaborators included Al Hoffman, Bob 
Merrill, and Abner Silver. 
 
In 1975, shortly after his seventy-fourth birthday, 
he retired from active work as a songwriter and 
bandleader and joined with another ex-
bandleader to form a booking agency in Scottsdale, Arizona.  In 1993, Trace died of a stroke in Sun City 
West, Arizona, at the age of 92. 
 
Cousin Holly first appears in a newspaper display ad on 15 Jan 1936.  He was with Al Trace’s band.  This 
was three years after Chicago’s Century of Progress International Exposition.  The ad appeared in the 
Hammond (Indiana) Times (page 35).  It advertised the “College Inn Scandals” with “25 gay, youthful stage 
celebrities” on stage at the Paramount Theater in Hammond.  The Paramount Theatre opened in the summer 
of 1930 and could seat almost 2,000.  It was popular because it featured not just motion pictures but live 
stage shows, as late as the mid-1950’s.  The show featured “Al Trace and His Famous Band, Heard Every 

Day Over the Columbia Broadcasting System 
[CBS network] and Station WBBM.”  WBBM 
is the clear-channel “Class A” CBS radio 
station in Chicago at 780 AM.  WBBM 
received its commercial license in 1924 to 
trumpet the products of the “World’s Best 
Battery Maker.”  For many years, it has 
broadcast games of the Chicago Blackhawks, 
Chicago White Sox, and now the world series 
champions, Chicago Cubs (Go Cubs!). 
 
The stage show also featured “Your Favorite 
Radio Comic!  HOLLY SWANSON,” “The 
Ethel Morgan Dancing Girls! And a Host of 
Radio and Stage Stars!”  By now, you’re 
wondering, what is the College Inn Scandals?  
According to an article in the Hammond Times 
on 18 Jan 1936 (page 14), “it came directly to 
Hammond from the Sherman Hotel in 

Al Trace and his Famous Band, from an article in the Hammond 
Times on 18 Jan 1936 (page 14) 



Chicago.”  It was described as “a brand new all-star musical revue...for one day only.”  Apparently, there 
were two performances, including a “Bargain Matinee” with admission of 25 cents for adults and 10 cents 
for children.  The article described the new show as “tuneful, youthful, and excellent entertainment.”  
Despite the “scandal” show title and “dancing girls” it was considered family entertainment.  In that regard, 
perhaps Holly Swanson helped, because in a larger display ad published three days later, he was billed as 
“7 feet of your favorite radio comic.”  Other performers billed in this larger ad were the Tisa Black Spots 
(The Boys of Rhythm in Motion!), Willie Shore (Nimble Feet!), and Alice Gray (Cute and Pretty). 
 
Trace’s early band included seven musicians, typical of a dance orchestra at the time.  Though the photo 
scanned photo from the 18 Jan 1936 Hammond Times article is high contrast and low resolution, it appears 
that the band included two vocalists and six instrumentalists playing several saxes, clarinet (or is that a 
soprano sax?), trumpet, mellophone, trombone, sousaphone, banjo, violin, piano, and percussion, all 
common dance band instruments of the time.  After the mid-1930s, swing and novelty music played by big 
bands became popular.  Although I have no 
documentation to support this, Trace probably 
increased the size of his band about the time that 
Holly Swanson started performing with Lawrence 
Welk’s orchestra either instead of Al Trace’s band 
or in addition to Trace’s band.  Based on listening to 
Trace’s recordings following World War II (you can 
find several on YouTube), Trace enlarged his band 
slightly, but not to the swing band standard of four 
saxes, four trumpets, four trombones, and four 
rhythm instruments.  Check out the 1944 “Soundie” 
video on YouTube, featuring Trace (vocal and 
“directing”), three saxes, two trumpets (including 
Nate Wexler), piano (Lee Pines), string bass (Dave 
Devore), vocal/drums (Bill Lange), and three 
“dancing” girls (including movie star Gloria 
Grahame).  It’s Trace’s novelty tune, “Oh! Please 
Tell Me Darling,” with vocals by the drummer, by 
Trace, and by the entire band (see a review in The 
Billboard, 26 Aug 1944, page 15). 
 
Holly Swanson was still with Trace’s band in 1942.  

I found a display ad in Chicago’s Daily Herald, published on 16 
Jan 1942 (page 15) advertizing the Power Farming Show for 
Herman F. Meyn’s McCormick-Deering implement dealership.  
The show was held on 21 Jan 1942 at the Lutheran School Hall 
in Mount Prospect, Illinois (21 miles NW of downtown Chicago).  
A similar ad, published the same day in the Daily Herald (page 
11), advertizes a similar show the next evening at Arlington 
Heights High School, this one sponsored by the John F. Garlisch 
implement dealership.  Both shows feature “Al Trace and his 
SILLY-SIMP-FUN-ISTS, A talented internationally known 7-
man Orchestra featuring Jackie Howard and Frankie Raymon.  
Starring Holly Swanson “Seven Feet of Fun.”  An even larger 
display ad was published in the Belvidere Daily Republican on 
28 Jan 1942 (page 3) advertizing a similar show with “6 Big 
Vaudeville Acts,” including Al Trace, Holly Swanson, and 
Mazie White (Sensational Acrobatic Dancer).  The three acts 
were also featured in a similar show advertized in the Freeport 



Journal Standard on 9 Feb 1942 (page 14).  Freeport, Illinois, is about 26 miles west of Rockford.  The show 
was held in the Dakota High School Gym, about 8 miles NNE of Freeport.  By the way, Christabel Frederika 
Anderson, Grandpa Glenn’s second oldest sister, taught home economics in the Freeport public schools from 
1941 to 1943.  According to an article published the same day (page 4), Mazie White “does most exceptional 
acrobatic and contortion tricks.  She is one of a very few in the theatrical world who has accomplished the 
almost unbelievable.”  The same article said that Trace’s band played a three-year stint at the College Inn 
and performed “many times” at the Trianon and Aragon ballrooms, all in Chicago. 
 
In all of these shows with Al Trace, it’s not difficult to imagine cousin Holly Swanson singing, grinning, 
joking, dancing, clowning, and playing his instruments—tuba, trombone, and “bull fiddle.”  Holly Swanson 
and Al Trace seem to be a good fit for each other, considering that together, they built a solid reputation for 
providing dance and novelty music.  During the Great Depression of the 1930s and World War II of the 
1940s, people sought opportunities to escape, to divert their attention from the solemn challenges of the 
times through music and comedy. 
 
To be continued . . . 
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Holly Swanson and Lawrence Welk – In the newspapers 
 
 

Cousin Tilford—our “first cousin, once 
removed”—performed on radio from the 1930s to 
the 1960s and on television in the 1950s and 1960s.  
From 1946 to 1969, he was a regular member of 
the cast of National Barn Dance, a variety show of 
skits, music, and humor.  Who did he perform with 
before 1946?  How did he get started in his 
entertainment career?  Where else did he perform?  
Fortunately, several written records provide some 
answers. 
 
On the 1930 and 1940 census forms his occupation 
was listed as “orchestra musician” in “various 
bands.”  These were territory and regional bands based in Chicago.  Perhaps the first was “Art Kassell and 
his Kassels in the Air,” which Holly joined about 1925 at age 21.  Another was “Al Trace and his Famous 
Radio Band.”  Holly performed with Al Trace at least from 1936 to 1942, perhaps longer—as early as 1933. 
 
Through additional published newspaper articles and advertisements, we also know that cousin Holly “hit 
the big time” and performed with Lawrence Welk (1903-1992) from at least 1942 through 1947.  In leaving 
Trace’s band and joining Welk’s orchestra, cousin Holly joined a larger organization with greater public 
recognition and reputation, wider travel region, and potentially a higher salary.  Welk was known to pay his 
musicians top scale, so hopefully this was the case with cousin Holly, too. 
 
Much earlier, in March of 1924, Welk started his professional career by touring with such bands as the 
“Jazzy Junior Five,” “Lincoln Bould’s Chicago Band,” and “George T. Kelly’s Peerless Entertainers.”  Welk 
started his own traveling band in 1927, first in his home state of North Dakota, then in Minnesota, Wisconsin, 

and South Dakota.  At first, he and a drummer were the “Biggest Little 
Band in America.”  He then formed a quartet, the “Lawrence Welk 
Novelty Orchestra.”  That was soon replaced by a sextet Dixieland group, 
the “Hotsy-Totsy Boys.”  Welk’s first hit was a Dixieland tune, “Spiked 
Beer,” recorded in 1928.  Though Welk dropped the name a few years 
later in favor of “Honolulu Fruit Gum Orchestra,” he resurrected the 
“Hotsy-Totsy Boys” name in subsequent years (including television) when 
his show included a Dixieland selection.  Because cousin Holly played 
tuba and trombone (in addition to “bull fiddle”) with Welk’s band, it’s 
likely that he performed occasionally as one of the “Hotsy-Totsy Boys.” 
 
In the early 1930s, Welk married in Sioux City, Iowa, and moved to 
Omaha, Nebraska.  He led a traveling big band that specialized in dance 
tunes and “sweet” music (during this period, bands which played light, 
melodic music were referred to as “sweet bands” to distinguish them from 
the energetic, loud, rhythmic swing bands of artists such as Glenn Miller 
and Duke Ellington).  Initially, the band traveled around the country by car.  
They were too poor to rent rooms, so they usually slept and changed 

clothes in their cars.  The term “Champagne Music” was derived from an engagement at the William Penn 
Hotel in Pittsburgh, when a dancer referred to Welk's band’s sound as “light and bubbly as champagne.”  

One of the earliest photos of 
Welk, c. 1924.  He learned to play 
by ear and didn’t read sheet music 

until years later 



The hotel also lays claim to the 
original “bubble machine,” a prop left 
over from a 1920s movie premiere.  
Welk described his band’s sound, 
saying, “We still play music with the 
champagne style, which means light 
and rhythmic.  We place the stress on 
melody; the chords are played pretty 
much the way the composer wrote 
them.  We play with a steady beat so 
that dancers can follow it.” 
 
Welk’s big band performed across the 
country but particularly in the Chicago 
and Milwaukee areas.  In the early 
1940s, the band began a 10-year stint at the Trianon Ballroom in Chicago, regularly drawing crowds of 
nearly 7,000.  His orchestra also performed frequently at the Roosevelt Hotel in New York City during the 

late 1940s.  In 1944-1946, Welk led his orchestra in many motion 
picture “Soundies,” an early version of music videos.  Cousin 
Holly appears in five (that I’ve found so far).  He is featured in a 
novelty arrangement of “They Go Wild.” 
 
