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HOW I FELL IN LOVE WITH COUNTRY MUSIC


Country music has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories are tied to listening to country radio in my parents’ car, falling in love with the story of Trisha Yearwood’s “She’s in Love with the Boy,” counting along to the number sequence in Mark Chesnutt’s “Too Cold at Home,” and watching Alan Jackson command a packed arena at my first concert. In my teenage years, I would act out mock interviews inspired by the ones I watched on CMT and GAC, dreaming that one day I’d be the one asking the questions.


I’ve always turned to my favorite records to find songs that reflected what was happening in my life, whether it was a song for my first love or my first heartbreak, country music was always there. But the moment that changed everything for me came in 2004 at Kenny Chesney’s “Guitars, Tiki Bars, and a Whole Lotta Love” tour. I found my escape in live music that night, and nothing has been the same since. Miraculously, I’ve turned my love for country music into a career, and it’s something I’m thankful for every single day.


Country music has deep roots. As you’ll read in the entry on the Bristol Sessions, the genre was built on what was once called “hillbilly music,” blending folk, blues, and Appalachian traditions with African American influences (banjo) and Celtic influences (fiddle). Today’s country music may sound quite different, often leaning more toward pop, but at its core, what makes country truly country, at least in my opinion, is the storytelling. It has always been about real stories and real people.


On the pages that follow you’ll find some of country music’s most legendary artists, iconic places, and rising stars shaping the future of the genre. Writing the book brought me so much joy and allowed me to rediscover some of country music’s best stories while learning new fascinating facts along the way.


The book is structured in an A to Z format—you can read it front to back, but it’s also designed to be fluid, with entries leading to each other through the “see also” sections. The illustrations bring many of the stories to life, and I hope they make you smile as you thumb through the pages.


One of the greatest stories told on these pages is that of resilience. Many of the artists faced repeated rejection, and for most, success didn’t happen overnight. Learning that some of the greatest country music stars, such as Lainey Wilson and Luke Combs, had doors slammed in their faces before making it inspired me to keep going, and I hope it does the same for you.


This book is for longtime fans who want to rediscover the stories behind the music, and for new enthusiasts hoping to learn more about the genre. My hope is that it encourages you to revisit old favorites, discover new songs, experience the magic of seeing your favorite artists play, and maybe even take a trip to Nashville.


Lauren Black
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AN A TO Z OF COUNTRY MUSIC













A



ACTORS


“Many country artists have proved themselves to be as talented on screen as they are on stage.”


Some country stars don’t just sing, they act, too, and not just in music videos. Over the years, many country artists have proved themselves to be as talented on screen as they are on stage.


The crossover goes back to 1929 when Jimmie Rodgers appeared in the 15-minute movie short The Singing Brakeman. By the 1930s, Gene Autry had become one of Hollywood’s biggest box office draws, starring in countless Westerns. He was followed by Kris Kristofferson, best known for his role in A Star Is Born, and of course Dolly Parton, who made her mark in 9 to 5 and Steel Magnolias. Then came Kenny Rogers who turned his iconic 1978 hit “The Gambler” into a series of successful TV movies.


In 1990 Reba McEntire made her film debut in the horror movie Tremors and went on to star in The Little Rascals (1994). Several TV movies followed, as well as her own hit sitcom, Reba, which ran for six seasons from 2001. I remember watching Reba with my family growing up—we never missed an episode. McEntire continues to be a force on screen with her comedy Happy’s Place and a string of voice-acting roles.


When watching screen natural Dwight Yoakam act, it’s easy to forget that he is first and foremost a country music star. Over the years, Yoakam has appeared in more than 40 films with Hollywood heavyweights, including Matthew McConaughey (The Newton Boys, 1998), Jodie Foster (Panic Room, 2002), and Daniel Craig and Channing Tatum (Logan Lucky, 2017).


Tim McGraw proved that country superstars can hold their own in Hollywood when he appeared in Friday Night Lights in 2004, and went on to star alongside Sandra Bullock in The Blind Side in 2009. McGraw again made waves in Taylor Sheridan’s 2021 Western TV series 1883, playing husband to his real-life partner and fellow country star, Faith Hill. Many other artists have had dual careers as actors, including Randy Travis, Billy Ray Cyrus, and Trace Adkins. Today, country music stars including Lainey Wilson and Kane Brown are keeping that tradition alive for a whole new generation, landing roles on television and in feature films.




SEE ALSO:


MCENTIRE, REBA


MCGRAW, TIM


YOAKAM, DWIGHT












A


ACUFF, ROY


“Acuff was so attached to Opry House that for the final decade of his life he lived next door in what is now called Acuff House.”


