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The E-Flat Porch Band

Pilgrims, the avocado green refrigerator, and angst-free music

f

ometimes the smallest, most
4 unlikely connections produce
* results that are utterly delightful, or
deeply troublesome, or even, in rare
cases, history-changing.

In 1620, for example, a rapidly-
depleting supply of beer on the
Mayflower — which had been knocked
off course by the Gulf Stream — forced
the Pilgrims to abandon their original
Hudson River destination for the unset-
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By Christopher Foster

tled wilds of New England. Incredibly,
this lack of beer led to the first steps in
the formation of our nation.

How? In seventeenth-century
England the quality of water was unreli-
able and beer was considered essential to
a healthy shipboard diet. As the
Mayflower approached North America
and discovered itself 500 miles north of
the nearest English settlement, its beer
was severely rationed and illness, includ-
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ing the dreaded signs of scurvy, soon
appeared. The health situation grew dire
but poor nautical conditions prevented
southward progress. Without approval
from England, the Pilgrims decided to
make their settlement along Cape Cod
Bay, and on November 11, 1620, before
disembarking, they drafted the
Mayflower Compact. This agreement,
written to unite Pilgrims who disagreed
over governance in the new circum-
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stances, is today revered as the first doc-
ument providing a basis for secular gov-
ernment in America.

Unlikely connections can be amaz-
ing, can't they? Imagine that — a lack of
beer led to the foundation of what later
became the United States!

Now let's talk about a more local
connection, one just as unexpected (if
not as influential to global geopolitics!) as
the link between the Pilgrim’s lack of
beer and the birth of America.

In 1996, Duane Brown and his wife,
Adah Leah Wolf, had just moved and
were looking for a refrigerator for their
new home in McKinney. They called an
appliance repairman, Rudy Littrell, and
asked if he might be able to find one.
Rudy replied that he happened to have
one that was, in fact, available at that
moment — the problem, however, was
that it was an old, not-so-attractive avo-
cado green model. Duane and Adah Leah
exclaimed, “That’s perfect!” It turned out
the couple’'s oven was avocado green,
too, and they'd been hoping to find a
matching appliance.
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Across, the beauty of the instrument is
matched by the enjoyment Duane and Rudy
feel in making music. Photo by the author.

Inset: The door of the infamous green ‘fridge
that started it all.

Above, The E-Flat Porch band at Chestnut
Square in 2001. Photo courtesy of Adah
Leah Wolf.

Below, Rudy Littrell (left) plays bass and
harmonica and Duane Brown plays the
acoustic guitar in the E-Flat Porch Band,
here “janumin” in the back yard.

Photo by Christopher Foster.
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Duane and Adah Leah went to look
at Rudy's fridge, and Duane and Rudy
began talking and discovered they both
loved music and they both played instru-
ments. It turned out they thought it might
be fun to get together and jam sometime.
And the rest, as they say, is history!

See? Unlikely connections at work
again! Unbeknownst to the two men at
the time, the purchase of the avocado
green fridge would launch a rich and
long-lasting musical collaboration — as
well as provide inspiration for “jam ses-
sions” amongst talented local musicians
that continue to bring joy to music lovers
throughout Texas.

Here's what happened once the
fridge was installed next to the matching
oven: Duane and Rudy began playing
together, often meeting on the porch of
Duane and Adah Leah's Lamar Street
home. The men shared a fondness for
acoustic music, particularly blues, folk,
jazz, and all manner of melodic tunes
suffused with nostalgia and/or humor.
They decided to keep playing — they
were soon getting invitations to perform
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McKinney Facts
B The geographic center of the City of McKinney (according to current city limits) is near McKinney
North High Schoo!.
B The latitude of McKinney is 33.197N. The longitude is -96.615W.

H The coldest day on record in Collin County was 18 below zero on January 13, 1877. The hottest
day was August 10, 1936, 118, the day Helen Hail moved to the area.

BB On April 15, 1884, Frank James {of the fabled James Gang) struck a man over the head with a spit-
toon at the Eim Saloon on McKinney's east side (currently a fawn mower repair shop on east
Louisiana Street).

M Efectric light was first supplied to McKinney in May of 1889.

M McKinney High School's first graduating class of three graduated on May 2, 1889.
B The downtown McKinney square was first paved with bricks on August 17, 1908.
B Telephone services began in McKinney October 20, 1883,

B Collin McKinney, who was a signer of the Texas Declaration of independence, was also instru-
mental in passing legislation insisting that county lines in North Texas follow straight lines.
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at parties, weddings, and other gigs — and
thus the E-Flat Front Porch Band formally
came into being. Adah Leah became the
band's manager, and she continues to coor-
dinate their gigs, handle correspondence,
and smooth the way for their musical pro-
jects, including the release of three CDs.
Additional performers have found them-
selves attracted by the easygoing style and
friendly charisma of the band, and some-
times join in as ‘guest members,” particular-
ly local songwriter Chris Baker Davies, who
plays mandolin and provides a lovely
female counterpoint vocal in many of the
band's songs.

The band is often asked about its name,
which came from a singular feature discov-
ered about Duane’s front porch — it res-
onated to E-Flat whenever Rudy hit that
note on his bass. Taking this architectural
quirk as a divine sign (or at least recogniz-
ing it as a great moniker!) the name stuck,
and the band now enjoys one of the finer
names in the region.

