
W
HA

T P
EO

PL
E A

RE
 SA

YI
NG “ It was lovely to be 

in a radio control 
room watching Gamble 
Rogers record music and 
talk segments. He always 
sent a smile right through 
the glass.”

—Noah Adams, former cohost, NPR’s All 
Things Considered

“A work of profound 
 insight, hypnotic 
storytelling, and poetic 
style. It is the story of one 
artist’s commitment to his 
craft and passion but also a glimpse into a 
creative, alternative America. It offers indis-
pensable clues into the mysteries of Rog-
ers’s life, his art and all art, and the indefin-
able spirit of his country.”

—David Masciotra, author of Mellencamp: American Troubadour
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The music, magic, rapture, courage, 
compassion, and humor: Horovitz 

tells the whole story of Florida’s greatest 
troubadour.”

—Bob Patterson, author of Forgotten Tales of Florida

“A book like this should have been written 
long ago. Horovitz shows why Florida’s 
greatest troubadour remains so revered 
more than a quarter century after his 
untimely and tragic passing.”

—Bob Kealing, author of Elvis Ignited: The Rise of an Icon in Florida

“Preserves the legacy of Gamble Rogers. An 
important addition to the chronicles of folk 
music in the United States.”

—Diane Diekman, author of Live Fast, Love Hard: The Faron Young Story
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Bruce Horovitz

is an award-winning journalist and an entrepreneur with 
extensive experience in the nonprofit and business com-
munities. He is a graduate of Boston University’s School of 
Public Communication. This is his first book. He lives with 
his family in Jacksonville, Florida, where he serves on sev-
eral nonprofit boards while pursuing his musical interests 
by playing in two bands.
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What inspired you to write about Gamble Rogers’s life? 

A chance encounter with Gamble’s childhood best friend set me on my own 
journey to discover as much as I could about the legendary singer-songwriter. 
Much to my surprise nothing had been written in book form. It became my 
passion to tell his remarkable life story.

Did you ever get the chance to see him perform live?

It’s hard to believe I never saw Gamble perform even though I frequented 
many of his performing venues like Applejacks, only a short distance from my 
home in Jacksonville, Florida.  I used the book as an opportunity to rediscover 
what I missed.

Gamble came from a family of prestigious architects and 
scholars. Who cultivated his interest in music?  

His father, a renowned architect, was an accomplished musician with a great 
appreciation for the banjo and guitar. Gamble was fond of saying the reason 
he became a folksinger was because of the way his mother looked at his father 
“when he played that thing.”
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As someone who grew up around nature and felt a deep 
love for it, Gamble lamented the rapid growth Florida  
underwent during the creation of the Kennedy Space 
Center and Disney World. What actions did he take to 
help preserve the natural environment?   

Gamble made a point of lobbying for legislation to protect Florida’s environ-
ment. His mythical Oklawaha County was so named in order to bring atten-
tion to the Ocklawaha River which was of great importance to him. He used 
his platform as an entertainer to shed light on Florida’s environmental issues.

At first, Gamble’s performance consisted of singing and 
guitar playing. It wasn’t until years later that he added 
storytelling to his repertoire, creating fictional characters 
and locations. How were these stories first received, and 
how did he come up with them?  

Gamble was a great observer of people and took interest in their thoughts, 
their fears, and their hopes. His characters were based on real-life encounters 
from his childhood in Winter Park, Florida, and from summers spent on the 
family farm in the rural hills of the Nacoochee Valley in Georgia.

What songs or stories of his would you recommend for 
those unfamiliar with his work?  

Gamble’s live performance CD “Oklawaha County Laissez -Faire” is a great  
example of his rapid fire repertoire, complete with hilarious front porch 
monologues, beautiful ballads, and intricate fingerpicking interludes.

Are there any contemporary artists you think could  
become the next Gamble Rogers? 

