“Roll, Truck, Roll: A Cultural Appreciation of Trucker Music, 

America’s Last Worksong Canon”

Steve Manseau


This thesis explores the 1960s and 70s phenomenon of trucker music and explains this worksong genre’s uncommon popularity in cultural terms. In addition to listening to and examining the lyrics of hundreds of songs, my research included an examination of some key social currents at the forefront of American culture during this time.  Among them were the media-fueled passion for technology and the commensurate increased fascination with personal mobility and the allure of the highway, the re-emergence of the counterculture outlaw/antihero, and the confounding issues surrounding masculinity, love, sex and marriage that resulted in soaring divorce rates, a male rebellion against traditional roles, and the concurrent emergence of a feminist movement.  As would be expected with issues this large and all-encompassing, I found myself delving into the works of historians and sociologists of all stripes, authors of women’s studies, and others.

In addition, readings in the history of country music and rock and roll contributed to an understanding of the changes in these genres’ performance styles and instrumentation from the 1930s through the 1970s. Experts on the history of sound recording and electronics helped me better understand those key innovations in music listening technology that proved profoundly felicitous to trucker music’s acceptance and popularity, particularly the introduction of mobile stereo cassette systems and citizen’s band radios for autos and trucks.


One cannot explore a worksong genre without understanding the work itself, both from a practical and sociological standpoint. Therefore, much time was put into reading books about the trucking industry– some scholarly and some sensational for maximum popular appeal– to comprehend everything from the occupation’s jargon to its psychological and cultural underpinnings. I am particularly indebted to truckers turned scholars who deciphered the occupational milieu in sociological terms.


Because I make an argument for trucker music’s inclusion in America’s rich tradition of songs about work, it was important to research that tradition: its artifacts, its conventions, and its controversies. This resulted in hours of listening to Library of Congress field recordings and extensive readings in the disciplines of musicology and folklore. All led me to the ultimate conclusion that there is no reason why trucker songs shouldn’t be examined with the same scholarly attention that is devoted to this nation’s coal mining, railroad, cowboy, weaving and sailor songs. 


Why would this subject be important to “non-technical” readers who may not be predisposed to care about this worksong genre? The validity of this effort is based on the assumption that American popular music as cultural artifact both reflects and influences the society from which it springs. What delighted this writer, who was at one time dismissive of what he saw as the “hokey” content and presentation of trucker music, was the manner in which the songs acutely reflected the tensions and contradictions present in the culture at large. When the Willis Brothers quip about needing “forty acres to turn this truck around,” they are, by extension, addressing the anxieties that the average Joes and Joannes were feeling about an increasingly technologically sophisticated world. When Red Simpson exults about “big wheels rollin’ clear and free,” he is echoing the exhilaration of families out on vacation, seeing the USA in their Chevrolets. When C.W. McCall, in the most popular trucker song ever produced, boasts about a convoy “crashin’ the gate doin’ 98,” he is expressing the American public’s frustration with everything from the 55 mile per hour speed limit, to gas rationing, to its general distaste for authority. And when Kate Adams sings plaintively about being lonesome because her truck-drivin’ man has been gone for six days on the road, she is expressing the separation anxiety that millions of American men and women were feeling in the face of divorce, abandonment and the disintegrating family of the late 60s and 70s. This enduring fantasy of the devoted, hard-working trucker and the loyal woman waiting at home– a common theme in gear jammer music– provides a counter-mythos invoked to cling desperately to a traditional male/female ideal in the face of the contradictory currents in marriage and family dynamics during this time. 


A primary motive of this thesis is to resurrect this genre, to reintroduce it to a public that may have forgotten or underestimated its relevance, as well as to introduce it to another public that may be too young to even know of it. These songs remind us of a time when our nation’s optimism was at its apogee, when the possibilities embodied in science and manufacturing seemed unlimited, and the country itself seemed to be thrown wide open again. Trucker music narrates that tale with brio and then, with characteristic grit, rides it through to the end of the road to that place where we began to succumb to national exhaustion and a sense of disintegration.


Ultimately, trucker music’s lyrics are part of a larger story we tell about ourselves as a people. And, as I hope this thesis illustrates, it is a story told with passion, pathos, folly and humor.
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