Welk collaborated with Western artist Red Foley to record a 
version of Spade Cooley’s “Shame on You” in 1945. The record 
(Decca 18698) was #4 to Cooley’s #5 on Billboard’s September 15 
“Most-Played Juke Box Folk Records” listing.  From 1949 through 
1951, the band had its own national radio program on ABC, 
sponsored by “The Champagne of Bottle Beer” Miller High Life.  
From 1938 to 1940, he recorded frequently in New York and 
Chicago for the Vocalion label. He signed with Decca in 1941, then 

recorded for Mercury and Coral for small 
periods of time before moving to Dot in 
1959. 
 
Among my collection of newspaper 
articles and ads about Welk that 
mentioned cousin Holly, the earliest was 
a review in the Pittsburgh Press, 
published 20 Feb 1943 (page 6).  After a 
set by Dennis Morgan 
(“handsome...heart flutter...with a fine 
singing voice”), cousin Holly joined 
Morgan on-stage for “a very funny skit 
with Holly Swanson, tall, lanky bass 
player with Welk, who knows his 
comedy.  Morgan’s instructions to 
Swanson to prepare him for a film 
career gets plenty of laughs.  And you 
can wager that Mr. Morgan has 
enhanced his box office value in 
Pittsburgh plenty.”  After Welk’s band 

Welk’s dectet (almost an orchestra) in the early 1930s. 

Welk Orchestra at Chicago’s Trianon 
Ballroom in Chicago, sometime in the 

1940s.  Holly played bass with Welk from 
1942 to 1947.  He may be the tall man in 

back 

Welk’s Orchestra in the Soundie “Nobody Knows“ made in 1945.  These 
early music videos were shown in movie theaters as shorts/fillers between 

features.  The exceptionally tall bass player is cousin Holly.  See 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YKFLttIO5yE and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zlr0fECYNsk and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dwKYckV-EPc and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yA2HRQ6t9LE (esp. 2:02-2:24) 



took over, “his music is even better.  He lost 
a number of men to the Army but has found 
replacements equal to or better than his 
former men.”  After selections by 
Champaign Lady Jayne Walton, Bill Kaylor, 
the maestro on accordion, Rex Weber, and 
Martells and Mignone, there were “comedy 
songs by Swanson.  All that in one stage 
show!” 
 
Another review of the same show appeared 
in the Pittsburgh Post Gazette on 20 Feb 
1943 (page 18).  “Dennis Morgan possesses 
a fine baritone [voice] and that he knows 
how to use it with a great deal of 
effectiveness.  He’s practically a trailer here 
for his next picture, ‘The Desert Song,’ two-
thirds of his repertoire being from that 
fondly-remembered operetta.”  After Welk’s 
band took the stage, his “Champaign Music, 
which was only being put up in bottles 
when he was at the William Penn [Hotel] 
here several years ago, has aged 

exceptionally well.”  After selections by Jayne Walton (“pretty pictures in song”), Terry George (“trick 
trombonist”), Bill Kaylor (“ballad with distinction”), “Mr. Holly Swanson, a comic bean pole, is just what 
the doctor ordered.” 
 
In a Paramount Theater display ad published in the Hammond 
(Indiana) Times on 26 Feb 1943 (page 41), “Holly Swanson, 
Comedy Songs” is listed along with Lawrence, Jayne Walton, 
Bill Kaylor, “Red” Howe, “All Your Favorite Entertainers!” 
 
A few days later, 1 Mar 1943, the Freeport (Illinois) Journal 
Standard published an article (page 2) describing the upcoming 
performance by Welk’s Orchestra, the third local appearance at 
the Masonic Temple Ballroom on the evening of Thursday, 
March 4.  “This popular organization, which has been headlined 
at the Chicago Theater, Aragon and Trianon Ballrooms, and 
Edgewater Beach Hotel in Chicago, as well as many of the most 
noted hostelries in the country, has been heard over three major 
networks.  The band has a distinctive manner of playing ballroom 
music which has placed it among the top-ranking favorites.  
Accompanying the orchestra were Jayne Walton (“Little 
Champaign Lady”), Bill Kaylor (“attractive baritone”), Tommy 
“Boogie Woogie” Sheridan (“piano stylist and comedian”), 
“Red” Howe (“czar of the drums”), and Holly Swanson with “comedy songs” and a member of The Two 
Nitwits.” 
 
The Indianapolis Star published a review on 26 Jun 1943 (page 11).  “Lawrence Welk’s ‘champaign’ music 
popped and sparkled to the satisfaction of the boys and girls who made up the bulk of the audience at the 
Circle’s first matinee yesterday.  While the review follows the standard pattern of the band shows, his style 
has a couple of refreshing features and the extra attractions are popular.”  Following Una Merkel and the 

Another Soundie by Welk’s Orchestra.  This one, made in 1946, features 
cousin Holly in a novelty tune, They Go Wild.  It includes (what else?) a 
midget car and girls going wild over Holly.  With Holly busy “singing” 

and dancing, Lawrence sits in for Holly and “plays” bass on the left 
side.  See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r0qA9QMfSEY 



“Little Tough Guys” was Dolly Dawn, “a vivacious singer with a neat change of pace and a pleasant way of 
kidding the public.”  Welk and his accordion were next, followed by Jayne Walton, Jack Nolan, and “Holly 
Swanson, whose novelty songs stop the show, somehow.”  A few months later, Welk’s troupe appeared in 

Anderson, Indiana, according to “Around Town 25 Years 
Ago,” published in the Anderson Daily Bulletin on 26 Oct 
1968 (page 4).  On that date in 1943, “The Stage Theater 
was presenting a stage show featuring Lawrence Welk and 
his Orchestra direct from the Trianon Ballroom at Chicago” 
with Jayne Walton, the “Little Champaign Lady;” Jack 
Nolan, baritone; Bob Price, “365 pounds of rhythm;” and 
Holly Swanson, “The Big Swede.” 
 
In a RKO Temple Theater display ad published in the 
Rochester Democrat Chronicle on 5 Nov 1943 (page 24), 
Lawrence Welk “and his famous orchestra” joined 
“Rubinoff and his violin” for three performances.  Russian-
born David Rubinoff was billed as “master of classics and 
swing” and played his Stradivarius violin on radio (ex: The 
Chase and Sanborn Hour), in theaters, nightclubs, schools, 
and the White House.  Welk featured Jayne Walton (“Little 
Champaign Lady”), Holly Swanson, Val Irving (“All 
American Half Wit”), and the Laphams.  The next day, the 
Rochester Democrat Chronicle published a review (page 7).  

The headline said, “Rubinoff Thrills with Violin at Temple.”  Rubinoff is “always a fine showman.  He 
thrills his audience as he leads his ‘Strad’ down the road from Brahms to Barrelhouse.”  He dedicated his 
arrangement of “Kiss Me Again” to Victor Herbert who brought him to this country from Warsaw when he 
was a boy.  “Rubinoff is in good company with the capable Lawrence Welk and his orchestra of radio fame.  
His band plays a mixture of sweet and hot and therefore appeals to both the jitterbugs and the conservatives.”  
Following Wayne Marsh, Jayne Walton, Val Irving (“imitates Frank Sinatra”), and the Laphams (“trio of 
young acrobats”), is Holly Swanson, “a clever singer whose version of Pistol Packin’ Mama brings down 
the house.” 
 
Joe Cohen of The Billboard (20 Nov 1943, page 20) reviewed Welk’s show at the Capitol Theater in New 
York on November 12.  Cohen 
described the “collection of talent that 
provide plenty of marquee lure as well 
as potent entertainment.  Newcomer to 
these parts, altho a Midwest fave, is 
Lawrence Welk...he manages to get 
over nicely with his novelty stuff, 
Clarinet Polka and Little Did I Know.”  
After performances by Jane Walton 
(“warbler”) and Yvette (“canary of 
uncommon skill”), bass player Holly 
Swanson gives the “ork a chance to 
show their wares” when he takes Pistol 
Packin’ Mama for a ride.  The boys in 
the band contribute comedy, while the 
maestro gets a chance to throw in a few 
licks on the accordion.  Entire turn 
shows up well.” 

Welk’s orchestra on a flatbed truck trailer in a parade in Cheyenne, 
Wyoming, in the mid-1940s.  The exceptionally tall man in back is likely 

cousin Holly (wearing the black cowboy hat) 



 
United Press correspondent Jack 
Gaver wrote a review of the Welk 
show in November 1943 during an 
extended engagement at the Capitol 
Theater in New York.  His review 
was published in the East Liverpool 
(Ohio) Evening Review on 19 Nov 
1943 (page 17) and the Columbus 
(Indiana) Republic on 22 Nov 1943 
(page 4).  “The Big Town finally is 
getting a look at what is known as 
the hottest musical aggregation in 
the Middle West, the orchestra of 
Lawrence Welk.  Welk outgrosses 

[Benny] Goodman and Tommy Dorsey in the Midwest...At his first performance here, Welk followed his 
custom of playing a very old accordion that his father brought to this country when he fled from France [and 
Germany and Russia] in 1870...He has created a distinctive style that gives the playing of his orchestra a 
bouncing, effervescent effect, ‘champaign music’.”  In the past five years his band has been featured on all 
the major [radio] networks at one time or another.  It records for Decca and has made movie shorts for 
Paramount...The band features the singing of Jayne and Jack Walton, Terry Moore and his trombone, and 
comedy songs by Holly Swanson—as well as the ‘accordion that fled from Bismarck’.” 
 
The next year, cousin Holly was in a news item about Lawrence Welk in The Billboard on 15 April 1944 
(page 11).  “...a gal will be part of the Lawrence Welk ork.  She’s Jo Schnitzer, who joins the fiddle section.  
Another new face on the Welk stand is Sammy Aron, who takes over the bass and comic chores vacated by 
the six-foot-10 Holly Swanson.  Swanson has been a feature of the ork for the past two years.  Unusual note 
here is that Swanson is leaving to form his own cocktail unit, and Aron is breaking up his combo to join 
Welk.  Bobby Beers, featured 17-year-old singer, is back with the band after a screen test with Universal.” 
 
Did Holly leave Welk’s organization?  Apparently not right away, according to The Billboard a few weeks 
later. 
 
In The Billboard of 6 May 1944 (page 26), reviewer Jack Baker , evaluated a performance of Lawrence 
Welk and his “ork” (Hollywood “speak” for orchestra).  The April 28 show at the Oriental Theater in 
Chicago was an “an all-out entertaining bill.”  After performances by Bobby Beers (“singing sensation” from 
Des Moines), violin section (“two boys and a girl”), Marcy Maguire (“pert little youngster”), Manuel Viera 
(“laugh-provoking monkeys”), and Jayne Walton (“good pipes and top-notch 
singer”), Holly Swanson, “seven-foot bass player, was the hit of the show.  
His comical warbling of They Go Wild and his funny dance number with Miss 
Walton show-stopped.  He took five bows and the crowd demanded more.  He 
is a born comic and a find for pix or video.”  Baker concluded his review, 
“Welk has a well-balanced, packaged show that should please all types of 
audiences.  It’s refreshing and filled with music and singing...refreshing and 
sweet.  The entire show is ‘entertainment-plus’ and drew a big audience at the 
opening performance.” 
 
