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our stories: CASEY JAMES

Just the beginning of the road:
  Casey James
BY GAIL BENNISON

Photo by Jake Felts/Felts Photography
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 “It felt amazing, and it’s just so good to be home,” 
James said. “I was driving around waiting for the gig and 
thinking, ‘Here I am. I’m actually home.’ I don’t get to 
have that feeling often, and especially having so many 
people coming to support me.”

It’s been a remarkable journey for James, but it’s only 
just the beginning, he said. The 29-year-old down-to-
earth Parker County son takes nothing for granted. “I am 
so blessed, very blessed, and I never forget that for a 
minute,” he said. 

Despite never having seen a single episode of 
American Idol before his audition in Denver, James land-
ed a third place win on the reality TV show’s ninth season 
just two years ago.

In August 2010, after performing on the American 
Idols LIVE! tour with the other top 10 “Idols,” James 
signed a record deal with Sony Music Nashville and 19 
Recordings/BNA Records. He released his first single, Let’s 
Don’t Call It a Night on August 15, 2011. It sold 5,000 
copies in one week. His self-titled debut CD was released 
three days before this concert at Billy Bob’s. James 
co-wrote nine of the eleven tracks. 

His favorite song on the album changes multiple times 
every day, James said. “Every single one of them has been 
my favorite at some point. I sit and listen to it and think, 
‘Oh, I love this song, and then I’ll love the next one. I 
love them all,’” he said. “I did put a lot of effort into it.”

 Sometimes people will focus on the lyrics and some-
times they focus on the music, James says. For him, it’s 
always been a combination of the two, and the way he 
wanted it to feel. “In the end, it got there. I’m really proud 
of it and I’m happy, and I don’t feel like I’ll ever look 
back and regret any of the choices that I made musically 
or lyrically.”

James performed most of the songs of the album at 
Billy Bob’s, along with a sprinkling of several songs like 
Long Tall Texan, Poke Salad Annie, throughout his perfor-
mance. He has fun on the stage, and the audience loves 
him. 

As he changes from one guitar to the next, James 
engages with the people he’s entertaining, “You don’t 
want it to be separated,” he says. “You don’t want to 
be standing up there and not feel connected. You want 
everybody to leave saying, ‘That just happened and I was 
part of it. It was an experience. It wasn’t just me sitting 
there watching a show.”

He doesn’t forget his audience after the show is over. 
More than 500 fans patiently stood in line to say hello, 
get a hug, and have him autograph the new CD. His fans 
are important. He knows that. “Without each and every 
one of them, it’s not what it needs to be,” James said. “I 

When Casey James walked out on the stage at Billy Bob’s 
Texas on March 23, the excitement in the audience was 
palpable. It’s doubtful that anyone was more excited 

than the entertainer himself. 

want to do everything I can to make people feel appreci-
ated.”  

As to why James decided to go country with his first 
album, he said that he gets asked that question a lot, and 
he knows where it comes from. “I understand why people 
ask the question,” he said. “I don’t necessarily sing with 
an accent, which a lot of people would. If you do that, 
people would assume you’re country. If you don’t, they 
don’t assume that.” 

James says that the record fills in the blanks. “I think 
when people listen to the record, they get it. I’m doing 
exactly what I did on the show, but it is country. It really 
is.”

James says that the lane was picked by the music. “If 
the record would fit in a blues or rock or rap category, 
that’s where it would sit, and that’s where it was going to 
be. What I’m trying to say is that it would be like putting 
the egg before the chicken. The music is what it is, and I 
didn’t pick a lane accordingly.” 

James didn’t want to audition for American Idol. 
“Mom got me a truck and told me to go to Denver, so I 
did,” he said.  He stayed with his great-aunt Shirley and 
his great-uncle Jerry during the audition process. Jerry and 
Shirley Bybee live in Loveland, Colorado.

 “He wasn’t too keen on the whole American Idol 
audition idea,” Shirley said. “But he did it anyway.” 

