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The charismatic
Spade Cooley
and the band he
assembled to play
dances at Venice
Pier in 1942 refined
the sound of
western swing.
Chief among the
architects of

that sound was
accordionist and
arranger Larry
"Pedro” DePaul.’

C ountry music was booming
in Los Angeles during the
Second World War. Fed by
thousands of defense workers
from Texas, Oklahoma,
Arkansas, and Missouri who
had grown accustomed to Bob
Wills's music, an enormous
dancehall scene developed in
the area. The biggest names
in western swing—including
Wills himself—migrated to
the area to work the dances
and enjoy all the fringe
benefits of being in the capitol
of the entertainment industry.
But it was a band formed
in Los Angeles around a
charismatic, transplanted
Oklahoman that refined the

\ sound of western swing. This
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was the group assembled
around Spade Cooley to play
dances at Venice Pier in 1942,
Bob Wills’s Texas Playboys
and other western swing
groups used arrangements
which were pieced together
and memorized by musicians
in rehearsals, commonly
referred to as “head” arrange-
ments. The Cooley band,
however, worked from written
arrangements in which each
instrumental part was precisely
notated. This distinction
was essential in separating
Cooley's group from similar
groups of the day. The sound
of the Cooley band will be
familiar to any fan of western
swing, but few know much
about the man who was the
architect of that sound—
accordionist and arranger
Larty “Pedro” DePaul.

DePaul created tightly-knic
musical arrangements for the
Cooley band and for Tex
Williams's Western Caravan, a
group of former Cooley side-
men who left with singer Sollie
Paul “Tex” Williams in the
summer of 1946. These
arrangements emphasized
sweet fiddle playing in close
harmony with the primary
melody in an interior voice
(a style dictated partly by
Spade’s technical limitations as

a fiddler), contrasted with
hot playing from the guitar sec-
tion and laid over a solid
rhythm section anchored by
DePaul's accordion. DePaul’s
imaginative arrangements—
combined with Cooley's flash
and showmanship and the out-
standing musicianship of the
group—took western swing
into a new era.

Larry DePaul was born
April 1, 1919, in Cleveland,
Ohio. (The stage name “Pedro”
was later given to him by
Cactus Soldi's wife, singer
Ginger Snow.) He displayed an
aptitude for music at an early
age, and at age seven began for-
mal training on the violin. By
nine he was enrolled in the
Hungarian Conservatory, a
school of music in Cleveland,
and also participated in a
city-wide youth orchestra
where he began studying the
trombone. This formal training
in the rudiments of instrumen-
tal performance as well as in
harmony and orchestration
would be essential in DePaul’s
later career as an arranger. An
uncle encouraged DePaul to
take up the accordion by loan-
ing him an instrument and
offering to pay for lessons, so at
age fifteen DePaul began play-
ing the instrument that would
secure his place in two of the
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most popular bands of their era.
By the time he was seventeen,
he was performing five days a
week on station WGAR in
Cleveland, playing in the carly
morning before school and
afternoons after school. [t was
there he was first exposed to
western music while playing
with the Hick’ry Nuts, who
later became the Rhythm
Rangers (not to be confused
with the later West Coast
group of the same name).

While DePaul was playing
for WGAR, Texas Jim Lewis
came to Cleveland to play on
station WJAY. Lewis's band,
the Lone Star Cowboys, fea-
tured two musicians who
would become fixtures in the
Cooley and Williams bands
and with whom DePaul would
play for two decades—fiddler
Andrew “Cactus” Soldi and
guitarist Eugene “Smokey”
Rogers. A dispute between the
radio station and the musi-
cians’ union led to DePaul’s
departure from WGAR, but
he quickly found work with
hotel bandleader Gene Kunk
who worked six nights a week
at the Bancroft Hotel in
Springfield, Ohio, about one
hundred and fifty miles south-
west of Cleveland. By
September of 1938, the nine-
teen-year-old DePaul was
working steadily with Kunk,
playing accordion and dou-
bling on violin.

In April 1939 Texas Jim
Lewis came to the Bancroft
Hotel to hire DePaul for a
string of theater and nightclub
engagements. DePaul went on
the road with Lewis for two
years. The group eventually
found their way to Hollywood
where they auditioned for
Universal Studios. The group
made a few shorts for

work dried up, and Cactus
Soldi and Smokey Rogers
headed home to Detroit. The/