Five bows?  Hit of the show?  Born comic?  You can’t do any better than that 
in the entertainment business! 
 
To be continued . . . 

Welk’s orchestra in the early 1950s.  Holly was no longer with Welk, having 
started with the WLS National Barn Dance about 1947 
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Holly Swanson and Lawrence Welk – In Welk biographies  
 

Early in their careers, professional musicians often spend a lot of time 
on the road.  This was true also for our cousin Holly Swanson and his 
employer, Lawrence Welk.  From 1924 to 1940, Welk seldom 
performed more than one night at a venue.  Typical of the times, the 
schedule of one-night stands was grueling, especially when 
performances were many miles apart.  To save time and money, band 
members often slept on their bus while driving to their next venue.  In 
Welk’s 1971 autobiography, Wunnerful, Wunnerful, he described the 
hardships on health, comfort, family, life, and limb.  For example, in 
1937, while traveling in the band bus near Estherville, Ohio, their bus 
suffered a broken wheel hub and swerved off the road.  It rolled 
several times and landed on its side in a rock-strewn gully.  Two band 
members were injured and taken to a hospital by ambulance.  The state 
trooper said, “You guys are lucky to be here.  It’s a wonder you 
weren’t all killed.”  All the other band members had cut and bruises, 
but fortunately nothing more.  Most of their instruments came through 
largely unscathed, so they rented a car and drove to Estherville just in 
time to perform.  For several months, he suffered from sleepless nights 
and nightmares.  Those, too, eventually ended but the but not the 
accidents.  Jayne Walton, the second of seven “Champaign Ladies,” 
described the next accident this way: 
 

I’ll never forget when Lawrence rented a sleeper bus to take us on our next tour of one-nighters.  One rainy night when 
the main highway had flooded, the driver told Lawrence he knew a shortcut.  At about 4 a.m., the bus overturned in a 
muddy ditch!  Our instruments were broken, the sheet music was everywhere and the Hammond organ flew to the front of 
the bus.  Luckily, no one was hurt.  All 21 of us climbed out the windows and stood there on the highway in the pouring 
rain.  Lawrence hiked to some farmhouses, and in a few hours three huge tractors came up the road to help right the bus.  
Meanwhile, the boys and I had started walking to get something to eat.  We found a truck stop 6 miles away and ate 
everything in the place. Lawrence rented cars and instruments, and we continued on schedule. 

 
I had joined him in Ottumwa, Iowa, even though I really didn’t want to go on the road.  I learned that Lawrence was 
notorious for one-niters; he was a real road band.  The first night he said, “We sit the band down now and then, we don’t 
travel all year, we don’t do one-night stands all year long.”  But it was three months later that he set the band down and I 
thought I was dying.  I was so tired by then, I couldn’t believe it.  You know, coming out of a radio station, where you 
don’t do one-niters; you can go home to bed every night.  It’s a different life.  And I thought, good Lord in Heaven, I had 
worked a lot of one-niters, but certainly not three months every night, every night, every night.  Plus there were, like, 500 
mile jumps in between.  That’s a little rough. 

 
Though cousin Holly joined Welk’s orchestra a few years after Jayne joined, his “adventures” were similar 
to those she described: 
 

Many of our appearances were one-nighters in small ballrooms with no dressing rooms.  Have you ever tried putting on a 
formal in the backseat of a car in zero-degree weather?  Imagine putting a coat over that formal and donning snow boots 
to venture out behind the ballroom and wait in line to use the outdoor privy.  Fortunately, playing the wonderful Trianon 
and Aragon Ballrooms in Chicago got us off of one-nighters for a few weeks and offered the chance to get our formals 
cleaned.  (After 3 months of one-nighters, our clothes could stand up by themselves!)  While on the road with the band, I 
did most of the driving.  Lawrence would get out the map and tell me which highways to take, then go to sleep.  One time 
in Wisconsin at 4:30 a.m., I slammed on the brakes when I came to a large body of water with a chain across it and a sign 
reading “Next ferry 6 a.m.”  Lawrence woke up and wanted to know what the trouble was.  Well, the trouble was I 
couldn’t drive on water!  We lost 80 miles that night.  Small towns often had hotels along Main Street, typically on a 

Jayne Walton, Welk’s second 
Champaign Lady, who performed 
novelty songs with cousin Holly 

Swanson.  Seated is pianist-comic 
Tommy Sheridan.  1941 photo 



second floor above a restaurant.  Rooms usually had a thick rope tied to a radiator to use as a fire escape.  We were in a 
little Iowa town one night when I woke to sirens and people screaming in the street below.  The hotel was on fire!  
Lawrence and all the boys had run downstairs before the flames blocked the stairway.  They were yelling up at me to grab 
the rope and jump!  I did—and endured rope burns for weeks.  After that, I asked Lawrence to buy me a folding rope 
ladder that attached to the windowsill.  I carried it on the road for years. 

 
So now we know that sometimes they didn’t 
always sleep on the bus and were able to 
stay overnight in a hotel—some without a 
fire escape.  Welk knew all too well that his 
busy schedule also had consequences for his 
home life.  “I had been aware for some time 
that traveling on the road was not ideal [for 
my family].  Shirley had already been forced 
to change schools several times, and every 
time we packed up and moved, it meant Fern 
had to drag all kinds of extra clothes and 
equipment.  Now with an infant son, the 
problems would just be tripled.  It wasn’t 
fair to them, and I knew the time had come 
to settle down somewhere.” 
 
Welk decided to locate in a large city where 
they could play long engagements and still 
be able to fulfill one-night stands within an 

reasonable traveling radius.  He considered New York and Pittsburgh, cities where he was sell received over 
the years, but finally settled on Chicago because it was centrally located, had several large hotels, and he had 
a devoted audience in surrounding states.  In 1940, they played for one night at the new Trianon ballroom.  
Mr. Karzas, the owner, liked what he heard and offered Welk’s orchestra a twelve-week contract. At the end 
of the run, he was offered an eleven-month contract.  He could tour on the road the twelfth month, then 
return to the Trianon for another eleven-
month engagement. 
 

It was a pleasure to play at the Trianon, 
which was probably the most beautiful 
ballroom ever built in America.  The 
owner, Andrew Karzas, had spared no 
expense in decorating it and I often 
thought that even the original Trianon 
Palace in France couldn’t have been any 
prettier.  The huge dance floor was oval in 
shape and constructed of the finest 
hardwoods.  Columns of imported Italian 
marble surrounded the floor, and swags of 
heavy satin, outlined in silk braid and gold 
tassels, hung between the columns.  It was 
truly an impressive sight. 
 

Mr. Karzas had given Welk much valuable and appreciated advice on “the music business”—managing a 
band, especially “customer relations” with the audience.  He encouraged Welk to get closer to his fans by 
signing autographs, answering fan mail, and visiting with audience members after each performance.  As 
wise as he was about the music business, Mr. Karzas was not right about Welk’s “Champaign Lady” at the 
time—Jayne Walton, originally from San Antonio, Texas.  He told Welk to fire her after the musician’s 
union’s two week notice.  Her first big hit with the Welk orchestra had been “Maria Elena,” which the 



audience requested at every performance and eventually was a certified gold 
record (1 million sold).  Before the two weeks were up, Karzas relented, 
“Keep her on.  She’s good.  I must have made a mistake.” 
 
Jayne Walton had great charm, with sparkling eyes and ready wit.  She was 
Welk’s second Champaign Lady, but was closer to Welk’s family than any of 
the other six.  Welk said, “I used to describe my ideal girl singer as ‘a 
sweetheart to all and a sweetheart to none’ and Jayne fit that to perfection.  
She could tell instantly when somebody in the band was feeling blue.  Before 
he knew what had happened, he would find himself pouring out all his troubles 
into Jayne’s sympathetic ear.  In addition, she and I joked constantly.  She was 
always a wonderful sport about our traveling.”  Jayne was also quick to 

volunteer for charity appearances.  “We played a great many shows at the army and navy bases around 
Chicago.  I was past the age for being called into service and felt that entertaining was the least we could do.  
Whenever we had a spare moment, Jayne and I would go alone to entertain at hospital wards.  This was 
always hard to do, and it was particularly hard for Jayne.  We’d go through a ward with me playing 
accordion while Jayne cracked jokes and sang.”  This was during World War II and the hospitals were full of 
injured soldiers.  Welk and Walton were also active volunteers in helping to sell war bonds. 
 
Cousin Holly Swanson joined Welk’s orchestra 
in the spring of 1942, two years after Jayne 
became Welk’s second Champaign Lady.  It was 
with Jayne that cousin Holly often performed his 
famed comic novelty numbers.  In The Billboard 
of 6 May 1944 (page 6), reviewer Jack Baker 
said that, after several serious ballads, Jayne 
Walton (“good pipes and top-notch singer”) was 
joined in the spotlight by Holly Swanson, 
“seven-foot bass player, who was the hit of the 
show.  His comical warbling of They Go Wild 
and his funny dance number with Miss Walton 
show-stopped.  He took five bows and the crowd 
demanded more.  He is a born comic and a find 
for pix or video.” 
 
Holly joined Welk at a strategic time in the 
spring of 1942.  After another eleven months of 
playing at the Trianon, Welk was ready for his month of touring on the road.  Perhaps he hired Holly 
because his previous bass player couldn’t travel on the road, or had changed jobs, or had gotten married and 
moved away.  In any case, Holly joined Welk’s orchestra in time to hit the road: 
 

March 8 Ritz Ballroom Bridgeport, CT 
March 9, 10  New York, NY 
March 10, 11  Altoona, PA 
March 13-16  Milwaukee, WI 
March 17  Dubuque, IA 
March 18  Sioux City, IA 
March 20-26 Tower Theater Kansas City, MO 
March 27-29 Iowa Theater Cedar Rapids, IA 
April 1-4 Crystal Ballroom Coloma, MI 
April 5 Trianon Ballroom Chicago, IL 
April 6 Modernistic Ballroom Clinton, IA 
April 7 back to Trianon for eleven months 

 

Welk’s orchestra at Chicago’s Trianon Ballroom 



What a schedule!  Even when performing at the Trianon six nights a week, they’d play a one-night stand in 
the region.  In a 1992 interview, Jayne said, 
 

We still did a lot road work because the ballrooms were closed 
on Mondays, and we’d go out and do a one-nighter.  So that 
meant we’d play seven days a week.  So we’d go somewhere 
within 500 miles of Chicago and then, Tuesday, it was back to 
one of the Chicago ballrooms.  We’d trade off.  Aragon was the 
north side of Chicago and Trianon was the south side of 
Chicago.  So then they’d trade bands; we’d go to Aragon and the 
band that was out there would come to Trianon.  So we’d trade 
bands for a couple weeks.  Lawrence tried to put his band down 
there as much as he could to get them off the road for a while.  I 
think he liked the Trianon and Aragon because we had the 
national broadcast out of there at least three nights a week.  That 
gave him a lot of good air time, which was worth a couple of 
bucks, you know?  We were on national radio, not just locally in 
Chicago, but all over because it was national broadcast. 