What makes Gamble so unique is that no one has ever attempted to copy or 
imitate his style either during his lifetime or in the more than 25 years since 
his heroic death. He was fond of saying “When your work speaks for itself, 
don’t interrupt.”
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What were some of the most significant facts you learned 
about Gamble that you did not previously know?  Did  
anything you discovered change your perspective on him 
as a man or musician?  

While I knew of Gamble’s reputation as a prolific songwriter, musician, and 
storyteller, I discovered it was Gamble’s compassion and uncanny ability to 
connect with those who needed comfort that set him apart. He was the  
consummate Southern gentleman and humanitarian. In the end, he gave his 
life to save a stranger. 

What are you working on next? 

There are so many great stories out there. I love to discover those gems, like 
Gamble Rogers, whose compelling stories have yet to be told to the public at 
large. I’ve got a few more in mind.

What’s your favorite Gamble Rogers quote?

“Never talk metric to decent folk.”
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3
Bruce McEwan loves to ask a trick question. The retired attorney 
and former state legislator from Orlando, with a cigar in hand, pulls 
out a slightly wrinkled black and white photograph of two babies in 
diapers and asks, “Want to guess who this is?”
 To the uninitiated the photograph seems innocuous enough. But 
to McEwan, it’s a treasured artifact that’s a gateway to a historic and 
deeply personal past. “That’s Gamble Rogers and me . . . only back 
then he was Jimmy.”
 Long before he was to establish himself as Florida’s troubadour, 
James Gamble Rogers IV was simply known as Jimmy.
 (The name James Gamble Rogers III was given to the grandson 
of James Gamble Rogers I.) Bruce McEwan was Jimmy’s first friend. 
They shared a lot more than the early photograph. McEwan’s father 
was the physician who delivered Jimmy Rogers on January 31, 1937, 
and Jimmy’s father, Gamble II, was the architect who designed the 
McEwan family home in Orlando.
 “I guess it was pretty well assumed when we were kids that Jimmy 
would be an architect just like his father and I would be a physician 
just like my dad,” McEwan said. “That’s just what you did back then.”
 Fate and circumstances would dictate something very different. The 
two would remain good friends until the tragic ending at the Flagler 
Beach state park. Fifty-five years after they were photographed together 
in diapers, McEwan had the bittersweet role of cosponsoring legisla-
tion to rename the park in memory of his lifelong friend.
 “He was a gentleman and a gentle man,” said McEwan.