The original “King of Country Music,” Roy Acuff was country’s first true superstar. A longtime member and ambassador of the Grand Ole Opry, he was the first living person inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame, although he could have easily taken a different path.


As a child growing up in Maynardville, Tennessee, Acuff’s early years revolved around sports. He was a gifted baseball player but suffered sunstroke at a major league training camp and, while recovering, began playing the fiddle to pass the time—he never looked back.


In his late twenties Acuff joined a traveling medicine show as a fiddler and singer, touring Tennessee and Virginia in 1932. Soon after, he could be heard playing on radio with his band, the Crazy Tennesseans (later renamed the Smoky Mountain Boys). Their recordings with the American Record Company led to his first hit, “The Great Speckled Bird.”


The Grand Ole Opry was a huge part of Acuff’s life. He debuted in 1937 and became an official member the following year. Aside from a brief salary dispute in 1946 —47, he remained a fixture on the Opry stage until his death in 1992. He was so attached to Opry House that for the final decade of his life he lived next door in what is now called Acuff House.


Prior to Acuff landing on the music scene, country music centered around string bands. The shift to the star-singer-with-band format is credited to Acuff, who not only created great songs but also had a hand in the business of country music. In 1942 he co-founded the first Nashville-based music publishing company, Acuff-Rose Music Publishing, with songwriter Fred Rose. Acuff-Rose went on to sign legends such as Hank Williams and the Everly Brothers, becoming one of the most successful publishing companies in the music business.


Roy Acuff passed away in November 1992 at the age of 89. His many accolades include a Kennedy Center Honors Lifetime Achievement Award as well as a Recording Academy Lifetime Achievement Award. His legacy lives on through a timeless catalog of hits, such as “Wabash Cannon Ball,” “Wreck on the Highway,” and “Night Train to Memphis.”




SEE ALSO:


FIDDLE


GRAND OLE OPRY
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A


ALABAMA


“With sales of more than 80 million albums and 43 number one hits, Alabama defined an era of country music.”


It’s fair to say that Alabama defined an era of country music. Not only were they the first country band to achieve major commercial success, but they also played a huge part in widening the genre’s appeal to reach a global audience. With sales of more than 80 million albums to date and an outstanding 43 number one hits championing the perfect blend of Southern rock and country, it’s easy to understand why.


Back in 1973 cousins Jeff Cook, Teddy Gentry, and Randy Owen left their hometown of Fort Payne, Alabama, to chase their music dreams. They soon landed a gig at the Bowery in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, where they played six nights a week for tips. They remained gigging at the Bowery for the next seven summers with Mark Herndon joining on drums, and before long they were signed to RCA Records—the same record label that made Elvis a star.


Alabama’s chart domination began in 1980 with their number one single “Tennessee River” kicking off a monumental streak of 21 consecutive chart-toppers. They’re known for hits like “Mountain Music,” “Roll On (Eighteen Wheeler),” “Dixieland Delight,” and “If You’re Gonna Play in Texas (You Gotta Have a Fiddle in the Band).” It’s testament to their legacy that these songs continue to be covered by superstars and emerging artists alike.


On tour the band drew unprecedented crowds, including their charitable June Jam which began in 1982 and attracted over 30,000 fans. By 1991, the event was drawing a crowd of 67,000 to their native Fort Payne. To date, the June Jam has raised more than $15 million for various causes. It therefore seems fitting that in 2005, Alabama was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame.


Drummer Mark Herndon later parted ways with the group, but Teddy Gentry, Jeff Cook, and Randy Owen continued making music. Cook, a multi-instrumentalist and award-winning guitarist, passed away in November 2022 following a long battle with Parkinson’s disease. With his prior blessing, Alabama continued to perform, with a limited schedule.


Alabama remains the only band to win the CMA Entertainer of the Year award, doing so consecutively from 1981 to 1983. As the most successful band in country music, with over 250 industry awards to their name, Alabama paved the way for groups such as Shenandoah, Old Dominion, and Zac Brown Band, and continue to inspire up-and-coming artists.




SEE ALSO:


COUNTRY MUSIC HALL OF FAME AND MUSEUM


FIDDLE


PHILANTHROPY
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A



ALDEAN, JASON


“Jason Aldean changed the game, building unparalleled success on songs that deeply connected with his fans.”


As a kid, Jason Aldean dreamed of a career in baseball, until his dad gave him a guitar for his thirteenth birthday. A year later, he played his first gig at a Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) post in his hometown of Macon, Georgia.


