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      CHAPTER ONE


      [image: art]


      “It’s a tough town, son”


      Nashville was nothing like what Garth Brooks expected on his 1985 trip. Nobody seemed very interested in his music. Well-known

         songwriters appeared to be unable to earn a living. Men in suits conducted business in office buildings. Where were the guitar

         pickers? It all seemed out of kilter.

      


      He sat in his truck thinking about what he’d done in making this trip. With little preparation or planning he had come to

         a major music center and tried to randomly set up appointments with important people. He had no job, no backing, and no connections.

         He’d left his family behind in Oklahoma, the family he had always depended on for emotional support. And more important, he’d

         left his girlfriend, Sandy Mahl, with no explanation. But what would people think if he didn’t stick it out?

      


      The more he thought, the more he got clear. His family wasn’t going to be disappointed that he realized he wasn’t yet prepared

         to make this move. And if his friends found it amusing, well, he’d just have to live with it. And so that night Garth turned

         around and started back to Oklahoma to rethink and regroup. Driving through Arkansas he remembered that he’d promised to call

         his mother the minute he checked into a motel. Knowing Colleen Brooks would be beside herself at hearing nothing, he stopped

         and phoned her.

      


      “It’s three in the morning!” She said. “I was about to call the Nashville police!”


      “Hold on, Mom,” Garth answered. “I’m in Fort Smith. I’m coming home.”


      THERE IS IN GARTH Brooks both a great fear of losing and a great confidence that he can ultimately win. Fear is a powerful motivator. Over

         the years since he became a superstar, Garth heard several other public figures admit that fear was an incentive. “I once

         asked Magic Johnson what separated the guys who made it to the NBA and the guys who might have the same talent, but didn’t

         make it,” Garth said. “He told me that he thought it was fear. He said it drove him to do his best every day.”

      


      With Garth, as with Magic Johnson, that fear was coupled with a deep-down belief that he could beat the odds. He just had

         to never let up, to play the game at 100 percent or better every single time.

      


      That combination of personality traits was nowhere more evident than in 1985, when he left his family and his girlfriend behind

         to make that first trip. The story has been told many times over. Garth came to Nashville believing getting a recording contract

         would be relatively easy. He met with ASCAP’s Merlin Littlefield, was given little encouragement, then learned that a well-known

         songwriter was in the lobby needing a five-hundred-dollar loan. Garth was horrified because he made more than that in a week

         playing clubs in Stillwater, Oklahoma. Dejected, he fled back to Oklahoma.

      


      This scenario is fine as far as it goes, but there’s an element missing. Garth may have been somewhat naïve about all things

         Nashville, but kid that he was, he had sharp antennae. Many Nashville insiders have a set of talking points they pull out

         for newcomers who come in with no manager or financial backing. It goes something like this:

      


      “It’s a tough town, son. There’s guys pumping gas that can sing as good as most of the people on the charts and they can’t

         get arrested. You’re gonna need contacts, help, and a lotta luck to get your foot in Music Row. What you got? Are you tough

         enough to stick it out four or five years, maybe even more? If you don’t have a big money backer, pack it up and go back home,

         kid.”

      


      In fairness, these insiders don’t want all these young artists to give up. Most of them have seen plenty of hearts broken

         and dreams crushed and they don’t want to suggest that there’s a special angel hovering over Sixteenth Avenue waiting to sprinkle

         magic stardust on every hopeful. But the speeches are canned and Garth Brooks was no dummy. Something else about that encounter

         bothered him.

      


      He had gotten industry insights from a professional before he ever crossed the city limits. His mother, Colleen Brooks, had

         been a Capitol recording artist, a professional singer who performed on Arthur Godfrey’s show during the 1950s. Colleen’s

         career has sometimes been overlooked, mentioned as a mere footnote to that of her son. But at one time she was traveling throughout

         the United States, building a following and a professional name. Given the right set of circumstances, there is a very real

         chance that Colleen Carroll could have been a national star. She had a manager, had recorded in Los Angeles, and was relatively

         well known from her Arthur Godfrey appearances. In fact, when she first met Raymond Brooks, he confessed that he’d been smitten

         with her from the first time he saw her on television. The problem was that her career took off after she was divorced with

         three children, and the constant traveling became impossible.

      


      Colleen was an optimist about everything but the music business, having seen what she called the ditches of the industry. Out on the road she’d dealt with dishonest promoters, club owners, and bookers. She’d had to fend off stray

         musicians and camp followers. Times when she most needed the money owed her, she’d seen it slip through her hands into someone

         else’s. When Garth made his first trip to Nashville she warned him that there were people in town who would beat him up, then

         pick his pockets. So while he has said that he initially thought there was a recording contract waiting just for him, there

         was also his mother’s cautionary message. Don’t listen to everything people tell you.


