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INTRODUCTION



Where were you when Taylor Swift surprised the world by dropping Folklore? What was going on in your life when you rocked out to “Blank Space” and “Wildest Dreams” on 1989? How did you feel when the countdown appeared on the screen at the Eras Tour, and suddenly the entire stadium around you was buzzing with excitement? You may or may not have the answers to all these questions, depending on how long you’ve been a Taylor Swift fan or if you were able to snag an Eras ticket, but you no doubt have countless memories tied to Taylor.


When it comes to memories, music can be a powerful thing—and for me, every era of Taylor Swift’s music takes me back to who I was when each album came out. When I hear her self-titled debut album, I can feel the wind on my face as I drive my first car down the highway, my best friend in the passenger seat, the summer after I graduated from high school. Any song from Red takes me back to the busy streets of New York, when I was in college and interning at Seventeen magazine, missing my long-distance boyfriend and trying to figure out who I was going to be. And when I hear Folklore, it’s 2 a.m. and I’m rocking my newborn baby, and it feels like my daughter and I are the only ones awake in the entire world during a scary time when I was trying to learn how to be someone’s mom for the very first time.


But to me, that isn’t the only magic of Taylor’s music. It’s in knowing I’m not the only one with stories like these. It’s in the way she’s created a community of people who have been brought together by her music. We all share a comfort pop star. Taylor is the invisible string connecting us all to one another; we’re total strangers who not only share the same favorite songs, but who feel understood by those songs. Providing that understanding has always been one of Taylor’s strengths.


Like many other female-dominated fandoms, Swifties often end up being the butt of the joke. When people say they don’t “get” Taylor Swift, they’re right—they don’t get it. But if someone took their biggest, messiest feelings and put them into words in a way that sounded beautiful, in a way that made them feel so heard and understood, they’d probably understand why we are all so dedicated to Taylor, too.


And if Taylor herself is the invisible string connecting all of us as fans, there’s another thread of gold connecting Taylor to us: the shared code that we have worked together to build since her debut album was released in 2006. The relationship that Taylor and her fans have is unlike anything other artists have been able to generate, and so is the world we’ve built around being a Swiftie. It’s not a spectator sport—for us or for Taylor. From the Easter eggs she’s dropped to fill us in on her upcoming albums to the details about her personal life that we’ve gleaned from her interviews and social media posts, we fans have created our own lore around Taylor. This multiverse is made up of hundreds of both confirmed and unconfirmed threads of mythology that not even Taylor herself can stop from happening at this point.


Swifties have fashioned their own culture around their favorite singer while also forming strong bonds with one another, and over the years, our numbers have multiplied many times over. Every chance she gets, Taylor makes sure that we know that the love we feel for her is mutual—whether she’s inviting us to her house to listen to her latest album before anyone else or sending us Christmas gifts she picked out herself. These are actually things some unbelievably lucky Swifties experienced in her early eras.


Being a Swiftie is and, for the most part, always has been fun, even if it does come with homework sometimes (1989 (Taylor’s Version) track list Google puzzle, I’m talking about you).


Being a Swiftie also means holding power. After all, Taylor might be the one smashing records, but we are a big part of that. Swifties are capable of incredible things—raising thousands for fans in need, one thirteen-dollar donation at a time, bringing attention to important causes, or even helping Travis Kelce secure his first number 1 single on the Billboard charts (no really, we did that with “Fairytale of Philadelphia”). As Taylor’s popularity and influence grow, we all become even more powerful. Being a Swiftie means so many things. It’s trading friendship bracelets in a parking lot. It’s the fan who helps you draw a perfect 13 on your hand in the concert venue bathroom. It’s the people you meet on the internet because they also love Taylor Swift and then they become some of your best friends. It’s knowing that you’re not the only one combing the same social media posts for Easter eggs.


We are all so different, but when we are brought together for a common mission (like trying and failing to predict an album announcement so many times I’ve lost count), we are unstoppable.
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One of Taylor’s biggest strengths as an artist and an entertainer is her ability to constantly reinvent herself, and as she has evolved, we have been changing with her. With each era, Taylor found new ways to connect with her fans as the Swiftie movement continued to grow exponentially year after year, album after album, and even rerecording after rerecording. The song “Long Live” first appeared on her 2010 album Speak Now, originally as a thank-you to her band, but with its re-recording in 2023 it took on new meaning, becoming an anthem for Taylor’s relationship with her fans—the ones who have stuck by her through life changes, both hers and theirs. That’s what this book is all about, and why I thought Long Live would make a great title, too.