Uncle Jerry says that Casey was exactly the same 
person then as you see now. “He had the same passion 
sitting and playing in my living room,” Jerry said. “He’s 
still the same down-to-earth person.” 

Casey James was born in Plano on May 31, 1982. His 
parents divorced when he was four, and his brother Billy 
Cole (BC) was 11. Their mother, Debra James, moved the 
boys to Cool so they would be close to their extended 
family. “We all lived on about 40 acres, and were like the 
Waltons,” she said. “The boys played on the land, and 
had fire cracker fights and did all the things we told them 
not to do.” 

She said that it wasn’t easy being a single parent and 
living on a nurse’s salary, but looking back on the times, 
she wouldn’t have raised them any other way. “We didn’t 
have a lot of stuff, and I’m not ashamed to say that I 
bought things at resale stores,” she said. “We had a TV 
but it didn’t have any channels that we could get. If I 
spent any money, it was on musical stuff. Oh, and cars. 
Our family loves cars,” she said, laughing. 

The musical apple didn’t fall far from the James family 
tree.

Debra works as a clinical supervisor at Guardian 
Health Care, and she also is an exceptional musician, 
singer and songwriter. She plays piano, guitar, autoharp 
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romance maker
The Watercolors of charles m. russell
Special exhibition on view through May 13 

Experience Russell’s unforgettable images of the 
mythic American frontier. admission is free.
 
Purchase the spirit of the West with the beautiful exhibition catalogue, 
available from the Museum Store + Café.  
 
Romance Maker: The Watercolors of Charles M. Russell is organized by the Amon 
Carter Museum of American Art. The exhibition and publication are generously 
supported by BNSF Railway, the Sid Richardson Foundation, Mr. and Mrs. Trevor 
Rees-Jones, the Erwin E. Smith Foundation, the Lakeside Foundation, and the 
Peters Family Art Foundation. 

Charles M. Russell (1864–1926), Watching for the Smoke Signal (detail), 1907, 
Amon Carter Museum of American Art

and mandolin. 
Casey plays guitar and mandolin 

on her CD titled Cross That Line and 
he sings back-up vocals. He takes 
the lead role on the last track singing 
Talk about Suffering, a gospel song 
that Debra taught him when he was 
a little boy. Debra is recording her 
second CD, which is as yet untitled. 
BC is an accomplished bass player, 
and he plays bass on several of her 
new songs. Kwin Smith, who is a 
professional musician in Weatherford, 
also contributed to the new CD as a 
bassist.  

Debra and her boys played in 
a family band when Casey and BC 
were younger. “When I think about 
it, it’s shocking that we did that,” 
she said. “Boys want to be cool, and 
having your mother in a band with 
you is not very cool.” 

Debra says that Casey was a 
natural musician. He first picked up 
a guitar when he was about 13. The 
following year, he was playing on 
stage. 

Before American Idol, James 
played with his band, The Casey 

James Band, consisting of James, 
his brother, BC, and Jacy McCann. 
They recorded four songs, including 
the first song that James ever wrote, 
Freezing, back in 2002.

“Casey and I played at the city 
swimming pool in Mineral Wells 
one time,” BC begins one of many 
humorous stories of their band days. 
“It was very odd that they would 
have us play at a city pool, being that 
there’s a large body of water there 
and everything we had was electric. 
There were puddles everywhere. We 
didn’t care, though. We just wanted a 
place to play. The drummer we had at 
the time was a lifeguard or manager 
or something. I think that’s how it all 
came about.”

At that juncture, Casey was the 
band’s lead guitarist. He had not 
started to sing in front of people yet. 
“He was a ridiculous rhythm player. 
We were looking for a drummer and 
the singer was just a package deal for 
us,” BC said. 

They played at a place in Possum 
Kingdom one time. And it was just 
one time, because Casey and BC 

ended up having to pay. They were 
supposed to start at eight o’clock for 
a four-hour gig. Casey, who was not 
even 18 at the time, got there 45 
minutes late. The owner was upset, 
but thankfully Casey is a really good 
people person, his brother said. 