He performed anywhere that would have him, often getting home at 3a.m. and waking up for school just hours later. After graduating in 1995, Aldean continued playing gigs around Georgia until producer Michael Knox discovered him at an Atlanta nightclub. Although Aldean didn’t consider himself a songwriter, Knox, with whom he still collaborates today, offered him a publishing deal to get him to Nashville. By 1998, Aldean was in Music City chasing his dream, but after two record deals fell through, he nearly moved back home. A last chance “Hail Mary” signing with Broken Bow Records kept him in Nashville.


His 2005 debut single “Hicktown” gave fans a taste of his country and rock influences and became his first top ten record. The follow-up, “Why,” climbed to number one, while “Amarillo Sky” reached the top five. Powered by these hit singles, his self-titled debut album is now certified four times platinum.


Aldean hit a bit of a sophomore slump with Relentless, but things quickly turned around and Wide Open, released in 2009, proved his staying power with “She’s Country,” his second number one. This kicked off a streak of hits, like “Big Green Tractor,” “The Truth,” and “Crazy Town.” Later, he shook things up with the rap-infused “Dirt Road Anthem,” opening the door for new sounds on country radio.


Duets with Kelly Clarkson (“Don’t You Wanna Stay,” 2010) and Carrie Underwood (“If I Didn’t Love You,” 2021) showcased his soaring vocals, and “Try That in a Small Town” (2023) became his first career Billboard Hot 100 chart-topper.


The country-rocker has built an impressive touring career, selling out arenas, amphitheaters, and even stadiums. Named ACM Artist of the Decade and a three-time ACM Entertainer of the Year, he had 30 number one singles by the time he was 48.


Jason Aldean changed the game, building unparalleled success on songs that deeply connected with his fans. When he hit the radio in 2005, no one sounded like him. He capitalized on that, carving out a lane of his own—a lane he very much still dominates.




SEE ALSO:


UNDERWOOD, CARRIE
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B



BARITONE


“The deep tones are instantly recognizable, commanding your attention from the first note.”


When I think about country music’s most iconic voices, my mind instantly goes to the baritones and bass singers. The deep tones are instantly recognizable, commanding your attention from the first note. Without getting too technical, baritones sit in the middle-low range while bass is the lowest, but to me, it doesn’t matter whether they are technically baritone or bass—these voices carry a weight that sets them apart.


Some of the earliest country legends set the standard here. Jim Reeves’s smooth voice helped shape the Nashville Sound, while Waylon Jennings and Merle Haggard’s gritty tones defined Outlaw Country. Charley Pride was part of that legacy too, his voice so full and rich that you knew it was him the second he sang a note. And then there’s Johnny Cash, whose booming voice may be the most famous in country music history.


By the 1980s, Randy Travis carried the torch with his distinctive low voice on classics like “Diggin’ Up Bones,” forever changing the sound of country music. Today, artists like Josh Turner and Trace Adkins keep that tradition alive. Turner’s unmistakable voice shines on hits like “Long Black Train.” Adkins’s voice is so deep it almost doesn’t seem real, and when you see him live, the crowd goes wild every time he hits those low notes.


Kane Brown and Scotty McCreery are also part of this new generation of baritones. Brown first caught fans’ attention online with covers of Randy Travis and George Strait hits, before becoming a star in his own right. McCreery rose to fame as a teenager on American Idol, impressing audiences with his surprisingly low range, even covering Josh Turner’s “Your Man” on the show. Years later, his story came full circle when he was inducted into the Grand Ole Opry, standing on stage with both Turner and Randy Travis by his side, a reminder that country’s deep voices are still going strong.




SEE ALSO:


BROWN, KANE


OUTLAW COUNTRY


PRIDE, CHARLEY


TRAVIS, RANDY













B



BELMONT UNIVERSITY


“Over the years, Belmont has  become a launchpad for artists, songwriters, producers, executives, and more.”


Just a block from Nashville’s Music Row sits Belmont University, a private Christian college with deep ties to the city’s music scene. Founded in 1890 to educate female students, Belmont became co-ed in 1951 and launched its music business program in 1973, right as Music Row was booming with new record labels, publishers, and studios. The program was built in collaboration with industry professionals, giving students a direct connection to Nashville’s creative community.


Over the years, Belmont has become a launchpad for artists, songwriters, producers, executives, and more. Country stars including Brad Paisley, Trisha Yearwood, Tyler Hubbard, and Russell Dickerson studied at Belmont before making it big, as did hit songwriters Ashley Gorley and Hillary Lindsey, and producer Dann Huff. Countless other alumni now work behind the scenes on Music Row.


Belmont students have the chance to get hands-on experience in recording studios, at live concerts, and even at award shows like the Grammys, all while learning directly from leaders in the industry.


While New York University made headlines for offering a course on Taylor Swift, Belmont recently introduced Dolly U, a set of classes dedicated to studying Dolly Parton. Now those are courses I’d sign up for!