 
So cousin Holly played five years in the Trianon and 
Aragon with Welk’s orchestra.  But the Trianon was 
significant to Holly in another way—he met Lila 
Pennington, a coat and hat check girl, who soon 
married Holly on 31 Mar 1944.  They later moved to 
Naperville (near St. Charles) by 1949.  After Holly 
died in 1969,  Lila remarried.  After she died in 2005, 
she was buried next to Holly in Naperville Cemetery. 
 
An avid Welk fan, Elmer Olson, wrote in his 1994 
autobiography, “When we were young and living in 
Chicago, we occasionally went to the Trianon 
Ballroom on the South Side, where we danced to 
Lawrence Welk, and to the Aragon on the North Side, 
where we danced to Dick Jurgens.”  Jayne Walton 
said, “There was nothing in the United States like the 
Trianon and Aragon Ballrooms because they had 
floors specially built for dancing.  People danced for 
hours and never got tired.  One was French and one 
was Spanish [in design].  Oh, they were magnificent 
and all the best bands played there.  You know, there 
were two stages in each ballroom—two band stands—
so every weekend they had a ‘battle of the bands’ 
against Goldman, Dorsey, James, or another band.”  
However, according to Walton, it wasn’t always easy, 

“Before the war, we only had one girl in the band and it was me.  But during the war, we had a girl violinist.  
They were drafting men left and right and we lost a lot of our boys.  For a while, every night we had a 
different band.   They were drafting the guys off the band stand over night, so sometimes our band had a 
strange sound.  There were times the band was good and times it was bad because you’d have people maybe 
a week and then they’d get their draft notice.” 
 
Cousin Holly wasn’t the only Welk performer with a novelty song.  “I sang crazy songs, like Mairzy Doats 
and Elmer’s Tune.  I wanted to sing ballads and the pretty things, you know.  We were going to New York to 
record and he had me singing this dumb song, Cleaning my Rifle and Thinkin’ of You.  I said, ‘Lawrence, 
girls don’t sing that song; that’s for the boy singer to sing.  I hate that song. It’s not a bad song, but it’s not a 

Welk at the Aragon Ballroom 



girl song, you know, it’s a boy song’.”  Finally, she got her wish.  Welk hired Bobby Beers, from Des 
Moines, to sing “boy songs” and duets with Jayne. 
 
In Welk’s autobiography, Wunnerful, Wunnerful, he told two stories that included cousin Holly.  In 1942, 
they played an engagement at the legendary Chicago Theater. 
 

We played the Clarinet Polka as our closing number because it always brought down the house.  I danced a spirited polka 
with the Champaign Lady, Jayne Walton, while Leo and his fellow trombone player, Terry George, not to be outdone, put 
down their instruments and danced with each other.  Our bass player, Holly Swanson, who was six-feet-ten-inches tall, 
straddled his bass fiddle like a horse and galloped across the stage while one of the other boys followed along behind him 
with a broom and shovel.  Johnny Reese, our drummer, grabbed another bass fiddle and staggered all over the stage 
balancing it in his chin.  All of us did something unusual and the audience just loved it.  We did several encores.  But the 
theater producer didn’t like it.  “Corny”, he said.  “That has to go.  Now, I’ll buy the Clarinet Polka.  That’s okay--you’re 
known for that, but the rest of that corn”--he made a sour face--“forget it!” 
 
“But our audiences have always loved this number,”  I protested.  “We always get a lot of requests for it.”  He looked at 
me for a moment and then began speaking very slowly and distinctly, as if he were explaining something very simple to a 
small, very dumb child.  “It . . . is . . . corny,” he said.  “Chicago . . . is . . . a . . . big . . . city.  The people will not like it.  
Now you just play the number straight and we’ll use the line of girls.”  When I started to speak, he held up his hand and 
said sharply, “I’m the boss here and we’ll do it my way!” 
 
He was the producer and I was in no position to argue with him, so we did as he said.  And the number just lay there.  
Even before the curtains came to a close the audience was out of their seats and half way up the aisle, and there was just a 
smattering of applause.  For the first time in our history, the Clarinet Polka just lay there and died.  It taught me a lesson.  
In the future, I produced the show myself, for a flat fee and 50 percent of the gross. 

 
Welk’s next show was at the Oriental Theater in Chicago, an extended 
engagement.  He hired several extra acts, including Johnny “Scat” 
Davis, who played trumpet and was famous for playing and singing 
Hooray for Hollywood. 
 

I used all the little bits of business and comedy touches that had gone over so 
well with our audiences for so many years, including the Clarinet Polka.  Corn 
or not, the audience loved it.  We made $12,000 in one week, the highest we 
ever made anywhere, and all of us were pleased and delighted.  To my mind, 
it was not a matter of playing up or down to an audience.  It was simply a 
question of honesty.  I always tried to fulfill audience expectations and my 
obligations. 

 
The other story from Welk’s autobiography about cousin Holly followed 
a bad scene with a stage mother who insisted that her “girl singer” 
daughter be featured, accompanied, lighted, and costumed “better,” that 
is, according to the mother’s wishes.  When Welk politely refused 
repeatedly, the mother stormed off, daughter in tow.  Welk said that 
several months later, the mother sought him out, hat in hand, repentant 
for her inexcusable behavior.  “You know I can just never forgive 
myself for what I did to my baby,” she said.  “I realize now how 
unreasonable I was, and I just ruined her career when I took her away 
from you.  Why didn’t you stop me?”  Welk had no reply for that 
question and felt sorry for both of them.  Welk said, “Sometimes we hurt 
most the ones we love by our own selfish aims.  If that mother had truly 
been thinking of her daughter’s happiness, she would never had 
interfered.”  No wonder Welk said he never “hired” another stage mother. 
 
Following the “stage mother” incident, Welk hired a personable young man of very slight build, weighing 
perhaps 120 pounds.  Inevitably, they called him “Teeny.” 

Excelsior Park Ballroom, 
Lake Minnetonka, Minnesota, 

16 June 1942 



 
Teeny was an average musician who played in our sax section, but he had a real flair for comedy.  He made faces and had 
a special trick.  He rolled one of his big, brown eyes while he winked with the other one.  We dressed him up in baby 
clothes with a ruffed baby bonnet and had tall Holly Swanson push him on stage in a baby buggy, from which Teeny 
would pipe one of the popular baby songs of the day--Won’t You Come and Play with Me or Has Anybody Seen My Kitty-
-all the while rolling one eye and winking furiously with the other, and waving a baby bottle all at the same time. 
 
The audience response was tremendous, and Teeny always had to do an encore.  Before long, however, he was taking the 
whole thing, including himself, very seriously.  From a nice, quiet, average musician he had changed into a 
temperamental and demanding fellow who complained constantly.  Every day it was something new-the lighting wasn’t 
right, or his costumes didn’t fit, or we played too fast or too slow, or I hadn’t given him a big enough introduction.  His 
list seemed endless.  He regularly threatened to quit, but I always talked him out of it because I felt that basically he was a 
good man who would eventually straighten out. 
 
Unfortunately, his behavior got worse instead of better, and everything came to a climax one time when we were playing 
some engagements in the hottest weather I ever can remember.  The temperature stayed up around 106 degrees for several 
days, and all of us were wilted beyond belief.  The worst thing, as far as I was concerned, was that I couldn’t sleep at 
night.  By the time we arrived in Des Moines, Iowa, to play Tom Archer’s Tromar Ballroom, I was almost in a state of 
collapse.  My singing star told me again that he didn’t like one-nighters.  “You didn’t give me enough time to make my 
exit and the started playing before I got off.  I warned you about that before.  So now listen, Lawrence, I am leaving the 
band!”  So I said, “Okay.  Goodbye.”  After a few weeks had passed he came back and asked for his job again, but by that 
time I had learned my lesson.  I refused.  “I’m sorry,” I told him, “but I think we’ll both be happier if you work with 
someone else.  I’m sure if you’re back with me very long you’ll find something else to complain about.”  People who 
complain constantly rarely get over the habit, and no matter how you try to pacify them, it’s never enough.  Not only that, 
but they tend to make other people in the show unhappy, too.  And so in the interest of all concerned, I decided against 
having him return.  Stage mothers and prima donnas--male or female-- are two things I can do without.  With pleasure! 

 
In spite of the fact that Welk’s orchestra was playing regularly at the Trianon and Aragon, Welk was “getting 
restless” and “looking for a new goal” in 1945.  Since beginning his long-term engagement a the Trianon in 
1940, he had never received a raise.  So his booking agent and public relations manager, Bill Wilson (who 
Welk met while playing at Drake University in Des Moines), booked him into a six-week engagement at the 
St. Francis Hotel in San Francisco.  They played one nighters as they drove to San Francisco.  Welk’s music 
was well received, largely because of the exposure through national radio broadcasts from the Trianon.  “We 
drew large crowds right from the beginning, and all of us enjoyed the casual Western informality, so similar 
in many ways to the Midwestern hospitality at home.  Our original six-week booking was extended, and 
extended again, and then again, until we eventually we had played there for six months.  Professionally, 
things look very bright.  But personally, that long engagement was a great strain” on his family. 
 
Back at the Trianon Ballroom in Chicago, they played their regular 
schedule and worked on obtaining extended engagements in New 
York.  He finally arranged to replace Guy Lombardo at the 
Roosevelt Hotel.  His national exposure and reputation increased.  
However, he left New York almost broke.  He spent most of his 
take (and savings) on ill-advised advertising.  Back at the Trianon in 
Chicago, a bright spot was waiting.  Welk hired Myron Floren, even 
though Mr. Karzas, Trianon owner, protested, saying that one 
accordion in a band is enough.  Welk soon set his sights on 
California, but scheduled one more stint in New York.  By 1946, 
cousin Holly had enough of the bi-coastal travel and joined the cast 
of the WLS National Barn Dance in Chicago.  That’s where he built 
on his performing experiences with the Al Trace Band and the 
Lawrence Welk Orchestra.  It’s also where he took on his new 
performing persona—Cousin Tilford! 
 
