ERNEST  TAVARES
Ernest Tavares was a phenomenal musician who could successfully play any instrument after familiarizing himself with it for just a few minutes. He professionally played the following: steel guitar/ guitar, upright bass, electric bass, ukulele, flute, clarinet (any size), saxophone (any size), piano, organ, and Hawaiian & Tahitian drums, gourds and rhythm sticks. He was a fine singer, songwriter, arranger, conductor and choreographer. He had a keen understanding of electronics, held a Class ‘A’ Ham Radio Operators license and was an inveterate inventor who patented many of his inventions. He was also a forefather of modern pedal steel guitar design.
When Ernest Arriga Tavares was born on April 29th 1911, on Maui island Hawaii, he was named after Arriga, an ancient king of Portugal, in deference to his paternal ancestry. S.G. Hall of Famer, Freddie Tavares was his younger brother.
By age 9, Ernest was a proficient, self taught, piano player. Whilst a boarding pupil at St Louis Catholic Boys College in Honolulu, for two years from age 12, he was taught to read music and play clarinet, this being his only formal music training.
He also spent a year as a boarder at Kamehameha Boys School in Honolulu, but received most of his schooling on Maui. Not being academically inclined, Ernest often played hooky from school with his childhood sweetheart Lydia Dolim, exploring the island’s many coves and caves, or swimming with multi Olympic gold medalist swimmer Johnny Weissmuller - who later became ‘Tarzan1 in movies.
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At age 15/ Ernest built his first radio transceiver/ with a maze of subsidiary aerials attached to upright lengths of lead water piping positioned around the garden of the family home. Excited shrieks, coming from Ernest’s upstairs bedroom, alerted the family to his first answered transmission to distant New York. Being a Ham Radio buff was a lifetime hobby that Ernest shared with his friend, S.G. Hall of Famer Alvino Rey, who has also held a Class A operators license since age 15.
On completing an automotive engineering course at Meales College in San Francisco, 18 year old Ernest Tavares headed for Eureka, California, to make his fortune as a musician. Such aspirations surely withered when, on his first night in his first job, in a honky-tonk, he had to play piano continuously for 7 hours. A year later he went to Las Vegas, getting a job as pianist in a high-class brothel. After spending the next couple of years playing piano in various Nevada clubs, Ernest returned home to Maui, where he married Lydia Dolim in 1933.
Ernest played piccolo in the Maui brass band and also taught piano, but that was not lucrative. He lacked patience with his reluctant young pupils, telling their parents not to continue wasting their money and his time trying to teach them; yet if a pupil was keen and showed aptitude, he would devote his time to teaching them without payment.
In 1935, Ernest joined Harry Owens Royal Hawaiian orchestra, playing alto & baritone sax, clarinet and flute. His brother Freddie was the orchestras steel guitarist. When Owens temporarily disbanded early 1941, Ernest relocated to Palm Springs with Lydia and their young son Jan, going into partnership with Owens original drummer, Joe Felix, in a night club they named The Waikiki. Lydia was one of the hula dancers in their Hawaiian show. As business dropped/ due to the war, the Tavares family moved to Los Angeles in 1942, Ernest working for the rest of the war years as an engineer at radio station KFI.
Permanently working the ‘graveyard1 shift at KFI enabled Ernest to continue his music career, by doing afternoon recording sessions and evening engagements before starting his shift. He taught himself to play steel guitar in ‘42, on a bakelite Rickenbacker, and late that year began playing the instrument in an Hawaiian trio led by Charlie Opunui, for regular bookings in a club on Hollywood Boulevard. Bernie Kaai made up the trio and four months later became their steel guitarist, Ernest changing to upright bass after bitterly complaining about the Rickenbacker’s thin chords, and telling his wife, “I’m not playing that ping-ping, one tune thing anymore”.