proof
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 Bruce McEwan may have been Jimmy’s first friend, but no one 
knew him better or spent more time with Jimmy growing up than 
his own brother Jack. John Hopewell Rogers was born on December 
17, 1938. Known as Jack, he and Jimmy shared a room before they at-
tended college at the University of Virginia. Jack became a successful 
architect in his own right, working with the family firm in Winter Park 
until he retired.
 It’s been said if you want to know what Gamble Rogers sounded 
like, spend a few minutes talking with his brother, Jack. Their voices 
are nearly indistinguishable, as are their many physical similarities. 
Jack speaks in a comfortable but measured tone that exudes warmth. 
His smile is not forced. Like his folk singing brother, Jack seems to 
have an appreciation for life’s ironies. He also likes to tell stories, es-
pecially when it comes to family stories.
 Initially the two boys lived at Four Winds, the provincial cottage 
on the Isle of Sicily. In 1941 a seventeen-acre parcel known as Temple 
Grove became available in the heart of Winter Park. The property was 
so named because of the presence of the flavorful temple orange, a 
tangerine-orange cross that grew in the grove.
 The boys’ mother, Evelyn, took an immediate interest in the prop-
erty. Her husband, now deeply ensconced in building his architecture 
practice, felt the property was well beyond the family’s financial reach. 
He was, however, respectful of Evelyn’s sheer will and determination.
 Jack retells the story as told to him: “My father gave my mother per-
mission to talk to the property’s owner, Mrs. Dorsey, probably thinking 
that was the end of it. So, my mother went over and sat under the live 
oak tree that’s still on the property and began the conversation by ask-
ing Mrs. Dorsey what she wanted.”
 The result was an arrangement by which the young Rogers family 
would move into the one-story house on Temple Grove in exchange for 
managing the orange trees, selling the fruit, and endorsing the checks 
over to Mrs. Dorsey until the property was paid for in full.
 “Needless to say, my father was caught off guard by the whole ar-
rangement,” said Jack. The Four Winds home on the Isle of Sicily 
where they were now living had help launch Gamble II’s architecture 
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career. Now he was about to move into a little turn-of-the-century frame 
cottage with two bedrooms, a kitchen, a living room, and a screened-in 
porch. On the other hand, the property had a sizable orange grove in 
the middle of Winter Park, fronting Lake Osceola.
 The family moved into the small house at Temple Grove, where they 
lived until 1948, when Gamble II built a larger, Greek Revival home on 
the property. He and Evelyn remained at Temple Grove for the rest of 
their lives.
 Temple Grove is also where Jimmy and Jack Rogers were raised un-
til they left for college. “As kids, we had a lot of freedom,” recalled Jack. 
“By the time we were ten, we could be out on the lake independently. 
We could literally leave the house after breakfast and come back at 
suppertime.”
 Bruce McEwan remembered the nights he slept over at Jimmy’s. 
“We had a lot more freedom at his house than I did at mine. We would 
sleep over in a room just off the main house with no parents telling us 
what we could and couldn’t do. We were good boys, but you know . . .”
 In spite of the freedom, the lines of demarcation were clear in the 
Rogers’s home. Gamble II was completely focused on and dedicated 
to his architecture practice. When the events of World War II virtually 
shut down the construction industry, he temporarily suspended opera-
tions at his Winter Park office and opted for service with the Corps of 
Engineers, followed by a brief stint in Pensacola with Smith Shipyards, 
which was building tankers and landing craft for the military. When 
Gamble II reopened the office in Winter Park in 1945, his rapid ascen-
sion as a highly respected architect demanded his full attention. He 