“This was before we knew enough 
to check the polarity in the walls,” 
he said. “We played for about an 
hour, and Casey’s amp was spitting 
the whole time, and just doing weird 
things. We took a break, played like 
two songs, and then the PA system 
that we had brought blew up,” BC 
continued. “The owner pulled out his 
PA and we got about a song and a 
half and his PA blew up. We ended 
up playing about a 35-minute version 
of Third Stone from the Sun by Jimi 
Hendrix. By the time we finished, 
Casey had bounced all over the place 
on his guitar. He was playing a lead 
on one string by the time we were 
finished. I did my best to break my 
bass strings but couldn’t. The crowd 
was pleased as punch. Of course we 
left early, but the owner was smiling. 
He thought it was great.”



A
P

R
IL

 2
0
1

2
 
 

P
A

R
K

E
R

 C
O

U
N

T
Y

 T
O

D
A

Y

9

Cancer care provided with

compassion and concern
At The Center for Cancer and Blood Disorders, healing is focused on a 

patient’s entire life —  physical, emotional, and spiritual

Schedule appointments 
by calling 817.596.0637 

or online at 
www.thecentertx.com

The Center for
Cancer & Blood Disorders

Healing Lives

www.thecentertx.com

Weatherford
Fort Worth-Central Campus
Fort Worth-Southwest
Fort Worth-N. Medical Center
Arlington

Cleburne
Burleson
Granbury
Mineral Wells
Stephenville

Patient support 
services provided by

www.careity.org

Weatherford Cancer Specialists

Cancer Specialists - All Locations

 Learn 
more about 
Weatherford 
cancer 
specialists

More than 6,000 patients are treated annually 
at our locations: 

Greg Friess, D.O.
Medical Oncology

Shanthi Ganesa, M.D.
Medical Oncology

Shadan Mansoor, M.D.
Medical Oncology

Ray Page, D.O., Ph.D.
Medical Oncology

Bibas Reddy, D.O.
Medical Oncology

Michael Ross, M.D.
Medical Oncology

Henry Xiong, M.D., Ph.D.
Medical Oncology

Robyn Young, M.D.
Medical Oncology

 (Breast Cancer Only)

Vinaya Potluri, M.D.
Medical Oncology

Matthew Cavey, M.D.
Radiation Oncology

Lance Mandell, M.D.
Hematology

Mary Ann Skiba, D.O.
Hematology

DeEtte Vasques, D.O.
Gynecologic Oncology

Available to all locations

Carlos Hernandez, M.D.
Radiation Oncology

Guz Gonzalez, M.D.
Medical Oncology

Richard Artim, M.D.
Medical Oncology

 Ann-Margaret Ochs, D.O. 
Medical Oncology

 Gary Young, M.D.
Radiation Oncology

BC is a nurse like his mom, and 
he is playing in a band with Fort 
Worth-based singer and songwriter 
Matt Kimbrow. They opened with 
Stoney LaRue the weekend of Casey’s 
concert at Billy Bob’s.  BC lives in 
Fort Worth. 

Debra raised her sons to be 
Christians. She was in a music minis-
try as part of a team of evangelists 
even before Casey was born. “I taught 
my boys that you don’t have to be 
perfect to believe and be a Christian. 
If that was the case, I’d be knee-deep 
in alligators,” she said. 

Faith is a guiding force in Casey 
James’ life, he said. “As Christians, 
we believe that God has a plan for all 
of us. I believe He does.”

It was that faith that got James 
through the most difficult challenge 
in his young life. At 21, on May 11, 
2004, he was in a near-fatal motor-
cycle accident. Because of extensive 
injuries, his doctor told the family 
that the promising musician might 
never play guitar again. 