With the Eras Tour behind Taylor and a lifetime of being a musical legend ahead, it’s time to look back on Taylor’s extraordinary career and, most importantly, how her fandom has changed along the way. To enjoy this book, it doesn’t matter if you’re a Senior Swiftie who’s been there since day one or if you discovered her music ten minutes ago and don’t know where to jump in—everyone is welcome here.


In the pages ahead, we’ll take Taylor’s career era by era over the last two decades, breaking down all the best moments in her fandom and looking back on the ways she’s found to stay connected to us as her music and personal brand have grown with her star power. Each chapter is packed with new details and behind-the-scenes stories from fans who were there and know what it was like to be rooting for our antihero at every stage, including me—an entertainment journalist and proud Swiftie since 2006.


Along the way, you’ll have fun looking back on Eras Tour traditions and the fandom’s inside jokes, you’ll roll your eyes at our most embarrassing clowning moments, take in a Swiftie style lesson, and so much more. As we piece together the fandom’s history, we’ll see how our relationship with Taylor has been so well nurtured that it really has become an unmatched cultural force building the career of one of the biggest artists of all time.


From Taylor’s Myspace page to T-Party invites to Secret Sessions and beyond, we’ve all been through quite a transformation with Taylor as she’s held our hands through the milestones of our lives, both good and bad.


If you can still remember the nervous feeling in the pit of your stomach on the first day of school when you were fifteen, this book is for you.


If you know that you could get there quicker if you were a man, this book is for you.


If someone has ever kept you like a secret, but you kept them like an oath, this book is for you.


And yes, if you’ve ever cried like a baby coming home from the bar, this book is for you, too.


At its core, this book is both a celebration of Taylor’s career and a love story between her and the Swifties who have made it all possible. As Taylor told fans at the 2013 Billboard Music Awards: “You are the longest and best relationship I’ve ever had.”


Let’s explore it…






[image: image]











[image: image]























[image: image]







I was a senior in high school in 2006 when I heard Taylor Swift for the first time. I’ve never been a big fan of country music, but my parents would listen to country radio sometimes. The local station was on in the car one day while I was running errands with my mom, and when “Our Song” started playing, Taylor’s voice grabbed me right away—this wasn’t another man singing in a deep voice about how he lost his truck and his girl all in the same day. Listening to her lyrics, I realized the way she sounded wasn’t the only thing different about her. When we got home, I looked her up on Myspace, and almost twenty years later, I became an entertainment journalist who gets to focus on Taylor Swift every day.
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A PLACE IN THIS WORLD


Anyone who’s been a fan of Taylor Swift since her debut album was released on October 24, 2006, probably has had the unique experience of explaining who Taylor Swift is to at least one of their friends. Today, Swifties joke a lot about their “favorite indie artist,” but back then, she actually was our favorite indie artist. She also sang with a southern accent, so a lot has obviously changed since then.


If it seems like Taylor is one of the most hardworking people in the music industry, that’s because she is—and she always has been. Before, and even after, she signed with Big Machine Records (we’ll revisit that can of worms later), Taylor did the legwork required to get noticed by the powers that be in the music industry from the time she was a kid.


“I made up this demo CD of me singing karaoke music and went to Nashville with my mom, and she would park outside record labels, and I would run in and be like, ‘Hey, I’m Taylor. I’m eleven. I want a record deal. Call me,” she said on a 2008 episode of The Ellen DeGeneres Show. (By the way, this was right around the time that Taylor sang the national anthem at the US Open in that fabulously patriotic American flag outfit, just in case anyone needs an iconic fashion moment like that one to ground them in the timeline.)


That method didn’t quite work for her, but she didn’t give up. Two years later, her family left their home state of Pennsylvania in favor of Nashville, Tennessee, where fifteen-year-old Taylor would soon sign a songwriting deal with Sony/ATV Tree Music Publishing.


Also around this time, Taylor and Scott Borchetta, the CEO of Big Machine Records, met for the first time at the legendary Bluebird Cafe after she invited him to see her perform. But even though his is the name that always gets tossed around when we’re talking about the people who were instrumental in launching Taylor’s career, one country star may have had some special influence on getting her signed: Toby Keith, who was working with Borchetta to launch Big Machine as a partnership with his own label, Show Dog Nashville. In 2005, Nashville’s WSMV4 interviewed Taylor (at her high school, no big deal) ahead of the release of her first album, and she explained that she performed for him at her first meeting with Big Machine.