If anything dissatisfied Ernest Tavares, he sorted it out! He had designed and built the amplifier he used with the Rickenbacker, and patented radio component inventions. He was familiar with Alvino Rey’s Gibson Autoharp and some other existing pedal steel guitars, but considered being locked into a set tuning restricted the instruments chordal possibilities.
Ernest envisaged a steel guitar on which a full range of fat chords could be played fluidly, so the instrument could be used in any sphere of music - from pop to symphonies. Thus, in 1943, he designed a unique instrument that would meet his criteria. Due to restricted use of metals during the war years, and lack of space to build anything in his tiny apartment, Ernest had to wait three years before building his pedal steel guitar.
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In January 1946, the Tavares family moved to a house in North Hollywood. Ernest built shelving for his vast record collection. He owned one of the most extensive private collections of modern classics in the world at the time/ numbering over five thousand records. He started playing upright bass for Monogram movie studios, while continuing his other varied session work, and played Hawaiian clubs. Also, during 1946, Ernest built his pedal steel guitar, assisted by his brother-in-law, fellow Hawaiian George Serreno.
Lydia Tavares recalls. “Ernie and George built the steel guitar in our living room and back yard in 1946. It took some months, because they made it in their spare time. I remember the night it was finished. I don’t know the date. George was there with his wife Hannah, who was Ernie’s sister. First Ernie played chords, and then he played Hawaiian melodies. I could not believe that ugly instrument could sound so pretty. The music was full with chords and flowed so sweetly”. Lydia is certain the instrument was completed a month or two before Christmas 1946. Ernest began playing it professionally early 1947.
Though the instrument was a weird looking contraption, it was so robust and reliable that Ernest continued to play it until his retirement over 30 years later. Shortly after his death in 1986, it was sold to an unknown man.
Thanks to Vince Akina, a West Coast based Hawaiian musician who worked extensively with Ernest over a twenty five year period, technical data of Ernest Tavares’ pedal steel guitar is known. During the ‘50s, Vince built himself a pedal steel on the same principle as Ernest’s, though with aluminum foot pedals, ball-bearings in the pedal hinges and, instead of link chaining to a pulley, used threaded pedal rods to a bell-crank and solid linkage. Vince also used Ernest’s string configuration.
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Basically/ Ernest Tavares’s instrument could not be played without at least one foot pedal being depressed, though generally 2 or 3 were depressed simultaneously. It had 6 strings and 6 foot pedals - one pedal per string, pre-set to raise that strings pitch one half tone. There were rollers on the bridge. Ernest’s string configuration, from the lowest, was: B flat. D flat. E. G. B flat. D.
The foot pedals were mounted, side by side, onto a solid piece of plywood measuring about 24 x 36 inches, which rested on the floor. The pedals were wooden, about 12 inches long, and narrow so that Ernest could cover 3 pedals with one foot. Each pedal was hinged under the heel end, the hinge plate being secured to the plywood base-board. When a pedal was depressed, its toe end touched the base-board. Brass link chaining (toilet chain) was connected at one end to the toe end of the foot pedal, at the other end to a pulley system. As the tension was  pre-set by adjusting a fine-thread screw on the lever to raise string pitch one half tone only, the link chaining remained permanently connected to the pedal and pulley. The pulley system was the same as that used over a decade later in some FENDER pedal steel guitar models. Ernest patented his tuning method.
Packing this pedal steel up after playing took 5 minutes. The instrument was removed from its adapted keyboard stand and slid into a three sided wooden carrying case. The plywood base-board, with pedals and link chaining in situ, was lifted and turned to become the remaining side of the carrying case, being clipped into position. Ernest wore thumb and 3 finger picks and controlled the swell with his little finger around the volume control.
