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he gquitar legend Link Wray was

powered by three cogs in one

machine. Brothers Vernon and

Doug Wray were instrumental (pun
intended) in helping to make Link Wray what
he became — the founding father of rock and
roll guitar.

The Wray Brothers came from humble
beginnings in Dunn, North Carolina. Sons of
half-Shawnee street preachers, they had a hard
life. Link put it best when he said, “Elvis came
from welfare, | came from below welfare.”

Vernon Aubrey Wray was born January 7,
1924 Fred Lincoln “Link" Wray came along
May 2, '1929. Rounding 'out the'trio was
brother Douglas. Leon, born' Independence
Day, 1933.

When Link:was 8, he was Sitting on the! front
porch with brother Vernon's!iguitar, trying to
hammer out a few/chords! A traveling carny
worker who went by/the name'of “Hambone’
happened by and showed Link the blues,
playing some. bottleneck! slide guitar. Link
knew then what he wanted to do.

In 1942, the ' family headed North to
Portsmouth, Virginia. The ' beginnings of
the Ray Men came to be when the brothers

formed a band and ‘played Western Swing —'

or as Link put it, “rock and roll before it was
rock and roll.” In the Navy town of Portsmouth,
there seemed to be a club onievery corner,
providing plenty of opportunities for work.

TN

{contract’ with Cameo Records.

The band consisted of brothers Vernon
on vocals and rhythm guitar, Link on lead
guitar, Doug pounding the skins and “cousin”
Brantley “Shorty” Horton playing doghouse
bass. For a short time, Dixie Neal played
pedal steel. Dixie’s brother was Jack Neal of
Gene Vincent’s Blue Caps.

Band names changed according to the venues
they played... Lucky Wray and the Palomino
Ranch Gang... Lucky Wray and the Lazy Pine
Wranglers and a couple more. (“Lucky” was
Vernon, who had picked up his moniker from
his success at the local card tables).

In 1953, the brothers were invited to play as
part of a tribute show in Alabama, celebrating
the life of Hank Williams. It was there they saw
Curtis Gordon perform, and the girls going

crazy. He wasn’t playing country,
he wasn't playing rock and roll...
the brothers concluded “there’s
something happening here.”

The band, minus Dixie,

headed to Washington DC

in 1955. It was there they

shared the stage with the

likes of Roy Clark, the Jaguars
(featuring a young rockabilly
named Charlie Daniels), Marvin

Rainwater, Patsy Cline and
others.

1956 saw the first rumblings of the brothers
on wax, with rockabilly sides from Lucky on
Starday, and Link’s first vinyl etchings on Kay
— an EP featuring two early rockabilly cuts
— “Johnny Bom Bonny” and. ‘| Sez Baby’.
These records were released when the band
was in DC, but the recordings were done in
Portsmouth in 1953!

The band’s career was interrupted when Link
and Doug were diagnosed with tuberculosis.
Link had picked up the disease during his
stint in the Army. He passed it along to Doug.

With ‘Link:and-Doug down with TB, Vernon

strick out as a teen idol, landing a recording
He 'was
renamed Ray Vernon and molded as a pop
singer in the Pat Boone\vein. From here on,
family and friends refer to him as “Ray.”

' Doug would fully recover from his bout with

TB. Link's condition was far more serious.
He recalls, “I was coughing up blood in the

death house. They were waiting for me to
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die”. When doctors concluded the only way
to save his life was surgery, the family rallied
and everyone prayed. Link pulled through,
but his bout with TB cost him a lung.

The docs told him to stick to playing a guitar
and forget about singing. Link told ‘em *it will
take a higher power than you to tell me that.”

Link worked tirelessly to build up his health
and singing voice while also refocusing on
his guitar work. Link's experimental guitar
sound became the anchor of the band, now
rechristened “Link Wray and the Ray Men.”
With Doug'’s heavy drumming and Vemon's
production work, the brothers found that
“something new” they first recalled back at
that Hank Sr. tribute concert.

The Ray Men were taken under
the wing of Milt Grant. Milt
was the host of a record hop
broadcast daily on WTTG-
TV in Washington. The
Ray Men were regulars,
performing dozens of
times on the show. Vernon
hosted when Milt was
out of town, and later had
“The Ray Vernon Show,”
weeknights at 7:30.

The legend of “Rumble” is a

curious one. Link has told varied
stories of how “Rumble” came about. The
most popular being the story of Link and the
Ray Men backing up The Diamonds at a Milt
Grant Record Hop. Milt asked the band to
play the Diamonds hit, “The Stroll”. Link told
Grant, “I don’t know no stroll.”" Doug started
hammering a stroll beat and Link has said
it was then that his “Jesus God” zapped
“Rumble’ into his head. On impulse, Vernon
mic'd the amps. The kids went wild.

As legendary as that story is, historical
records reveal the record hop was held on
July 12, 1957. No mention of The Diamonds'
appearance can be found in any available
advertisements for the Record Hop,
Perhaps @ bit more accurate

is the story Link told to a

UK magazine in; 1978
— "l was doing
all these record
hops for the kids
with my. brother
doing most of

the singing.