Stacie McDavid was on Highway 
51 that day driving her daughter, 
Sterling, to her cutting horse lesson. 
“There was a pick-up in front of us, 
and Casey was on a small motorcy-
cle,” McDavid said. “The man in the 
pickup randomly did a U-turn. He 
didn’t see Casey, and hit him. It flung 
him in the air at least one story in 
height,” McDavid said.  James hit the 
pavement and bounced into a ravine. 
McDavid swerved to miss him, went 
down into another ravine herself, 
parked the car, and told her daughter 
to wait in the car. 

“I presumed he was dead,” 
McDavid said. “When I got out of 
the car, I could hear him screaming, 
and then I could hear him moan-
ing.” McDavid said she followed the 
moans and found him head down in 
the ravine, choking on his motorcycle 
helmet strap. She loosened the strap, 
but his head was so swollen that it 
couldn’t be removed. “I had Sterling 
call 911,” McDavid said. “His leg 
was completely backward, his pants 
were shredded, and he was bleeding 
from his eyes. I was praying.”

Somehow Casey was able to give 
the EMTs his mother’s phone number, 
McDavid said. “I called her and told 
her that I was a mother, and that I 
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was standing there with her son. She 
got hysterical, and I told her that he 
was fine, that he was going to live. 

“As a mother, that’s exactly what I 
would’ve wanted to hear. His mother 
and I talked on the phone a few times 
afterward. This was such a spiritual 
thing. Sterling asked me at the time 
why I thought God put us there. I 
don’t know, but I’m glad He did. 

 “Sterling never watches TV. A 
few years later, she was in her soror-
ity house at UT in Austin. She knew 
Casey’s name, but didn’t know he 
was on the show. American Idol 
came on, and she heard his name. 
She called me, and we both cried,” 
McDavid said. 

Ironically, six years later, Stacie 
and her husband David McDavid, 
and Casey James were being honored 
as “Top People of 2010” in Fort 
Worth, Texas magazine. Debra and 
Stacie finally met in person—at Billy 
Bob’s Texas, in fact. 

“I don’t remember much from that 
day,” Casey said. “I remember seeing 

what I thought was an angel.”
“She’s an angel of mercy,” Debra 

said. “I thank the Lord that she was 
there, and I believe that God put her 
there.” 

“As bad as his accident was, I 
never heard Casey complain,” BC 
said. “It took months for Casey to 
recover, and it still hurts for him to 
play the guitar, but he does it. He’s 
tough.” 

Seven years exactly from the date 
of Casey’s accident, at almost the 
same time of day, his grandfather 
passed away. He and BC called him 
Paw Paw. He had been their father-
figure for most of their lives. Again, 
Casey said that faith has kept him 
strong. 

Most would expect that Casey 
James would have a dedicated fan 
base in his home county, but few 
realize the loyal following he has 
from outside the state. At Billy Bob’s 
concert last month, female fans of all 
ages traveled from at least 14 states to 
see James’ concert. Two women came 

all the way from England. All of these 
women have formed strong friend-
ships just because of their passion for 
music and for James, says Jake Felts, 
owner of Weatherford-based Felts 
Photography. Felts has documented 
James’ progress through pictures, and 
has met many of those die-hard fans 
along the way. “It is awesome to see 
women who have followed Casey 
from American Idol to his album 
release,” Felts said. “I’m blown away 
by how loyal they are.” 

Billy Bob’s Texas’ marketing direc-
tor Pam Minick says it’s always fun 
to see the response to James’ concert 
tickets going on sale. “Casey’s fans 
are so loyal, and buy ‘en mass’ on 
day one,” she said. 