To be continued . . . 
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In 1924, radio station WLS went on the air in Chicago.  The World’s Largest 
Store station was originally an advertising outlet for Sears, Roebuck and 
Company.  However, by 1928, Sears executives realized that they were better 
retailers than broadcasters.  They sold the station to the Prairie Farmer 
Publishing Company.  Their magazine was first published in 1841 as an 
almanac designed for rural residents, 89 percent of the US population.  Prairie 
Farmer Magazine had covered the station’s sign-on in 1924 and had even 
purchased airtime on WLS for several years, featuring John Turnipseed and 
the Lazy Farmer on Friday evenings.  In 1928, Sears Roebuck sold WLS for 
$250,000 to ABC, the Agricultural Broadcasting Company  Sears was 
granted up to 12 free broadcast hours a week until the sale was final. 
 
Because the station owner’s major concern was agriculture, much of the WLS 
broadcast day catered to the rural areas of the Midwest.  Informing farmers 
was as important as entertaining them.  Market reports aired twice daily direct 
from the Union Stock Yards through remote broadcast lines.  WLS used these 
new remote (phone) lines extensively, and promoted themselves as being on 
the cutting edge of this new technology.  State Fairs, corn husking contests 
and even live coverage from the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair were some of the 
other remote broadcasts aided by WLS.  During the Fair’s “Farmer’s Week,” 
the station broadcast all their programming (except for news).  On 
Wednesday night that week and the three following, the National Barn Dance 
was staged and broadcast from the “Court of the States.”  Audiences totaled 
over 35,000--a national record.  Another early claim to fame at WLS, a few 
years later, was the recorded broadcast on 6 May 1937, when the Hindenburg, 
a German airship filled with hydrogen, was attempting moor at Lakehurst 
Naval Station, New Jersey.  It burst into flames and was destroyed in a matter 
of seconds, killing 35 of the 97 passengers and crew.  The recording using 
new technology--huge acetate discs--was played the next day as the first 
recorded news report on a coast-to-coast news broadcast. 

 
The National Barn Dance (NBD) debuted on 
WLS 19 Apr 1924, the first Saturday night after 
WLS signed on the air.  The weekly variety show 
featured vocal and instrumental music, along 
with comedy skits and novelty selections  
Though most selections were upbeat country and 
western folk fare, nostalgic ballads and well-
known hymns offered a contrast.  This content 
helped balance the station’s “highbrow music” 
and, through overwhelming audience approval, 
secured its placed on the WLS Saturday night 
schedule for the next 36 years (a world record!).  
National Barn Dance entertainment served two 
distinct audiences:.  rural residents as well as city 
listeners who had come from rural communities 

Cousin Tilford was 
originally billed as "Little 

Tilford" in 1946, the year he 
joined the NBD cast.  Here he 

is with Uncle Orrie (Joe 
Rockhold) from Dayton, 
Ohio.  This is the earliest 

photo of Cousin Tilford I've 
found in the WLS Family 

Album yearbooks 

The Swanson family in the 1948 WLS Family Album:  Barbara 
(9), Lila (28), James (5 months), Holly (44), and Richard (13).  

This was the first of 8 family portraits from 1946 to 1957 



or valued traditional music and humor from the “good old days.” 
 
Cousin Holly Swanson performed as Cousin Tilford on National 
Barn Dance from 1946 to 1960.  His performances are 
documented in books and magazines, on ABC television, in 
recordings of radio and television broadcasts, and in WLS Family 
Albums.  These Family Albums were published by WLS from 1930 
to 1957.  In the 1930s, the Prairie Farmers Publishing Company, 
owners of WLS, distributed Stand By! magazine every two weeks.  
It contained a schedule of upcoming broadcasts, news, feature 
articles on WLS stars, gossip column, cartoons, and homemaker 
tips and recipes.  Beginning in 1930, WLS published an annual 
yearbook, profusely illustrated with photographs of WLS 
executives, staff, and starts.  Members of the National Barn Dance 
were featured in every issue, occupying up to half the content!  
Both formal portraits and candid photos were included; many 
pictured family members.  Prairie Farmer owner/publisher 
Burridge Butler and program director Harold Safford went out of 
their way to portray WLS as being a part of listeners’ families.  
This was also reflected in a station code of ethics, known as “The 
WLS Creed.” 
 

Cousin Tilford first appeared in the WLS Family Albums in 1946.  One 
photo (previous page) was titled “Just for Fun.”  In the photo caption, he 
was billed as ‘Little Tilford.’  “Maybe you heard the gales of laughter on 
the National Barn Dance broadcast when ‘Little Tilford’ comes walking 
in.  At the right, you see a picture of ‘Little Tilford’ in person, otherwise 
Arthur Swanson.  ‘Uncle Orrie’ (Joseph G. Rockhold) had to climb up 
on a stepladder to talk to him.  Arthur, whose nickname is ‘Holly,’ plays 
the string bass, which is a large instrument for most persons, but not so 
for ‘Holly.’  In fact, he has to bend down while playing, as he is only 6 
feet-10 inches.” 
 
Rockhold’s early radio career included performances on “Uncle Ezra 
Show,” “Ma Perkins,” “The Gary Moore Show,” “Scattergood Baines,” 
“Club Matinee,” “National Farm and Home Hour,” and “The Lone 
Ranger.”  After six years on NBD, Uncle Orrie went on in 1949 to star in 
a new medium--television.  He brought his “Uncle Orrie” character to 
children's’ TV, starting with “Tic-Toc Toy Shop” on WHIO-TV in 
Dayton, Ohio.  The theme of his show was safety for children--an early 
leader in that important topic.  Tilford and Uncle Orrie (1905-1981) also 
appeared in another photo on the same page.  It showed a six-piece band, 

Uncle Orrie’s Village Limits.  Included are Al Rice on ocarina, Verne Fiedler on resonator acoustic guitar, 
Holly Swanson on washtub bass, Otto Morse on trumpet, Larry Gordon on curved clarinet, Pat Patterson on 
washboard and Klaxon horn. 
 
The 1946 to 1957 WLS Family Albums included eight family portraits of the Swanson family.  Six of those 
were formal portraits (1948, 49, 50, 51, 52, and 56).  Two were informal--playing croquet (1953) and 
watching Holly play bass fiddle in the family room (1955).  In addition, there were five photos showing one 
or two family members--Barbara outside with her camera, Lila in her kitchen, Holly in the family room, and 
James and Holly at Little League batting practice (all in 1957), and Holly’s maternal grandmother, Marie 
Lindstrom, on her 102nd birthday (1956). 

Cousin Tilford with the Virginia Hams, 
Jimmie James and Ted Morse.  1949 photo 

The Virginia Hams from the 1950 
WLS Family Album 



 
Cousin Tilford’s best known small ensemble was the Virginia Hams.  The caption for the 1949 photo said, 
“When you hear shrieks of laughter on Saturday night, it may be caused by the quote, music, unquote, of the 
Virginia Hams.  Laughter is good for people, and these boys do a lot of good.”  The caption for the 1950 
photo said, “The three characters engaged in musical endeavor are known as the Virginia Hams.  It is only 
incidental that each is a highly skilled musician, for the chief thing they do is produce hysterics in the 
audience.”  As a three-man comedic brass band, the Virginia Hams had a 
special role in the NBD production, providing gathering music, transition 
music, intermission music, and audience change music.  The latter was 
especially important for broadcasts from the Eighth Street Theater in Chicago, 
where there were two shows every Saturday night.  Holly and Jimmie James 
(Vincent J. Garnelli, 1913-2004) joined NBD full-time about the same time 
(though Jimmie played part-time 1939-41); Otto (Ted Morse, c. 1891-1969) 
joined in 1936.  All three were also members of the Diz Kids, a “scholarly” 
group parody of the serious Quiz Kids on radio. 
 
As a member of the “house band,” Cousin Tilford often provided bass fiddle 
accompaniment to featured soloists.  Two long-term acts that appreciated his 
bass fiddle accompaniment were Lulu Belle and Scotty and Homer and 
Jethro.  Lulu Belle (Myrtle Eleanor Cooper, 1913-1999) joined NBD in 1932.  
Scotty (Scott Greene Wiseman, 1908-1981) joined in 1933.  Both were from 
North Carolina.  They were married in December, 1934.  They are best 
known for their classic duet, “Have I Told You Lately that I Love You?.”  It 
was sung and recorded by many, both in country and western genre and pop 
genre.  Lulu Belle and Scotty recorded for Vocalion Records, Columbia 
Records, Bluebird Records; and Starday Records.  They were among the first country music stars to venture 
into feature motion pictures, appearing in Shine On, Harvest Moon (1938), Village Barn Dance (1940), 
County Fair (1941) and the National Barn Dance (1944).  They retired from show business in 1958, going on 
to new careers in teaching (Wiseman) and politics (Cooper).  Cooper served two terms from 1975 to 1978 in 
the North Carolina House of Representatives as the Democratic representative for three counties.  Scotty 
Wiseman was inducted into the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame in 1971. 
 

The title for the 1951 photo of Lulu Belle and Cousin Tilford was “Lulu 
and Cousin Tilford.”  The caption said, “There’s lots of fun on the stage of 
the Barn Dance which you must see to fully appreciate.  You have heard 
Lulu Belle as she brings her bashful but adoring ‘Cousin Tilford’ to the 
microphone.  And especially you have heard when he attempts to yodel 
along with her.  This is the way they look, in a snapshot during an actual 
broadcast.”  Yes, you had to be there! 
 
Homer and Jethro joined NBD in 1949 and stayed until 1958, when they 
toured nationally and played guest spots on television.  Homer (Henry 
Haynes, 1920-1971) was born in Knoxville, Tennessee, and played an 
acoustic f-hole guitar.  Jethro (Kenneth Burns, 1920-1989) was born in 
Greenville, Kentucky, and played mandolin and banjo.  Together, they 
“produced odd, comical and pleasing twists to their mountain-style 
harmonizing and masterful mandolin-guitar treatment of their own home-
made parodies on popular songs [their biggest hit was ‘Baby, It’s Cold 
Outside’].  As a result, the RCA-Victor records of these National Barn 
Dance stars are in big demand from cow-camps to colleges.”  They were 
“two top-flight musicians with a decidedly perverse sense of humor and a 

Lulu Belle (Myrtle Cooper) 
trrying to teach Cousin 

Tilford how to yodel.  1951 

Homer, Cousin Tilford, and 
Jethro sing a lullaby at the end 

of a show.  1952 photo 



keen sense of satire.”  Homer and Jethro were inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 2001. 
 
Cousin Holly played backup for several recordings made by Homer and Jethro, including “I’m Movin’ On 
No. 2” and “She Was Bitten on the Udder by an Adder.”  Chet Atkins played backup guitar.  Homer and 
Jethro also played backup for recordings by Chet Atkins from 1945 to 1957.  Cousin Holly played bass on 
some of the recordings in RCA Studio C in Chicago, including “Downhill Drag” on 9 Mar 1954 (see Chet 
Atkins: Greatest Songs of Mister Guitar, by Mark S. Reinhart, McFarland & Co., 2014). 
 
