Veteran Employee Continues Playing Familiar Refrains 

By David Yawn

G. Vernon Drane has kept Memphis-based Amro Music in step with the times and in tune with its customers for over half a century. That’s longer than Queen Elizabeth has been on the English throne.

Working in various roles ranging from a band account field salesman to store manager to saxophone repairman, this longtime employee of Amro and veteran of World War II has kept the 80-year-old business playing strong.

Amro sports $7 million in inventory across 28,000 square feet of space in two adjacent buildings. The business employs 80 and is in its third generation of family ownership. Its main lines include pianos, organs, and school band instruments. Amro also features instrument rebuilding and repair and a fulltime music education outreach program. It rents 5,000 instruments per year, mostly to band students across a 200-mile radius.

Drane traces his career at Amro to the days following the victory celebrations at the end of the Second World War. Altogether, he has worked at the business for 57 years.

“When he first came to work for my grandfather, Vernon began teaching lessons,” says Chip Averwater, president of the business. He over time became known as the resident expert in band instruments and, for a long period, as manager. Today, he works in the repair shop as a saxophone technician. His career has been an inspiration for us at Amro and a popular drawing card for our customers over the years.

“He was the one who knew how many ways to make a high C-sharp on an oboe, for instance,” Averwater said. “He knew all the manufacturers and what was available in what style. He knew what piece of music was easy to play or hard to play and what key it was in.” That’s a challenge with dozens of different instruments which all play differently.

“It’s rare to find that kind of technical knowledge,” Averwater continued.

There is just so much to Drane’s own life and career history that any treatment of the extent of his experiences is a nice challenge. This erstwhile bagpipe player with a mop of white hair has many lives folded into one. Most of his memories, though, carry the common chord of music. 

As a youngster, Drane worked at a Kroger grocery store in the Memphis area, then at a hardware store for a while. Along that time, he was playing with a local band. Soon, the National Fireworks Association called him to play at noontime for its workers; they also asked him to handle timekeeping for a couple of shifts. This man who has always had attention to detail granted a quick “Yes” to the request.

Not long afterward, he received his draft notice. “At the induction station, we were questioned about a lot of things and I put “musician” down under the experience column, because I had played in high school.” 

He was posted to the infantry replacement depot, which was engaged in transferring and replacing personnel where needed. A colonel there played the trumpet and decided he wanted a band in the outfit, said Drane, who was then assigned to the 63d Signal Batallion stationed in Italy. There, too, he continued to play in a band. 

The major in charge asked what Drane could do. “I didn’t know about signals, but I told him I could handle electrical work. Our team became known as the Power Platoon and handled the electricity for the Fifth Army headquarters.” It had responsibility for two semi trucks with 50 KW generators aboard. Because of the crews’ work, the trucks experienced only negligible downtime in the two years they serviced the equipment. 

From that successful stint, Drane went to Vienna as one of the occupational troops. There, the group stayed until receiving orders to return home to the states via Rheims and Marseilles in France.

Outside Nova Scotia en route home, the ship came upon a wicked Nor’easter windstorm amid frozen ice packs all around. Everyone on the ship became sick. It eventually landed with all on board safely returning to home soil in Boston.

“When I got back to Memphis, I went to the Musicians Union office,” he recalls. They asked Drane if he was home for good and if he was working. Then they gave him his new marching orders: “Go out to the Silver Slipper and work tonight.” The Silver Slipper was a nightclub in a then part of rural Memphis. He continued playing there the next seven or eight months.

“I was trying to get into college, too” Drane said. “I talked with Chip’s grandfather, Mil Averwater, to see what I could do there to make money. He told me that I could teach lessons and take care of the store while he was traveling on business.”

Soon, Amro was expanding because the population and interest in music were expanding. The band business, too, was growing.

“He asked for help on the road and so I told him to put me on some trips to visit the school bands,” he said. Drane went to college in the morning, and then came in to work at the store, which was then downtown. His workday wasn’t over then. Drane still worked at nights playing in clubs. 

Around this time, he met his wife who was working at the Memphis Open Air Theater (MOAT) orchestra in Overton Park.

Drane returned to college to get an MA after graduating. He had worked out an arrangement with Mr. Averwater to be able to play his sax and clarinet during the weekends in bands.

Right before Drane graduated, Mil Averwater called him in to ask what he was going to do.

“He said to him, ‘Now that you have all this education, where do you plan to work?’ Chip recalls the storyline. “Well, Mr. Averwater, I plan to work here,” was the reply.

Shortly after starting work there, Drane gained the longstanding nickname, Cowboy after wearing a yellow shirt with bucking bronco design on the back. It was a uniform for an Abilene, Texas cowboy band. He donned it a few times in the store, complete with jeans, cowboy boots and Stetson hat.

“I got labeled after that,” he muses. 

He honed his repairmanship skills on instruments in those days. “I’d fix a clarinet, for instance, when I was on the road visiting bands. We used to have to drive 60 miles out of Memphis before we would find a school large enough to have a band.” Some of his skills were self-taught, but others he picked up through his father.

Over the years, Drane became associated as the woodwind instrument repairman in Memphis. He didn’t start working formally as a technician, though, until some 10 years ago. During his tenure, which continues at the store, he taught lessons, did sales and worked as a sales manager.

“I’ve really enjoyed meeting the customers and have even had their kids and grandkids come in to see me over the years,” he said.

People know Drane through other facets of his musical life, though. Some still associate him with instrumentalist Bill Justis who had the 6-million hit seller, “Raunchy” in the late 1950s on Sun Records. Drane managed Justis’ band.

And all along this time period, Drane studied with Jerome Robertson, an impresario who served at First Presbyterian Church downtown. Drane also worked with vocal groups at recording studios, bands and choirs. He was involved in three different Methodist churches before coming to Second Presbyterian Church’s choir. In his ecumenical spirit, he also enjoyed a stint as a paid singer at St. George’s Episcopal Church. To top it off, he joined the Masons and the Shriners and played with the Southeast Shrine Band. And singing a bass role in an opera is just as handy when he has the time.

Drane also likes to dust up the turf with frolicking marches alongside Scottish clan bands decked in pipes and kilts.

“Music was my recreation, too,” he explained. It carries on in the family. His daughter, Karen Busler, is the principal flutist with the Memphis Symphony Orchestra.

What is his magic and appeal on the sales floor?

“The best way to make any kind of sale is to listen to the customers. They’ll tell you what they want,” he advises.

Chip Averwater calls him a teaching salesman. That he is, when he isn’t taking special pliers to the keys, pads, and springs on someone’s prized saxophone.