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Ernest’s first recordings using his pedal steel were 1947 radio transcriptions, recorded in Hollywood, with The Harmony Hawaiians. One track from these transcriptions is included on a 1999 released compilation CD. ‘HAWAIIAN MEMORIES (rare transcription discs 1936-1947)’. (HARLEQUIN HQ CD 130)
While Ernest was playing pedal steel with the Charlie Opunui Trio at the Aloha Club one night in July ‘47, the conductor of the Burbank Symphony Orchestra dropped in for a drink. Impressed by Ernest’s steel guitar virtuosity, he wanted to feature Ernest playing the instrument in the Burbank Symphony the following month. The timing was wrong, as Ernest had already booked his passage to Hawaii, to introduce his new instrument to his fellow Hawaiians through bookings at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, Honolulu. (See reports in HONOLULU STAR BULLETIN, August 14th 1947, and HONOLULU ADVERTISER, August 17th 1947). Ernest returned to Hawaii for a further three months engagements in August 1948.
He first played pedal steel on TV in a series of Hawaiian shows recorded in Hollywood and screened from early 1949, titled ‘Paul Page’s South Sea Serenade’. From early 1949 until the summer of ‘50 - when Herb Remington replaced him - Ernest Tavares played pedal steel with T. Texas Tyler & His Western Dance Band. With Tyler he played on ‘Range Round Up’ TV show. A January llth 1950 NBC Radio broadcast of a Riverside Rancho, LA, show by T. Texas Tyler & His Western Dance Band, is available on CD. Apart from playing back-up steel, Ernest leads the band on two swinging instrumentals on this CD, ‘The Johnson Rag’ & ‘Panhandle Rag’. The CD also contains an Ernest Tubb ‘Checkerboard Jamboree’ show broadcast live from Nashville on November 23rd 1946. ERNEST TUBB/T. TEXAS TYLER. (RADIOLA CDMR1141)
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In 1952, Ernest designed and started to build a second pedal steel, this one having a cable system and double push pedal action to raise the pitch through a half tone to one full tone. He experienced problems with this design. Added tension on the nut, when raising the pitch the extra half tone, caused string breakage. Also, because he again used a string set up requiring depressing 2 or 3 pedals together, thinking which pedal needed an extra push would require too much of the musicians concentration. Ernest left the problems unresolved, and when his brother Freddie was working with Leo Fender, he told Ernest, “If you’re not going to develop that pedal steel guitar, I will.” Ernest gave Freddie the blueprint and the instrument was developed by the Fender Company.
Ernest played pedal steel with The South Sea Islanders, formed in 1954 by Vince Akina, in their very professional Hawaiian/Tahitian shows. Freddie Tavares played guitar in the group, swapping to steel guitar when Ernest was unavailable for bookings. The South Sea Islanders recorded a set of 3 highly sought after 78s, titled DANCES OF HAWAII (ANCIENT & MODERN). (BOWMAR EDUCATION RECORDS HDl, HD2, HD3) also a great LP titled HUKILAU HULAS YOL 2. (CRESCENDO GNP003). This album, together with a compilation HUKILAU HULAS VOL 1, has now been issued as a double CD. HUKILAU HULAS. (CRESCENDO CD GNPD35) European distributors BEAR FAMILY RECORDS.
Also, on CD & cassette, is a 1962 instrumental album recorded by Ernest using the alias DUKE KAMOKU & HIS ISLANDERS. ‘GOLDEN HAWAIIAN HITS’. CD.(CRESCENDO GNPD-73) cassette (GNP-73) This is a fine example of the Tavares brothers musicianship. Ernest plays pedal steel throughout. Freddie plays bass, ukulele & guitar, and on ‘Sweet Leilani1 plays pedal steel on one chorus, then duets with Ernest on the final chorus.
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Ernest was an active member of the Polynesian Society in California and recorded with many fellow West Coast based Hawaiians. All were fine singers and multi-instrumentalists who recorded, performed live and on Telescriptions, in various aggregations. Ernest played upright bass on one or two of Sol Hoopii’s singles.
Harry Owens briefly came out of retirement to put together a troupe of 12 Hawaiian singers, dancers and musicians for a four week contract at the Tropicana, Las Vegas, starting September 1957. Ernest played pedal steel and headed the other musicians, who were Bernie Kaai - guitar, Joe Ortiga - Spanish guitar, Vince Akina - upright bass, George Kainapau - ukulele. The show was so successful it ran for 6 months.