SEE ALSO:


MUSIC ROW


NASHVILLE


PAISLEY, BRAD


SONGWRITERS


YEARWOOD, TRISHA













B



BIG WHITE


“For Bentley, Big White is more than just a truck; she’s a reminder of where it all began for him.”


In 1994, 19-year-old Dierks Bentley packed his bags, hopped into his new 1994 Chevrolet Silverado, and set off from Arizona to Nashville (a journey of approximately 1,636 miles/2,633km) with his father by his side. Little did he know that this road trip would change his life forever. One day he would become a Grammy-nominated country superstar, but at that moment, it was just him, his dad, the open road, and his truck. Nicknamed Big White, Bentley’s beloved Silverado has been with him from the very beginning, a constant companion through the highs and lows of his career.


Bentley was inspired to move to Nashville after falling in love with the music of Hank Williams Jr. and Marty Stuart as a teenager. “Eaten up”  with the dream of becoming a country singer, he made the move and quickly discovered the Station Inn and the world of bluegrass music, which would later influence his career. But success didn’t come overnight. He graduated from Vanderbilt University in 1997, spent years playing in bars with Big White parked outside, and worked tirelessly on demos to pay the bills. In 2003, he signed with Capitol Records and almost immediately earned a hit with “What Was I Thinkin’.”


Big White was by his side for every step of Bentley’s journey, from opening act to headliner, and “Every Mile a Memory,” as he sings in his 2006 chart-topper. She saw him consistently topping the charts with his signature blend of country, classic country, bluegrass, and rock, and even witnessed the surprise release of his full-on bluegrass album. Big White was there when he welcomed his three children with his wife, Cassidy; said goodbye to his father and hero who had made that road trip to Nashville with him so long ago; and stood by his side as he became a member of the Grand Ole Opry and earned 15 Grammy nominations.


In his 2013 release “I Hold On,” Bentley paid tribute to his “old beat-up truck” Big White, and the things that matter most to him. She has been by his side for over 30 years and more than 215,000 miles (346,000km). Big White even appeared in some of his music videos, including “5-1-5-0” and “Living.” For Bentley, Big White is more than just a truck; she’s a reminder of where it all began for him.




SEE ALSO:


GRAND OLE OPRY


STATION INN
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B


BILLY BOB’S TEXAS


“Over the decades the walls  of Billy Bob’s have seen countless iconic moments.”


At the height of the Urban Cowboy movement, Texas businessman Billy Bob Barnett set out to create the ultimate honky-tonk in Fort Worth, Texas—and he did just that with Billy Bob’s Texas. The world’s largest honky-tonk boasts 100,000 square feet (9,290 square meters) of entertainment space, complete with a massive dance floor and bull riding. And no, not a mechanical bull. . . Billy Bob’s has real bull riding inside the venue every weekend.


The history of what is now Billy Bob’s dates back to the early 1900s when the site housed cattle. It later transformed into an airplane factory during World War II before becoming a giant department store in the 1950s. Billy Bob’s Texas as we know it opened its doors on April 1, 1981, kicking things off with a concert from Larry Gatlin and the Gatlin Brothers followed by a week of performances from Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson, and more.


Over the decades the walls of Billy Bob’s have seen countless iconic moments. In 1983, Merle Haggard set a Guinness World Record when he bought the largest round of drinks ever: 5,095 made with 40 gallons (150 liters) of Canadian Club whiskey. The tab came to a whopping $12,737.50. Hank Williams Jr. also left his mark by setting a record for the most bottles of beer sold during a single show: 16,000, a record that stood strong for 30 years. And in 1989, a then-budding star named Garth Brooks made his Billy Bob’s debut, with tickets priced at just $5.


In 1989, the venue started a unique tradition where artists leave their mark by pressing their hands in concrete for the now-famous Celebrity Wall of Fame. Visitors to Billy Bob’s can see the handprints of more than 200 artists as well as over 75 guitars autographed by an array of performers.


The award-winning venue has welcomed more than 17 million visitors and hosted performances by country icons like George Strait, Alan Jackson, and Randy Travis, as well as modern stars such as Luke Combs, Parker McCollum, and Lainey Wilson. During its 40-plus years of business, Billy Bob’s Texas has been featured in a variety of TV shows and movies, including Walker, Texas Ranger, Dallas, and Pure Country starring George Strait. They say “everything’s bigger in Texas,” and Billy Bob’s sure proves it.




SEE ALSO:


FILM & TV


BROOKS, GARTH


HAGGARD, MERLE


STRAIT, GEORGE
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B


BLUEBIRD CAFE


“The Bluebird evolved into a true listening room, where the songs (and the people who write them) take center stage.”
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