Taylor’s first single ever, “Tim McGraw,” came out in the summer of 2006, with her debut album, Taylor Swift, following on October 24. It’s impossible to know if she knew she wouldn’t be sticking with country music forever at that point, but choosing to begin her career there really was a genius move. At the time, she was filling a huge gap in the genre; successful young country stars were few and far between, and so were women. (And now for a mind-boggling fact: Only two women in history have ever debuted on the Hot 100 country chart at number 1 as a solo act. Those women are Taylor Swift and Beyoncé… and Beyoncé didn’t achieve this until 2024 with “Texas Hold ’Em.”)


Starting out in this genre also gave her the chance to really flex the talent that makes the magic of Taylor Swift happen: her songwriting skills. Country music is known for its storytelling, and Taylor is nothing if not a storyteller. I wasn’t a country fan when I discovered Taylor, but her words hooked me, and I know I’m not the only fan who feels this way.


Taylor knew how important writing her own music was, too, even then. While talking to Entertainment Weekly in July 2007, she said, “I didn’t want to just be another girl singer. I wanted there to be something that set me apart. And I knew that had to be my writing.”


While one of the biggest criticisms of Taylor’s music at the time was that she only sings about boys, it was not true—not even on her very first album. Though Taylor certainly sang about love and heartbreak in songs like “Teardrops on My Guitar” and “Should’ve Said No,” she also covered topics that listeners her age could relate to. “The Outside” was about feeling like she’d never fit in, while “Tied Together With a Smile” was written about watching a friend battle an eating disorder—common themes that a lot of us had experienced ourselves during that time of life.
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“I was going through a really tough time in school and facing a lot of rejection among my peers,” Taylor told Country Music Television (CMT) in 2006. “I found that I was alone a lot of the time, kind of on the outside looking in to their discussions and the things they were saying to each other. They really didn’t talk to me. In the process of coming to that realization, I started developing this really keen sense of observation—of how to watch people and see what they did.”




Her songwriting wasn’t the only way she made an instant connection with her fans during her debut era. Since fellow teenagers were the ones who related the most to her music in the beginning, she treated fans more like friends. As Swifties before the term Swifties existed, we were on a level playing field with Taylor, so how did she find even more of us?


The same way the rest of us communicated in high school: on Myspace.


Not only did Taylor use her Myspace as her main, professional social media account where fans of her music could find her, but she used it to talk to her actual friends from school, too… as evidenced by the embarrassing screenshots that have surfaced in the years since of the comments she left. The internet is forever, Taylor! Even though, logically, we know that Taylor was (mostly) a typical teenage girl at that point, looking back, it’s still kind of funny to see a music legend leaving comments that any of us could have written ourselves. From the one where she begged her friend to take down a photo of her that she deemed “gross” to the ones where she’s laughing about inside jokes, young Taylor was just like us.


She also had the perfect way—intentional or not—of making those of us who followed her page feel like her friends from school, too. Right there next to the list of her tour dates were her Myspace blogs, which she regularly updated to share peeks into her life with the people who had supported her career so far. Several times a month, she’d post her thoughts, and while some of them were unique to the experience of being a musician on the road, others were reminders that at her core she was still a teenage girl. She wrote about how she chose Little Big Town as the subject of a paper she’d just turned in for her English class, that watching the episode of Grey’s Anatomy (on her iPod, no less) where Denny dies made her cry for ten minutes, and that her best friend Abigail had come over during holiday break. If only little Taylor had known that, one day, Little Big Town would win a Grammy for the song she wrote for them (“Better Man”) and that her music would be featured on Grey’s.


In one of her Myspace bios (which are basically considered The Ancient Texts around here), she wrote about different things she loved at the time, like “random baking experiments,” little kids, and keeping things organized. And even then, she was a romantic at heart—although she knew that the career she was working so hard to pursue could end up getting in the way of her happily ever after. “I’ve never been the kind of girl who needs a boyfriend. Plus, guys don’t ask me out because they know I’ll write a song about them. But I’m also the girl who still believes Prince Charming exists out there—fully equipped with great hair and an immature sense of humor.”


Well, that explains Joe Jonas.


And even then, she was sure to mention that she loved her fans. “You are absolutely wonderful to me. I’ve got your back, just like you’ve had mine. To anyone who has gone out and bought my CD, or come to a show, or even turned my song up when it came on the radio, all I can say is thank you,” she wrote.


Some twenty years later, it seems safe to say that she still feels that way.