was all nuts and bolts and completely focused on his professional life.
 Evelyn was clearly the family matriarch. She created the home and 
orchestrated the various details of family life.
 “She didn’t mind much if Jimmy and I fought with each other,” said 
Jack. “She just never wanted to come home to find out we were fight-
ing on different sides. She was very much Old South, in that families 
were tight and they always held together.”
 While she was not in the family business, Evelyn Rogers was a lover 
of antiques and built her own reputation as an interior decorator, doing 
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work in the Orlando Federal Savings and Loan building. Her family 
heritage was her love for land, an appreciation for proper furnishings, 
and her role as the heart of the family unit.
 Meanwhile, Jimmy and Jack were as close as brothers could be. In 
lieu of an allowance the boys were allowed to pick oranges from the 
grove and sell them to local grocery stores.
 “We were competitive until we were old enough to hurt each other,” 
remembered Jack.
 “Since we always shared a room, Jimmy and I had the opportunity 
to grow up together listening to the radio, at night, turning out the 
light, and seeing the images on the ceiling of what was on the radio.”
 Among the stations they listened to was Cincinnati’s WCKY with its 
popular program Country Music Jamboree. There wasn’t a television set 
in the Rogers family home at Temple Grove until the early 1970s.
 “We were focused on reading, music, and storytelling,” recalled 
Jack.
 If there was a family interest beyond the growing architecture busi-
ness, it was an appreciation for the great outdoors and a love of music. 
Like he did during his days at Dartmouth, Gamble II continued to play 
the piano and the tenor banjo for family and friends. He had developed 
an acute musical ear.
 “He could hear someone in another room hit a wrong chord, go in 
and correct them, and then go right back to reading the paper,” said 
Jack.
 For Jimmy, listening to his father play the banjo would have a pro-
found impact. He was clearly paying attention to every detail, even to 
the way his father would carefully remove the instrument from what 
he described as its “beguiling casement with alligator texture and sil-
ver clasps.” Years later, as an established performer, he would tell his 
audiences he chose to become a guitar player because of the way his 
mother looked at his father when he played that “thing.”
 Following their father’s interest, both Jimmy and Jack took to play-
ing stringed instruments. Jimmy started with the ukulele, played the 
mandolin, and eventually became serious with the guitar. Jack took up 
the baritone ukulele. Their first public performance was at the holiday 
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Christmas party for Orlando Federal Savings and Loan. Their father 
was designing buildings for the bank. The boys performed mostly 
country songs and folk ballads as well as some of the songs taught to 
them by their father, including “Samson and Delilah” and “Kipling’s 
Lady.”
 It was, by most accounts, a fairly typical childhood in the 1940s and 
early 1950s. There were girls, parties, music, and school.
 Socially, Jimmy showed no signs of being an extrovert or someone 
who would one day command the attention of an adoring public. If 
anything, he was somewhat modest and reserved, as recalled by Syd 
Chase, a childhood acquaintance of both Jimmy and Bruce McEwan. 
“He was not a loud, boisterous individual,” Chase said. “He was a very 
polite, civil person who always appeared to be relaxed and totally under 
control.”
 There was certainly no indication that the high school escapades of 
some of Jimmy’s classmates at Winter Park High School would one 
day make their way into the annals of Florida folklore, such as the 
humorous yet macabre Maitland turkey farm massacre.
 The story’s protagonist, Hutto Proudfoot, is based on Jimmy’s real-
life best friend in high school, whose nickname was “The Bear.” As the 
story goes, Hutto