Next to Homer, Jethro looks tall, but next to Cousin Tilford, Jethro looks short.  When performing, Homer 
and Jethro were typically impeccably dressed in tailored suits, appearing to be serious (at first).  Their 
nightshirts and caps brought even more laughter when they appeared on stage in a 1952 NBD broadcast.  The 
caption said, “Near midnight, at the close of the National Barn 
Dance, come Homer and Jethro, and amazing Cousin Tilford 
with the night lamp, singing a bedtime song.  Homer is Henry 
Haynes, Jethro is Kenneth Burns, and Cousin Tilford is Holly 
Swanson.  Homer and Jethro, famous for their unique singing 
style, are from Tennessee.” 
 
The 1953 Family Album includes the first of two informal 
family portraits.  It was taken outside in the yard and features 
the family playing croquet.  More precisely, family members 
are watching James play croquet.   “The Holly Swanson 
family take their croquet seriously and have fun doing it.  
Shown here, Mr. and Mrs. Swanson, sons Richard and James, 
and daughter Barbara.  Holly, known on the National Barn 
Dance as Cousin Tilford, is very tall and so is his whole family.  
He has the ability of making people laugh, especially when he sings along with Lulu Belle or with the 
Virginia Hams.  At other times, plays bass with the Rangers and in the Orchestra.  Had to build his own 
house, with doors high enough to walk through.” 
 
The WLS Rangers of the Air group was formed in 1934 or 1935.  They were often heard on “Morning 
Devotions,” “Today’s Kitchen” and on the Barn Dance on Saturday nights. They sang quartets and played a 
wide variety of instrumental numbers.  An early favorite on “Today’s Kitchen” was “The Old Kitchen Kettle 
Keeps Singing a Song.”  It featured their well-known bass singer, Walter Tuite.  In 1945, the group included 

Eli Haney, who had also appeared on WMMN’s Sagebrush 
Roundup.  The group was versatile and could perform a range of 
music, simple tunes (such as Turkey in the Straw) to selections 
from opera choruses.  Though they had turnover over the years, 
they appeared on many WLS broadcasts, but were best known for 
appearances on the National Barn Dance. 
 
Cousin Holly joined the WLS Rangers in 1947 on bass fiddle.  The 
1947 photo caption said, “The Rangers musical group is heard on a 
number of different programs.  Tallest, playing the bass, is Arthur 
‘Holly’ Swanson, known on the National Barn Dance as ‘Little 
Tilford.’  Next, standing, is Chuck Hurta, center is Augie Klein, 
and on the floor Verne Fiedler.”  In a similar 1954 photo, the 
caption said, “Showmanship, coupled with versatility as musicians 
perhaps best describes the WLS Rangers, who serve as the 
accompaniment group for singers on daytime programs.  They 
combine over 100 years of musical experience.  Lew Klatt, veteran 
orchestra accordion man, upper left; Arthur ‘Holly’ Swanson, bass 

Holly Swanson and family--Richard, James, 
Lila, and Barbara.  1953 photo 

WLS Rangers in 1954--Toby Nix, Lew 
Klatt, Holly Swanson, Verne Fiedler.  

1954 photo 



artist, upper right; Ewing ‘Toby' Nix is the violinist; and Verne Fiedler, 
rhythm guitarist.  They frequently feature their own instrumental 
arrangements of favorite songs.  The Rangers add spark to any radio 
program.” 
 
The 1954 Family Album was billed as the 30th anniversary issue for 
WLS radio--1924 to 1954.  It provided clues to Holly Swanson’s 
family and musical beginnings of “Long Tall ‘Cuz’.”  The caption said, 
“Who is Cousin Tilford and how tall is he? many National Barn 
Dance visitors ask.  He is Arthur ‘Holly’ Swanson, son of a Chicago 
railroad man.  Both parents were in the Salvation Army where Holly 
learned to play tuba.  Later he mastered the string bass, and traveled as 
a musician and comedian with leading orchestras, including Al Trace, 
Lawrence Welk, and Art Kassel.  Says Holly, ‘My height?  Just tell 
them I’m five feet 22!’ ” 
 

Of course, he wasn’t always that tall--just tall for his 
age.  The 1957 Family Album includes a photo of 
young Holly Swanson--we don’t know how young--
perhaps a young teenager.  However, even though he 
appears to be kneeling, he has that long, lanky look 
already.  The photo is part of a two-page collage of 
performers when they were young, titled, “We 
mixed ’em...You match ’em.”  The caption said, 
“Here’s a guessing game which should provide fun 
for the whole family!  Can you detect in the chubby 
countenance or the solemn-eyed little chap--your 
favorite WLS stars?  Do you recognize the little 
minx with the charming smile?  Well, after placing 
the face, match it with the name.  Then turn to page 
50 and see how right you are.”  Despite the strong 
shadows, the photo labeled “Jimmie James” has 
clues that help identify Holly Swanson--hair, face 

shape, bow tie, long limbs.  No wonder he started playing tuba in the Salvation Army band at a young age--
he was a big kid! 
 
The 1955 Family Album shows Cousin Tilford in a 
raccoon coat and trooper hat. “The photographer 
snapped the Beavers and Lulu Belle and Scotty as 
they teamed up for a special number during 
Saturday night Barn Dance program.  Arkie appears 
to have too many hands for the guitar, thank to 
Jimmie James who is standing back of the 
Woodchopper.”  The same 1955 album includes an 
informal portrait of the Swanson family.  “Here’s a 
quintet of Swansons--Holly (Cousin Tilford), Dick 
(20), Lila, Jimmie (7), and Barbara (16).” 
  
The 1956 Family Album included a feature unlike 
any other Family Album--“Favorite Recipes of your 
Favorite WLS Stars.”  Along with Grace Wilson’s 
baked scalloped oysters, Dolph Hewitt’s fried 

Holly Swanson (not Jimmie James) in 
his teenage years  From a "mix and 

match" quiz published in the 1957 WLS 
Family Album 

Cousin Tilford (right) in a raccoon coat with Otto (left), 
Arkie (center), and Jimmie James (hidden)   1955 photo 

Holly and family--Richard, Lila, James, and Barbara.  1955 



chicken, Arkie’s coffee cake, Lulu Belle’s 
Methodist pie, Otto’s French-fried shrimp, 
Homer’s Boston baked beans, and Jethro’s honey 
corn bread, was Holly’s Bar-B-Q Sauce, “enough 
for four pounds of ribs.”  The 1956 Family Album 
also included a photo of a member of Holly’s 
family unlike any other Family Album photo. 
Along with a more traditional family portrait, 
‘Holly’ is showing his family a picture of his 
maternal grandmother, Mrs. Marie Lindstrom, who 
was 102 years old in March, 1955. 
 
According to information on Ancestry.com, Marie 
Lindstrom was the mother of Hannah Lindstrom 
Swanson, Holly’s mother.  Marie (Maja?) 
Christina Andersdotter was born in Sweden about 
1853.  After her marriage to Nils Johan Lindstrom, they bore two daughters, Selma in Aug 1877 and Hannah 
on 5 Jun 1880 in Hällefors, Örebro, Sweden (130 miles WNW of Stockholm).  After immigrating to the US 

in 1893, they lived at the corner of Pullman Avenue (now Cottage Grove) and 
111th Street-- at the north edge of the Pullman Palace Car factory, where many 
Swedish immigrants (over a thousand in 1885) worked building railroad cars.  
Selma and Hannah worked in Hotel Florence, built in 1881 next to the Illinois 
Central railroad depot by factory owner, George Pullman.  On the 1900 US 
Census form that included the hotel, Selma (22) was listed as “Hotel laundress” 
and Hannah (19) was listed as “Hotel chambermaid.”  On 3 Nov 1900, she 
married Emil “Ernie” Swanson (25), listed as “laundry man” on his 1900 Census 
form, living at 11250 Michigan Avenue (only four blocks from Hotel Florence). 
 
Their daughter, Esther, was born in 1902.  On the 1920 Census form, she was 
listed as “telephone operator.”  Their son, Arthur Emanuel (Holford?) 
Swanson, was born in 1904.  On the 1920 Census form, he was listed as “Dry 
good store clerk” and on the 1930 and 1940 forms, he was listed as “orchestra 
musician.”  On the 1910 Census form, Ernie was 
listed as “Watchman, street railway.”  In the 1920 
form, he was listed as “Railroad switch tender.”  

Ernie died before the 1930 census.  Our Grandpa John B. Wilson’s half-brother, 
Torsten Gideon Kraft, was listed in 1930 as one of several boarders in the home 
of Hannah and Arthur E. Swanson.  At the time, Torsten (39) was listed as 
“Inside finisher, steel car [Pullman factory].”  Torsten became Holly’s step-
father on 26 Apr 1938 when he married Hannah.  On his 1940 Census form, he 
was listed as “Trimmer, railroad cars.”  He continued to work for the Pullman 
Standard Car Manufacturing Company until his death on 7 Jun 1959.  He was 
buried in Oak Hill Cemetery, 11900 S Kedzie Ave, Chicago. 
 
The last WLS Family Album was published in 1957.  The Swanson family was 
again well represented with seven photos of Holly and/or his family members.  
In one of the photos, Holly is shown at home in Naperville, to which the 
Swanson family moved in 1949.  “Holly (Cousin Tilford) Swanson doesn’t 
need a ladder when it comes to doing some carpentry work in his home.”  The 
caption of a 1951 Family Album photo took a similar theme, “Their home had 
to be specially designed with high doors because of ‘Tilford’s’ unusual 

Holly's maternal 
grandmother, Marie 

Lindstrom, age 102.  1955 



height.”  The Swansons were not alone in Naperville.  Verne Fiedler, WLS Ranger guitarist, and family 
lived nearby in the same Naperville neighborhood. 
 
To be continued . . . 
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Cousin Tilford – WGN Barn Dance 
 

 

This is our seventh issue describing the career of Cousin 
Tilford—our cousin Holly Swanson.  This issue 
concentrates on Cousin Tilford’s later career.  In 1960, the 
WLS National Barn Dance moved to Chicago TV and radio 
station WGN and became the WGN Barn Dance. 
 
Cousin Tilford made many close friends among the cast 
members of the Barn Dance.  One of his closest friends was 
Red Blanchard, who, like Cousin Tilford, had a wonderful 
sense of humor.  That sense of humor was quite evident in 
an article by Red Blanchard published with a photo with 
Cousin Tilford in the Chicago Tribune on 2 May 1964 
(page 5).  “I joined the Barn Dance. about the same time 
Buffalo Bill joined the Cub Scouts...when I was 16 years old, 
I went to Milwaukee, where the Barn Dance was making a 
personal appearance...Nervous as a cow in deer season, I 
went back stage and asked for an audition...After playing 
guitar and singing several songs, I was hired—mostly so I’d 
quit singing.” 
 