A remarkable thing about the E-Flat
Porch Band is the diversity of functions for
which they perform. They have ‘regular’
gigs, of course — they're often found at Café
Malaga during Second Saturdays on the
downtown square — and they're comfort-
able playing indoors or out. They perform at
numerous McKinney venues, and they real-
ly do enjoy playing on front porches! The
band has played at Six Flags, the Texas
State Fair, San Antonio’s Texas Folklife
Festival, and its shows have been enjoyed
at folk festivals, storytelling gatherings,
churches, schools, coffeehouses, museums,
even libraries! A favorite gig for the band is
the Texas Metal Arts Festival in Gruene,
Texas, held annually in mid-September.

One of the duo's most memorable
evenings came several years ago when they
were returning from a show in Richardson.
A massive traffic accident closed down
Hwy. 75, so Duane and Rudy removed their
instruments from their bus and held an
impromptu “freeway jam" for surrounding
drivers, who abandoned their cars to enjoy
the performance. “It was truly a captive
audience,” jokes Duane.

Duane Brown has loved string instru-
ments since childhood, particularly the gui-
tar, Originally from Pampa, Texas, Duane
taught himself to play at an early age, grow-
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ing from a toddler's act of serenading neigh-
bors with Roger Miller tunes ‘strummed’ on
a broom to songwrting and playing in
bands. In 2003 the band played in Pampa
for the city's Woody Guthrie Festival, a fes-
tival paying homage to the great Woody
Guthrie, who got his start as a folksinger in
Pampa. Pete Seeger was the featured per-
former at the concert on Saturday night; the
E-Flat Porch Band was the featured music
for the Friday night Beans and Cornbread
dinner, an informal event. Duane and Rudy
were surprised and delighted when Pete
Seeger attended the dinner and didn't hesi-
tate to come up and jam with the guys on
the stage. Duane says, “Playing with Pete
was special for me — just amazing!”

Rudy Littrell is a native son of
McKinney who plays a variety of instru-
ments, though his big standup bass is what
first catches the audience’s attention. Rudy
studied the drums in college and says he's a
“recovering percussionist.” His ‘addiction’ is
evident in that he utilizes a variety of
devices that keep his hands and feet busy:
hi-hat, tambourine, harmonica, even an
aurally-delightful stomp box fashioned from
a wooden Dr. Pepper crate. Rudy is a delight
to listen to, as well — between musical
numbers listeners are entertained with his
storytelling virtuosity and the fun, sharp-as-
a-tack banter between band members.

In addition to the duo's repertoire of
American tunes spanning genres and gener-
ations, they write many of their own songs.
Both men have fine — if delightfully wicked
— senses of humor, and this finds ready
expression in their satirical songs ranging
(for example) from poking fun at the privi-
leged ‘Plano lifestyle’ to the luck of washed-
up performers enjoying second careers in
the theaters of Branson.

Of the many people interviewed about
their experiences with the E-Flat Porch
Band, the adjective used most often was the
word “fun.” The band believes music is too
often used as a way for songwriters to
impress upon listeners their anxieties and
gripes about the world. Rudy says, “Folk
music can be so whiney, but that gets old
quickly — music should be enjoyable!”
Even when the subjects of their songs come
in for a little satirical teasing, the E-Flat
Porch Band does it in a spirit of fun. As the
band likes to say, “The motto here is ‘angst-
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free music.”” Duane and Rudy don't want
to stew the audience in a broth of angst
and misery — they prefer to see listeners
tapping their toes and having a good time!

Another musician who enjoys jam-
ming with the E-Flat Porch Band is
McKinney Fire Dept. Chief Mark Wallace.
An accomplished guitarist himself,
Wallace says, “They're really fine musi-
cians, and super-nice folks, too. 1 always

=

have fun playing with them, especially at
*house jams' — those are terrific!”

As fun as the band is, their musician-
ship and dedication to carrying on the tra-
ditions of acoustic music is impressive,
too. The E-Flat Porch Band is on the
Touring Artist Roster of the Texas
Commission on the Arts, an honor they've
enjoyed since 2001, Artists and ensembles
seeking selection must submit an applica-

Rudy and Duane at San Antonio’s Folklife
Festival in 2003.

Photo courtesy of Adalt Leah Wolf.

tion that reflects efforts to share artistic or
cultural traditions, and they must be will-
ing to travel and perform. Other bands
sharing this distinction with the E-Flat
Porch Band include Asleep at the Wheel,
Brave Combo, and the Light Crust
Doughboys.

Pretty cool, don’t you think? A living,
breathing Texas institution, the E-Flat
Porch Band has its roots — and remains
based — right here in McKinney. And to
think . . . it all started with an avocado
green refrigerator.

To learn more about the E-Flat Porch
Band and view its performance schedule,

see www.e-flatters.com
‘ - F\’ |
|fu.'¥l'

About the author:
Christopher Foster is a writer
living in McKinney, Texas.
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New and established McKinney businesses that have recently joined the

Chamber. For information about becoming a member, call 972.542.0163.

Bergmann & Associates
Best Buy

Coldwell Banker Apex
Creative Tutors

Credit Union Of Texas
William C.Dowdy, Jr.

Great Clips
H2 Chiropractic
Marlow C. Hunter, PC

Lash Of Luxury

McKinney Gym Equipment
McKinney Peridontics
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Castillo Management Services
Castle Montessori of McKinney

Evelyn's Professional Janitorial

Jimmy Johns Gourmet Sandwiches
Junior Academy of McKinney

Strada Verde
Tranquility Dental
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McKinney Spine & Wellness
Murphy Business & Financial
Olympus Family Medicine
Primrose School Of Stone Brooke

Wal-Mart Market Office

~

MCKINNEY

McKinney Allergy and Asthma Center C
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