Once Taylor figured out how to find her fans, she launched a website that would allow us to find one another. It was called Taylor Connect, and it was basically a giant forum for her fans to meet and talk about her music and plan to meet up at concerts—all of the stuff we now do on apps like Instagram or TikTok or Reddit. If you weren’t lucky enough to use it back then, think about what it would be like if Taylor Nation’s social media accounts were an online message board. Taylor Connect also worked to give fans more access to Taylor, whether that was through registering for meet-and-greet passes (yes, it used to be that easy) or, during the Red tour, entering for the chance to purchase pit tickets for a cool $150 each. Can we have those prices back, please?


The website shut down at the end of 2017, before the launch of the Swift Life app, which was meant to replace Taylor Connect with new features, like Taymojis (emojis that looked like Taylor, of course). But Swift Life didn’t end up taking off the way Taylor and her team had hoped, and in February 2019, the app was discontinued. Fortunately, fans proved we didn’t need a dedicated app to continue connecting to one another (and sleuthing together) anyway.


SAM, SAM, SAM, SAM, SAM, SAM


It may have only been since 2017 that Taylor truly became famous for dropping clues about her music in her social media posts and music videos, but she’s been training us to be on our Olivia Benson shit from the very beginning. It started with her debut album, and if you were a fan back then, there’s a really good chance that you owned the physical album; after all, at that point, we all still used CD players (and probably iPods). Taylor’s album liners were where she hid her Easter eggs at first, leaving secret messages for fans to decode in the lyrics to her songs. At first glance, it just looked like random letters were capitalized through the lyrics, but if you took those capital letters out, they created a message about each song.


The letters scattered through “Should’ve Said No” spelled out “Sam, Sam, Sam, Sam, Sam, Sam”—the name of a high school boyfriend who had cheated on her. And the letters in “Tim McGraw” spelled out “Can’t Tell Me Nothin’,” or the title of one of the country legend’s songs.


“I’m also thinking about the secret codes to put into the lyrics, like with the last album. I think it’ll be the same code system, where all the letters of the lyrics are lowercased except for some. You put the capitalized letters together and it spells out a phrase or word. It was cool to have that on the first record. I got to call out a few guys, which is always fun for me. Love that.”


Taylor talked about the messages (or as she calls them, secret codes) in a Myspace blog she posted in August 2008, when she was planning out the album liner for Fearless.


“I’m also thinking about the secret codes to put into the lyrics, like with the last album. I think it’ll be the same code system, where all the letters of the lyrics are lowercased except for some. You put the capitalized letters together and it spells out a phrase or word. It was cool to have that on the first record. I got to call out a few guys, which is always fun for me. Love that.”


She continued this tradition all the way through 1989, but her secret codes were missing in the Reputation album liner and were never seen again. By then, she found new ways to give fans the chance to play Nancy Drew (but more on that later).
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TAYLOR’S FIRST FAN
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There are a lot of fans who have been with Taylor since the beginning, but who was there first? That title might just belong to Holly Armstrong, who first saw Taylor perform on July 23, 2003, at Jenkinson’s Boardwalk in Point Pleasant, New Jersey—three years before Taylor would release her debut album. After a photo of Taylor and Holly that was taken that day went viral in 2019, fans seemed to agree that she was the very first Swiftie. And while Holly says her memory of that day more than two decades ago is a bit fuzzy, what she does remember is Taylor’s confidence.


“I’d never connected with an artist in that way—primarily because most country artists were singing about life experiences I was too young to appreciate,” says Holly. “I don’t recall exactly what songs she performed, aside from ‘Lucky You’ and, if my family’s account is correct, ‘Smokey Black Nights.’ However, that was enough for me to fall in love with her art.”


Holly met Taylor after the show, and she was struck by her “understanding, kindness, and gratitude”—even though Taylor would have only been thirteen years old at the time. She walked away with a photo, an autograph, and Taylor’s demo CD.


“I listened to the songs on the demo CD in the car on the way to school, at my birthday parties, and in moments when I was utterly alone,” Holly says. “Her music had become something of a companion for me when life got really difficult, as it does for so many now. For that, and many other things, I am eternally grateful to Taylor, and it’s my deepest honor to support and cheer her on through the eras of our lives.”





The key to a lot of the Easter eggs that Taylor hides today is the number thirteen, which is her lucky number—and she has plenty of evidence to prove it. As she told MTV News in 2009, “I was born on the thirteenth. I turned thirteen on Friday the thirteenth. My first album went gold in thirteen weeks. My first number 1 song had a thirteen-second intro. Every time I’ve won an award, I’ve been seated in either the thirteenth seat, the thirteenth row, the thirteenth section, or row M, which is the thirteenth letter.”