He then offered insights about appearing on the road.  “We 
were featured on the Barn Dance every Saturday night, and 
during the week we would make personal disappearances all over the Midwest...that taught me stage 
presence, how to project my personality, and how to duck.”  I’m sure that was true for Cousin Tilford also.  
“As there were so many people coming to the [WLS] studio to watch Barn Dance, someone got the idea to 
rent the Eighth Street Theater for one night.  Twenty-five years later, we were still there.  I remember when 
Gene Autry joined us, then George Gobel, Rex Allen, Red Foley, Pat Buttram, and many more.”  Then, Red 
tried to be serious.  “Seriously, when the cow bells ring and the fiddles start to play, everyone on the show 
has just as much fun as our fans throughout America who have proclaimed Saturday night as Barn Dance 
night” (emphasis added).  That’s how I’d like to remember Cousin Tilford, too.  Finally, Red quipped, “I 
might add, a color TV set will not only make the Barn Dance look better, but it will help you get a better 
class of baby sitters.” 
 

Donald Francis “Red” Blanchard was born 24 Jul 1914 in 
Pittsville, Wisconsin.  In his teens, he learned to play guitar, 
fiddle and banjo.  Inspired by the “Blue Yodeler” Jimmie 
Rodgers, Red purchased his first guitar at the age of fourteen.  
In 1930, accompanied his two older brothers, Hillis and 
Nolney, he made his singing debut on radio station WISN in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, calling himself the “Texas Yodeler”.  
In 1931, he performed on the National Barn Dance at WLS 
in Chicago as a member of “Rube Tronson’s Texas 
Cowboys.”  In March 1942, Red was drafted and served 
four years in the South Pacific as a combat entertainer of 
soldiers.  Over one million soldiers saw his concerts and he 
was awarded six battle stars.  After his discharge in 1946, he 

Red Blanchard pictured in the 1954 WLS Family 
Album.  Here he’s working his “day job” as a disc 

jockey 



joined the “Sage Riders”, performing on the National Barn Dance.  That was the year Cousin Tilford joined 
National Barn Dance and comedian Pat Buttram left for Hollywood (Gene Autry Show and Green Acres).  
The “Sage Riders” included Ray Klein, Dolph Hewitt and Don White.  He was married for the second time 
in 1946 to Marcella “Sally” Ebert, who was one of the square dancers at the National Barn Dance.  In 1950, 
Red left the “Sage Riders” to concentrate on a solo career.  During the 1950s, he hosted the “Red Blanchard 
Show” and the “Merry-Go-Round Show”.  He also appeared on shows such as “Smile-A-While” and the 
“Armed Forces Radio Services” and also worked as an author, publishing books and writing columns for 
newspapers.  In 1960, the National Barn Dance was transferred 
from WLS to WGN, where it changed its name to the WGN Barn 
Dance. 
 
When WGN Barn Dance was cancelled in 1969, Red began an 
extensive tour of more than 250 engagements a year.  In the 1960s 
and 1970s, he purchased several radio stations in Illinois and Iowa, 
with his business partners, Dolph Hewitt and Harry Campbell.  
During a broadcast from the “Dinner Bell Show” at WLS, he was 
elected Honorary Mayor of Pittsville, Honorary Chief of Police, and 
Honorary Chief of the Fire Department, by his hometown of 
Pittsville.  Red retired to Florida and died 24 Feb 1980. 
 
Another Barn Dance close friend of Cousin Tilford was Bob 
Atcher.  We know that Bob was a guest in Holly’s home—at least 
once.  According to an item on the Schaumburg society page of 
Chicago’s Daily Herald on 24 Nov 1960 (page 109), “Mr. and Mrs. 
Robert Atcher, Plum Grove Rd., joined members of the ‘old’ radio 
station WLS singing group in their monthly get-together, this time in 
the home of the Holly Swansons of Naperville.”  This was seven 
months after WLS dropped the National Barn Dance after its 30 Apr 
1960 broadcast.  More about that later. 

 
James Robert Owen “Bob” Atcher, “Dean of the Cowboys,” was born 11 May 
1914 in Kentucky and was raised in North Dakota.  He started singing on the 
radio at age 14.  Bob starred on the National Barn Dance as a singer during the 
1950s.  He came with two Columbia movies and over 300 Columbia recordings 
under his belt.  He was know for his ornate shirts--some costing $250 each!  He 
also rode an expensive palomino with a handmade silver mounted saddle.  Bob 
often shared the stage with his wife Marguerite (Maggie), singing duets.  He 
went on to become “Mayor Atcher,” as the village president of Schaumburg, 
Illinois (northwest of O’Hare Airport), from 1959 to 1975.  The Schaumburg 
Municipal Center and one of the village’s parks is named after him as well.  
Originally, Bob came to the National Barn Dance as a replacement for 
Hollywood-bound Rex Allen.  In addition to singing and playing guitar, Bob 
performed the role of the Master of Ceremonies.  As a well-established singer 
and songwriter, known for his “story songs,” such as “You Are My Sunshine” 

and “Cool Water.”  Bob died 30 Oct 1993. 
 
WLS (World’s Largest Store) was originally a Sears & Roebuck station.  The first National Barn Dance 
broadcast, 19 Apr 1924, was a “four-hour cavalcade of music, comedy and down-home entertainment” in 
front of a studio audience of 100.  It was originally developed to expand the listenership of WLS and to 
balance its selections of classical music.  Beginning in 1928, WLS became “The Prairie Farmer” radio 
station.  Listenership increased again, leading to NBC Blue Network national broadcasts (two hours) starting 
in 1932.  When WLS was purchased by ABC in March 1960, it became Chicago’s first “all rock” music 



station and dropped National Barn Dance.  Fortunately, WGN brought National Barn Dance back to the 
airwaves as WGN Barn Dance on 11 Mar 1961 (radio) and 14 Sep 1963 (television—in color!). 
 
Cousin Tilford’s first appearance on the WGN Barn Dance (radio) was in April 1961, a month after its 
restart on WGN.  Initially, he was a one-show replacement for bass fiddle player, Toby Nix.  Bob Atcher 
“introduced” Cousin Tilford this way: 
 

[10:53] You know, Arkie, we’ve got a stranger in our midst back there this evening.  He’s not exactly a stranger to us, but 
some of these folks haven’t seen him on the show for a long time.  Toby Nix is not feeling too well this evening.  He has 
a little touch of the flu.  So that “short” fella back there is here in order to have a bass fiddle.  We brought the ‘Naperville 
Flash.’  Maybe we should ask him to step out to the front of the stage.  Here he is, the guy from Naperville, Holly 
Swanson.  Isn’t he a pretty guy.  Yes, he is—that’s Holly Swanson.  I’m glad we brought him here because a young lady 
is coming up here right now to 
sing a song for us.  He can look 
right over her shoulder and not 
even stand on his tip-toes.  She 
really sings up a storm when 
she gets going.  She’s here from 
the noontime ‘Country Fair’ 
and here she is—Elaine Rogers. 

 
Toby Nix was a member of the 
New Sage Riders who doubled on 
bass fiddle and “little fiddle.”  
The New Sage Riders were the 
house band formed right after the 
move to WGN.  It included 
Jimmy “Juice” Hutchinson on 
lead guitar; Tiny Murphy playing 
steel guitar; Toby Nix on bass 
fiddle; Lino Frigo playing the 
accordion; and Johnny Frigo on 
little fiddle.  (Johnny grew up in 
Chicago’s Roseland neighborhood on the far south side--so did Holly Swanson.)  In addition to being the 
WGN Barn Dance house band during this time, the New Sage Riders accompanied Dolph Hewitt on all of 
his personal appearances.  Apparently, Cousin Tilford became a regular cast member on WGN Barn Dance 
in addition to Toby Nix because Toby could double on “little fiddle,” allowing Cousin Tilford to handle 
most of the bass fiddle chores.  Also, the initial success of Barn Dance on WGN warranted an expanded cast. 
 
Country Fair was the WGN noon farm program, hosted by Orion Samuelson.  It featured live music, news 
reports, farm features, interviews, and agricultural commodity market reports.  Orion also hosted the 

television version of WGN Barn Dance.  In his 2012 autobiography, You 
Can’t Dream Big Enough, Samuelson said, “From 1961 to 1969, every 
Saturday night I was at the WGN studios to announce the Barn Dance.  
We’d start rehearsal at three o’clock.  We’d have two hundred people in 
Studio Three and we’d do a live television show, 6:30 to 7:00 p.m.  Then 
we’d dismiss that audience, bring in a new audience and at 8 p.m., do a 
90-minute radio version of the WGN Barn Dance.” 
 
In a 16 Apr 1994 interview with Dolph Hewitt, National Barn Dance 
performer and WGN Barn Dance producer, [1:45:55] he said, “I often 
think of what a great performing career that Cousin Tilford had with 
Barn Dance.  He sure ‘made hay’ while he was there.”  Dolph 
orchestrated the move of the Barn Dance from WLS to WGN.  The Barn 

Front:  announcer Orion Samuelson, “Arkie” Ossenbrink, Dolph Hewitt, Harold 
Turner, Al Rice.  Back: Toby Nix, Lino Frigo, Johnny Frigo, Jimmy Hutchinson, 

Ruth & Edith Johnson, Red Blanchard, Bob Atcher.  1961 photo 



Dance became a Dolph Hewitt 
Production and expanded to 
become a radio and television 
show.  It was syndicated in almost 
100 cities across the country.  
Over the next ten years the Barn 
Dance won numerous awards and 
a television Emmy in the category 
of “Best Variety Show.”  In June 
of 1961, The Billboard was 
reporting that the Janie Recording 
Company had just signed him to a 
recording contract.  The label also 
had fellow WGN Barn Dance 
members Bob Atcher and Red 
Blanchard set for recording 
sessions.  As a result, Dolph 
earned the nick name “The King 
of the Barn Dance” to go with 
his other nickname, “The Boy 
from the Hills of Pennsylvania.” 
 
Adolph Edward Hewitt was born 15 Jul 1914 in Donegal, Washington County, Pennsylvania.  Born into a 
farming family, Hewitt heard old-time music at country fairs and dancehalls.  He took up the fiddle, 
following the example of his amateur musician father.  In the late 1940s he was active at the original 
Wheeling Jamboree, playing with Frankie More’s Log Cabin Boys and with Shorty Fincher and His Cotton 
Pickers.  During World War II, he served in the US Marine Corps in the Pacific.  Hewitt married Ruth 
Johnson, one of the three Johnson Sisters, a popular regional radio act from Michigan.  He also played with 
the Sage Riders, a band that included Jimmy Hutchinson, who was married to another of the Johnson Sisters.  
Among the songs in Hewitt’s repertoire, and which he recorded for RCA-Victor Records, were ‘I Wish I 
Knew’, ‘I Would Send You Roses’, ‘Ask My Heart’ and ‘Waltzing My Blues Away’.  Dolph died 10 Dec 
1996 in Kissimmee, Florida. 
 