Two of those loyal fans live in 
Weatherford. Jan Barton is a retired 
builder, developer, and restaurant 
owner. As travel coordinator for First 
National Bank’s First Friends Travel 
Club, she has organized two bus trips 
from Parker County to Billy Bob’s. 
Barton moved from the Chicago area 

Photo by Jake Felts/Felts Photography



in 1981. She said that 
being a part of the Parker 
County family has been 
an experience with great 
rewards—one of which 
is being able to enjoy the 
success of Casey James. 
“There is something about 
him that sets him apart, 
with the sweet smile and 
sparkly eyes,” Barton said. 
When James performed 

his first Billy Bob’s concert last summer, First National loaded 
a bus of 50 fans. The group was treated with a backstage 
visit with the up-and-coming performer. The second trip was 
no exception, Barton said. “On both trips we had fans from 
ages 15 to 80-plus, and Casey made each of us feel special,” 
she said. “We all feel blessed to have known this young man 
before American Idol rocketed him into stardom.”

Donna Tillman is the administrator of Weatherford’s 
Holland Lake Nursing Center. Tillman said that James’ 
performance was flawless. “Not only is he a talented vocal 
performer, but he ‘lets it rip’ when playing his many guitars,” 
Tillman said. “After the concert, we got ‘snuck in’ for a meet 
and greet,” she said. “Casey is always so sweet and person-
able. He took the time to thank us for being there, posed for 
pictures, and autographed my CD. I have been lucky enough 
to be able to see him at both Billy Bob’s performances,” 
Tillman continued. “We will continue to support his career 
and we’re looking forward to the next CD.” 

“It’s one of the coolest things that’s happened to me,” he 
said, referring to his fans. “There were girls standing in line 
that were 16 or 17 and woman that was 70 standing behind 
them. It’s just great.”

Casey James and his brother BC.
Photo courtesy of  the James family

Photo by Jake Felts/Felts Photography
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Casey has always had a heart 

for children, Debra says. “All this 
hooplah was going on backstage at 
Casey’s homecoming after he made 
the top three with American Idol,” 
she said. “I noticed over on the side 
that there was a little boy stand-
ing on two prostheses. I asked them 
how long they had been standing 
there. They had been in line for a 
long time,” she said. “I started crying 
and went to get Casey. He left all 
those people who were screaming 
his name, walked over there and got 
down on his knees and talked to that 
little boy for the longest time. That 
was the happiest little boy,” Debra 
said. “You could tell that the family 
didn’t have a whole lot of money. 
Casey signed everything they had, 
and the daddy was so thankful that 
he gave Casey a Dallas Cowboys cap. 
Casey didn’t want to take it, but the 
man insisted.  

“If there’s any reason that our 
family has been through all the trials 
and tribulations over the last few 

Debra James outfitted by Patti Hart of  Teskey’s.  
Photo by Jake Felts/Felts Photography

Photo by Billy Joe Gabriel

years, that moment in time was the 
reason. It made it all worth it,” she 
said. 

Looking back on that day, Casey 
said: “You know, it blows my mind 
the amount of influence you can have 
on people. Who am I? “

James knows that his priority is to 

keep the ball rolling so he can move 
forward. 

“I know it seems like a lot is 
happening right now,” James said. 
“But I’m really on the very beginning 
of the road. I’ve got to work really 
hard as much as I can for as long as I 
can, because from here on out, there 
will be a lot more awareness.” 

He has just completed a huge 
press run, which included album 
release appearances on The Ellen 
Degeneres Show, NBC’s Today and 
KDFW/Channel 4’s Good Day. “But, 
I run into people I’ve known for 10 
years and they say, ‘Hey, how are 
you? What’s going on with you?’ They 
don’t know,” he said. 

“When the album has been out 
there for some time and I’ve had 
more chances to play and more local 
shows, I hope it will raise the aware-
ness overall, especially when I start 
getting some radio playbacks here at 
home. You walk into a different city 
and I’m getting played on a decent 
level and people know me. They 
know my music. I’m really looking 
forward to that happening here as 
well,” James said.

James says he isn’t asking people 
for a free ride. “I’m putting the work 
in,” he said. “I’ve worked my whole 
life, and yes, I’ve had a lot of doors 
opened, and I’m super thankful. I’m 
so blessed. I’m not asking anyone to 
give me anything that I’m not work-
ing for. I fully expect to work as 
hard as anyone else—harder for that 
matter, for as long as I need to.”