pulled up adjacent to the teeming turkey pens on the eve of Thanks-

giving, leaned out of his rump sprung Henry J. automobile and blew 

three authoritative toots on a tin plated police whistle, causing the 

somnolent and semi comatose birds amassed there in holiday pro-

fusion to rouse themselves, poking their heads up periscope-wise 

to discover the source of the disturbance. Whereupon our young 

pilgrim leaned carefully out his rusted chariot with an unplugged 

J.C. Higgins 10-gauge goose gun with which he slew 497 birds. This 

was referred to thereafter by the chroniclers of our community des-

tiny as the Great Maitland Turkey Farm Massacre of Nineteen and 

Fifty-Three.

The Thanksgiving tale is included as a selection in the 1982 book Every 

Night at Five: Susan Stamberg’s All Things Considered Book.
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 Other Winter Park landmarks, images, and people from Jimmy’s 
childhood resurfaced more than twenty years later in vignettes of 
nostalgia to amuse and entertain audiences: Saturday matinees at the 
Baby Grand Theater at 122 South Park Street, decorated in “renais-
sance redneck”; Trudy Butram, the high school prom queen in the an-
gora sweater who was a “teenage princess, sovereign subject of a hun-
dred million fervent postpubescent ruminations and fantasies”; and of 
course Miss Eulalah Singleterry, the six and a half foot tall homeroom 
teacher “who loomed above us like a myopic praying mantis.”
 As a teenager in Winter Park, Jimmy was considered to be a good 
athlete. He loved to water ski on the lake and participated in high school 
sports. On one occasion, while attempting to break the school’s record 
in the high jump, he went over the bar and missed the pit, landing on 
his tailbone. He had trouble walking for several days. After visits to a 
number of specialists, Jimmy was seen by his general practitioner, who 
diagnosed him with an adolescent arthritis that, without treatment, 
could eventually result in the fusing of his spine. The diagnosis was 
found to be independent of the high-jump injury. It was a condition 
that would plague him for the rest of his life.
 In high school, it meant the end of all athletic activities and an af-
ternoon ritual of coming home and lying down on the floor under a 
semicircular stainless steel reflector with light bulbs inside to gener-
ate heat. While his peers spent time at various after-school activities, 
Jimmy spent his afternoons prone on the floor reading anything he 
could get his hands on and practicing the guitar. “More signs of a mis-
spent youth” is how he later described these years.
 He read just about anything, from the classics to the massive Web-
ster’s Dictionary in his family’s home. He was warned to keep his 
back straight for fear of having his spine fused. At the time, Jimmy 
was close to achieving his Eagle Scout Badge from the Boy Scouts. He 
lacked only the completion of the athletic merit badge. When the troop 
leader offered to make an exception due to his back condition, Jimmy 
would have nothing of it. If he couldn’t complete it like everyone else, 
he wouldn’t accept the badge.
 It was part of a selfless character trait that was already starting to 
emerge.
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 “If there was a harder way to do something, Jimmy would usually 
find it,” said Jack. “He was very independent and not particularly con-
cerned with what other people thought.”
 The physical limitations of his back condition did not deter Jimmy’s 
academic success or popularity at Winter Park High School. He was 
the senior class president, a member of the National Honor Society, 
and the associate editor of the school’s yearbook. He might have been 
elected Student Council president if he hadn’t voted for his opponent.
 “Being the gentleman he was, he voted for the other guy,” remem-
bered Jack. “He figured the other guy was going to vote for him anyway 
and they would cancel each other out.” Turns out his opponent voted 
for himself, resulting in a tie. Jimmy eventually lost by one vote in the 
runoff.
 “It was characteristic of him putting other people first,” said Jack. 
“Maybe it was a kind of chivalry or something else. He just wasn’t go-
ing to put himself on center stage. It showed up all the way back then.”
 His southern charm and chivalry did not go unnoticed by Joan 
Abendroth (married name Pratt), the school’s valedictorian and Jim-
my’s date to the senior prom. “He was a very proper gentleman,” she 
said. “He was so creative and funny, and he loved sharing his talent 
with all of us.”
 There were frequent parties at Temple Grove. “The house was al-
ways open to lots of kids and to having a good time,” Joan remem-
bered. Inevitably the parties ended with Jimmy and Jack playing music 
and everyone singing along.
 The trappings of his upper-middle-class upbringing seemed to mat-
ter little, Joan recalled. “He had zero patience with snobbery,” she said. 
“He would be as kind to a gardener as to someone in high social stand-
ing in Winter Park. He just never thought someone’s social standing 
was all that important. It was more about the person and trying to 
connect with them.”
 She continued, “He was a keen observer of people, and I can say 
in the years I knew him, he never deliberately hurt anyone. He was 
always wanting to help people in a kind and gentle manner.”
 The night of the high school prom, Joan hosted a pre-prom party 
at her house. All the guests arrived dressed for the prom, except for 
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Jimmy, who was a no-show. “He finally called and said the cleaners had 
lost his tuxedo pants and he was desperately trying to find a new pair 
of pants,” she remembered. “I told him just find a pair of black pants 
because everyone else was here.” Jimmy arrived shortly thereafter in a 
newfound pair of pants and holding a beautiful black orchid in hand. 
“I was just awed,” she said.
 By the end of high school, Jimmy was expanding on the musical 
influences of his father and becoming increasingly proficient with the 
guitar. He was particularly taken with the finger-picking styles of guitar 
legends Merle Travis and Chet Atkins, and he began in earnest to study 
their techniques. Like other teenagers of the day he was mesmerized 
and energized by the charisma of a young Elvis Presley, whom he saw 
perform live at the Orlando Municipal Coliseum in 1953.
 Meanwhile, Jimmy’s daily afternoon back treatments were giving 
him ample time to read. He was developing an appreciation for the 
English language and building an expansive vocabulary that would in 
time become one of his signature traits.
 And he was drawing on the influences and images of his youthful 
summers spent on the family’s farm in the hills of the Nacoochee Val-
ley of Georgia. proof
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