It’s hard to argue with solid logic like that, and the pattern of this typically unlucky number woven through her career means that, as fans, we are always looking for thirteens, too—and when we see one, we know that it is never a coincidence.


THE HIGHLIGHT OF HER SENIOR YEAR


Most people didn’t know who Taylor was when her debut album was released, but it didn’t take long for her fame to take off. Our girl loves to win an award, and it all started on album one. She scooped up all kinds of nominations for Taylor Swift, including her very first Grammy nod: Best New Artist.


But there was one award that appeared to be the most meaningful to her: the Horizon Award at the Country Music Association Awards, which honored new artists in the genre.


If it still makes you cry nearly two decades later to watch baby Taylor get on that stage, you’re not the only one, because I’m getting emotional just thinking about it. Between the look on her face as she heard presenter Carrie Underwood say her name, sitting next to her mom, Andrea Swift, in the audience, and how she didn’t even try to hold back her tears during her acceptance speech, it was striking how authentic she was in a way that only a teenager accepting a major award could possibly be.


“This is definitely the highlight of my senior year,” she said.


She had a lot more to celebrate than just the Horizon Award (though that was, obviously, a really big deal). Taylor Swift debuted at number 19 on the Billboard 200 chart after selling forty thousand copies in its first week, and as more people discovered her music, sales continued to grow. A little over a year later, more than one million copies had been sold, and in January 2008, the album peaked at number 5. Her debut album’s 157 weeks on the Billboard 200 chart also made it the longest-charting album of the decade.


“I said in an interview 13 years ago, ‘I’m just hoping that I have a second album that does as well as the first and someday get to be a headliner, and always be the same person that I started out as.’ Scrolling through your posts today has me feeling all the feelings & I want to thank you. Because of you, there was a 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th and 7th album.”


When it comes to reviews, on the other hand, her debut wasn’t getting anywhere close to the love from critics that she’d get years later for albums like Red and Folklore, but even back then, critics all seemed to zero in on Taylor’s true strength: the honesty in her lyrics.


In October 2019, Taylor marked the album’s thirteenth anniversary with an Instagram post to thank her fans for all their support in the intervening years.


“I said in an interview 13 years ago, ‘I’m just hoping that I have a second album that does as well as the first and someday get to be a headliner, and always be the same person that I started out as.’ Scrolling through your posts today has me feeling all the feelings & I want to thank you. Because of you, there was a 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th and 7th album. You guys made me into a headliner because you wanted to see me play. And your support all these years is what’s helped me stay true to that kid I was when I started out.”







HOW TO SPOT A SWIFTIE IN THE WILD
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When you’re at a Taylor Swift concert—or, you know, in any given Starbucks location in the US, especially during Red (Taylor’s Version)’s release week—it’s easy to spot a fellow Swiftie. But when you’re out in the rest of the world, it’s not always that easy. Taylor fans are everywhere, of course, since she is one of the most popular music artists of our time, but there are levels to this fandom. There are the fans who know all her lyrics and bought a T-shirt at the Eras Tour, and then there are the fans who know what Calcium Hydroxide means. Both types of fans are valid, but they are not the same.


So how do you know somebody isn’t going to look at you like you have three heads when you launch into theories about what the blue and black fingernails beside a coffee cup in the “Karma” music video really mean? There will probably be a few clues…




A TATTOO 


(Sometimes known as a Taytoo): It might be the word fearless inked on the inside of someone’s wrist, the number 13, or line art of a mirrorball—you’ll know it when you see it.







A CARDIGAN 


Not just one from Old Navy—it has to be one of the cardigans, whether it’s the OG from Folklore or even the purple Speak Now (Taylor’s Version) edition. This is the easiest sign to look for.







MERCH 


Aside from the cardigan, it’s easy to spot merch from Taylor’s online store. Bonus points if you see a blue crew neck.







BRAIDED HAIR 


A subtle sign, for sure, but it still counts—whether it’s a French braid that’s giving Evermore or braided pigtail buns like Folklore.







A SNAKE RING 


This means you’ve come across a Rep stan—that’s a real one.







FRIENDSHIP BRACELETS 


Ideally with lyrics or song titles on them, just to be sure.







AN IRIDESCENT, SQUARE IPHONE CASE 


Just like Taylor’s. If it’s good enough for her, it’s good enough for us.
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