For 8 years, from 1965, Ernest led his own 12 piece Hawaiian stage show. They had residencies at the Riverside Hotel and The Mapes in Reno, and the Tropicana in Las Vegas, and toured the show through the West Coast to Washington State. Ernest stipulated that each of the female hula dancers must be over 6ft tall. Bobby Gentry was bass player and female singer until she signed to Capitol to record her million selling ‘Ode To Billy Joe’ in July 1967.
Ernest played a wide variety of music on pedal steel. He played on the ‘Singing Rails’ TV series that promoted Union Pacific Railways. With his own small orchestra he played popular standards and modern classics. As a soloist, with is own backing tapes, he played a mixture of styles, as he also did as a solo keyboard and Farfisa organ player. He played numerous instruments on many movie soundtracks. He, his brother Freddie and Vince Akina, portrayed Mexican musicians in some Western movies. If they had played on the soundtrack/ they would deliberately mime to different instruments on screen.
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Ernest loved jazz and played sax’ & clarinet in a jazz band that regularly played the Hollywood Palladium. He told his agent never to get him more rock work after the producer on his one rock session told him he played guitar too well and must ‘dirty’ it for that work.
He learnt musical arrangement and composition as taught by Ed Ross, protégé of Rimsky-Korsakov, and studied modern classics of Wagner, Grieg, Ravel, Rimsky-Korsakov and Tchaikovsky. He enjoyed attending performances by orchestras at the Hollywood Bowl, but his wife got no enjoyment accompanying him as, from start to finish, Ernest muttered about the slightest imperfection in the conducting, or in the playing by the individual musicians.
Ernest played music every day. During the ‘50s the family moved to Sun Valley, California, and after his retirement Ernest would spend his days in his large music room/studio. There he would compose and, on reel-to-reel tape, make wonderful private recordings. There are tapes of him singing his own songs, accompanying himself on organ with full rhythm backing, one stirring patriotic song worthy of being the USA national anthem, also tapes of him playing his own waltzes and songs from musicals on piano.
A rare gem is a demo for an album featuring the instrumental trio of Ernest - pedal steel, John Hastings - harp, Vince Akina - upright bass. Contents include Christmas songs and old favorites ‘I’ll Get By’ ‘Am I Blue’ ‘Bells Of St Mary’s’ and other goodies. MCA was interested in signing the trio and releasing the album, but wanted to showcase the trio at a large venue. Johnny Hastings was nervous and pulled out. If the occasional distortion on this old tape could be rectified, these recordings should be commercially released. The pedal steel and harp sound so good together, and the wonderful, innovative, full chordal playing on pedal steel by Ernest has to be heard to be believed.
Ernest was forthright and did not suffer fools in silence. He also had a gentle side, as evidenced in the moving love songs he wrote. He never forgot the Catholic Brother who gave him his musical grounding, and he was a devoted family man, annually hosting a gathering of the Tavares clan, at which every member entertained, regardless of age. A keen horticulturist, he filled the garden of his first marital home, in Hawaii, exclusively with blue flowers. In California, he grew and exhibited prize roses.
The need to perform in public lingered after Ernest retired and he occasionally gigged playing his Farfisa electronic organ. He was negotiating a Wurlitzer sponsorship deal when he was taken ill. Ernest died a week later, following a heart attack, on February 16th 1986, aged 75 years.
Following cremation in California, the ashes of Ernest Arriga Tavares were laid to rest in a tiny crypt at the foot of his mother’s grave in the Tavares family graveyard of Pookela church in the beautiful foothills of Maui, Hawaii.
Ernest & Lydia’s son, Jan has recently taken up singing. Their grand-daughter, Christine is an accomplished pianist and is also the singer in the San Louis Obispol College Jazz Band. The Tavares musical dynasty continues.
(Compiled by Lorraine Lewin. 1999)