In a 16 Apr 1994 interview, Tom Fouts, leader of Captain Stubby 
and the Buccaneers on National Barn Dance said, 
 

[2:00:11] The Virginia Hams were delicious, I’ll tell you.  This group 
included three guys.  Cousin Tilford [Holly Swanson], who was 6-
foot ten-and-a-half-inches, played the tuba.  Then they had Otto (Ted 
Morris), who was about five feet tall and weighed about 300 pounds, 
played the trumpet.  And then they had Jimmie James, who was right in 
between and played the trombone.  They played a little band concert 
and had a lot of the laughter that you’d hear over the air and didn’t 
know for sure what was going on--that was their concert.  They played 
every Saturday night, not only in the two shows, but between the 
shows, when they changed audiences.  The Virginian Hams were one 
of the funniest acts I’ve ever seen-the way that they would do their little 
band concert.  They had some terrible looking instruments.  But you 
know, they all played very well and it came off as a nice act, especially 
when they played their version of ‘Poet and Peasant Overture.’ 

 
On National Barn Dance, comedian and musician Captain Stubby played novelty instruments, including 
musical hat rack, washboard, rubber bulb horns, tuned toilet seat (guitarlet).  Vocalist Tom Fouts was born in 
Carroll County, Indiana on 24 Nov 1918.  Along with the Virginia Hams, Captain Stubby and the 

Front:  Bob and Bobbie Thomas , “Arkie” Ossenbrink, Dolph Hewitt, Ruth & Edith 
Johnson.  Seated: Lino Frigo, Johnny Frigo.  Back: Tiny Murphy, Jimmy 

Hutchinson, Toby Nix, Cousin Tilford, Red Blanchard, Bob Atcher.  1965?  photo 

Cousin Tilford (playing a helicon) and the 
Virginia Hams--Jimmie James (trombone) 
and Otto (Ted Morris) (trumpet).  Backing 
them up are Augie Klein (accordion) and 

Jimmy Kilcran (drums).  1948 photo 



Buccaneers also played during audience changes at the National Barn Dance.  One of 
their other credits was recording the first singing commercial for Roto-Rooter 
Plumbing and Drain Service.  Fouts died 26 May 2004 in Kokomo, Indiana. 
 
Little Genevieve was one of the comedy acts played by Ted Morse.  Ted was a talented 
trumpet player who also played the character, Otto.  Otto was also was part of the 
Novelodeons and the Virginia Hams.  Ted had a lot of fun portraying Genevieve, 
whose persona was the opposite of Otto.  Unlike temperamental Genevieve, Otto was 
easy to know and like.  Genevieve proclaimed that she was the ‘darling’ of the Barn 
Dance.  Genevieve did recitations and some singing.  If the audience didn’t appreciate 
her efforts, Genevieve would wail her heart out.  Her singing was described as “sweet 

as a rusty barn door hinge.” 
 
In a 16 Apr 1994 interview, Rusty Gill, member of the Hoosier Sod Busters on National Barn Dance from 
1936, described Little Genevieve this way: 
 

[2:44:37] Little Genevieve was played by Otto, 5 feet high by 5 feet wide--the heavy-set guy.  He played the trumpet and 
he was part of the Virginia Hams.  He wore a baby dress and bonnet outfit.  In several shows, the announcer introduced 
him, ‘and now here’s Little Genevieve.’  Then a very tall guy came out, Cousin Tilford, and it knocked the whole 
audience off their seats.  Little Genevieve had a very high-pitched voice and he really did look like a baby the way he was 
dressed.  He was funny, along with Cousin Tilford, six-foot-ten, a funny man. 

 
For many years, Rusty and his wife, also a National Barn Dance performer, lived in West Chicago.  Ralph 
“Rusty” Gill was born 10 Jun 1919 in St. Louis, then his family moved to east Texas.  He learned his guitar 
playing techniques from his father, also a showman.  The whole Gill family was musically inclined.  Rusty’s 
first public performance was with their five-piece family band.  Rusty sang and yodeled with Prairie 
Ramblers, Perkins and the Hillbillies, Louise Massey and the Westerners, and Skokie Valley Boys, before 
joining the Barn Dance cast in 1936.  Rusty died 16 Nov 2008. 
 
By now, you must be wondering about dancing on the 
National Barn Dance.  Did anyone dance in the National 
Barn Dance show?  After all, many of the tunes sung and 
played were “toe-tappers.”  However, based on what I’ve 
read and observed, the answers are NO and YES. 
 
NO, audience members did not dance, except 
occasionally in the aisles.  For many years, the usual 
venue was the Eighth Street Theater in downtown 
Chicago.  Because it had theater seating, there was no 
room for audience members to dance.  Ironically, 
following its use as a theater, the space was remodeled 
into the ballroom for the adjacent Conrad Hilton hotel. 
 
YES, cast members did dance on many shows.  In the 
1950s, the cast often included John Dolce and twelve 
dancers.  When not square dancing, they danced to polka 
music.  Beginning 23 Jul 1956, polka contests were conducted as part of the Saturday night National Barn 
Dance broadcasts.  Weekly winners competed for the grand championship on 15 Dec 1956.  John Dolce’s 
day job was supervisor of recreation in Chicago city parks.  The National Barn Dance cast helped out at the 
1949 Square Dance Festival of Chicago, where they provided the music for dancing.  The attendance 
exceeded 20,000 dancers, so the next year, WLS organized an International Square Dance Festival on 28 Oct 
1950.  When WGN brought a 30-minute version of the Barn Dance to television in 1963, square dancers 
were frequent performers.  Apparently, dancing goes over better on television than radio. 



 
Audience ratings on the Barn Dance revival were high, but for some reason the number of sponsors did not 
match the ratings.  Possibly, clear channel signals were not understood by space salesmen and ad buyers.  

The TV version, added in 1963, 
was sold into syndication and 
was more profitable to WGN 
 
To promote the National Barn 
Dance among advertisers, the 
show’s management published 
full-page ads to inform 
advertisers of the opportunity to 
spend some of their advertising 
budget placing commercials on 
the National Barn Dance 
broadcasts.  
 
This full-page ad appeared on 
page 9 of the 19 Dec 1949 issue 
of the Sponsor trade publication, 
“for buyers of broadcast 
advertising.”  Cousin Tilford is 
pictured in the upper right part 
of the ad.  Other cast members 
pictured (from top to bottom) 
were Bob Atcher, the Sage 
Riders, Dolph Hewitt, Red 
Blanchard, Lulu Belle and 
Scotty, Arkie, and Captain 
Stubby and the Buccaneers. 
 
Ironically, Holly Swanson died 
a few months after the radio 
program was cancelled and a 
few months before the television 
program was cancelled.  His 
obituary was published in many 
newspapers across the US.  The 
17 May 1969 edition of the 
Detroit Free Press (page 8) 

reported that, “Arthur Holly Swanson, 65, once a nationally-known entertainer as ‘Cousin Tilford’ in radio 
barn-dance programs and once a member of Lawrence Welk’s orchestra; in Naperville, Ill., after a heart 
attack.” 
 
Again, ironically, Cousin Tilford’s performing partner, Ted Morse, died a few months later on 10 Nov 1969 
(Indianapolis Star, 11 Nov 1969, page 36).  “Comedian Theodore Morse, better known as Little Genevieve 
or Otto to a generation of listeners to the National Barn Dance, died yesterday in the state hospital at Elgin.  
He was 79.  Morse performed 23 years as a comedian and trumpet player in the band with radio station WLS, 
where the famous Barn Dance program originated.  He retired in 1959 when the program went off the air.  A 
300-pounder, Morse wore a dress and used the high-pitched voice of a small girl in his skits as Little 
Genevieve.  He was also known as Otto, a German-accent comedian, in a comedy trio with Jimmie James 



and Cousin Tilford.”  Ted was born in Topeka, Kansas.  Before coming to WLS, he was a high school band 
director in Fairfield, Illinois, 
 
From the very beginning in 1924, Barn Dance broadcasts “opened to the clang of cowbells and a fiddling 
and vocal rendition of The Hayloft Gang is Here, followed by genial greetings by host Joe Kelly.”  
Following Kelly, hosts included Hal O’Halloran, Bill Bailey, Bob Atcher, and Orion Samuelson.  Cowbells 
were also rung frequently as part of the applause following each musical selection.  For some reason, it’s 
easy to imagine Cousin Tilford enthusiastically ringing a cowbell (or two) to add to the festive atmosphere 
each broadcast. 
 
On the 30 Apr 1960 National Barn Dance show broadcast on WLS, host Bob Atcher announced that it 
would be their last broadcast: 
 

[0:17:19] The oldest, the longest, continuously-broadcast program of any kind anywhere in the world, the one and only—
National Barn Dance.  [3:54:46]  This is our last broadcast in our big, long series.  As you know, it will hold the record 
until another show could catch up to it.  There’s a reason for that.  It wasn’t the oldest show for any reason other than the 
fact that so many people around the nation love to listen to it.  It’s you people who have been tuning in Saturday night 
after Saturday night after some 36 years, who have made this a great show and have kept it on the air for so long.  You’ve 
heard it before, I’m sure, that a thing is not good because it’s old—it’s old because it’s good.  Throughout the years this 
show has personally been in front of millions and millions of people and those millions have said so many times the way 
they have felt about this particular kind of music.  Now, for the same reason that this show has been around for so many 
years, it will continue, not necessarily as the National Barn Dance, not here at WLS, but these bright stars that have 
grown to such high, high glory here on this big, old show are not going to lose their glimmer--they’re going to go right 
on—Grace Wilson, Dolph Hewitt, Lee Morgan, even Maggie, who’s brand new here in our Hayloft, all of the boys and 
girls who have made up this big show for the past 36 years are still going somewhere.  All who are not here with us 
tonight—those stars won’t dim so long as any human soul is living who remembers the National Barn Dance.  This show 
will live on.  Good night friends—not goodbye, but just 'so long’ and may God bless. 

 
“Be with us again next Saturday night, when you’ll hear the fiddles start and the cowbells ring.  Until we see 
you again, we wish you the best of everything.  Now, good luck and good night.” 
 
So the Barn Dance show was broadcast almost every Saturday night from 1924 to 1969--a span of 65 years.  
That’s a record in the broadcast entertainment industry.  Isn’t it amazing that Cousin Tilford performed for 
the last 23 years of the Barn Dance?  That was the same number of years as his fellow performer Ted Morse. 
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