      The other element of the legend that has not been factored into Garth’s first Nashville experience is his sense of right and

         wrong. Underlying Garth’s shock at learning a famous song-writer needed a measly five hundred dollars was his innate understanding

         that something was askew. Why couldn’t successful creative people make a decent living in the business? Maybe it was as simple as a songwriter squandering

         royalties. But maybe it was something deeper, something in the system.

      


      Garth decided he needed to prepare better the next time he approached this town, and so he headed home.


      Home was Yukon, Oklahoma, where Garth had grown up in a split-level house at 408 Yukon Avenue. When they met, Colleen Carroll

         had three children—Jim, Jerry, and Betsy—and Troyal Raymond Brooks had a son, Michael. Once married, they had one immediate

         mission, to gain permanent custody of Raymond’s son Michael. When Michael’s mother finally agreed, Colleen said, “I had him

         with us and enrolled in school within the hour!” When sons Kelly and Garth were born the family was complete.

      


      “You know, my mother didn’t want me to marry Raymond,” Colleen once confided to a friend. “She wanted me to marry someone

         with a lot of money. I guess she thought that with me having three small children I needed extra stability, but she didn’t

         take into consideration that I really loved Raymond. I knew that he loved me and that he was my rock. I’ve never looked back.

         In a way, that’s how Garth is. When he knows he’s doing the right thing, he’ll throw caution to the wind and not give up.

         And it has usually worked out for him.”

      


      Except for scattered performances, Colleen gave up her music career to raise the family. Raymond Brooks was a tough ex-marine

         who worked as an engineer and draftsman for Union 86 oil, and raised his children with a strict code of ethics, fair play,

         and integrity. Garth once reflected, “Dad’s always been one of those your-word-is-your-bond men. I took that to heart.”

      


      It is to Colleen and Raymond’s credit that there was never a division among the children, just one big happy family. “There

         was never any type of jealousy in this family. You couldn’t really tell who belonged to who bloodwise as the years went by,”

         Colleen told In Country’s David Huff. “Everyone thought Betsy looked like Raymond. For a long time people thought Michael was my son and Jerry was

         Raymond’s. When you’re trying to raise a family like ours that’s the kind of thing you want to hear.”

      


      In fact, after Garth’s career took off Colleen was always quick to point out that all of their children had had their glory

         days in school and after. Jim was the great athlete, the family hero, especially to his youngest brother, Garth. Kelly, too,

         was a star athlete. Michael, who was chosen as Most Likely to Succeed, went on to become an educator. Jerry fulfilled his

         lifelong dream of becoming a law officer. Betsy, voted friendliest at school, became a musician both on her own and as a member

         of Garth’s band, Stillwater. The mother-daughter relation was strong in this house full of males. Colleen called Betsy her

         best friend. “She’s such a free spirit. I worship the ground she walks on,” Colleen said.

      


      Like many youngest children of large families, Garth grew up with both adoration and a healthy sense of competition. Colleen

         often said that Garth shared many of her personality traits. She liked to have fun, enjoyed being the center of attention.

         “I was only three when I started singing, trying to entertain the family,” she reflected. “I loved making people happy. And

         Garth has always been the same way. As a child he was always making us laugh and clap for some little skit he put together.”

      


      Christmas and Halloween were the family’s favorite holidays. Colleen, especially, loved Halloween, and she usually dressed

         as a witch to hand out treats to the neighborhood kids, gathering the children around for ghost stories, including “Galloping

         Galoosy,” a takeoff on “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” The Christmas tree went up right after Thanksgiving, and Colleen admitted

         it was usually dead by the time they took it down. She hated to let go of the holiday season, loved sitting in the evening

         looking at those twinkling tree lights.

      


      Garth remembers Colleen being the biggest kid in the family when it came to Christmas, and that tendency escalated as the

         years went by. Sometimes when Garth and Sandy drove home for Christmas, arriving by 7:00 A.M. wasn’t early enough. They’d get to the Brooks home only to find that Colleen had been up for two hours, and had already

         started opening some of her presents.

      


      It wasn’t always easy to buy gifts for everyone; the Brooks family was not well off by any stretch of the imagination. They

         ate a lot of macaroni and cheese and hamburger gravy on toast. Christmas presents were something that Colleen and Raymond

         had to think about, plan for, and work into the budget. Garth’s best Christmas memory was of the year he was eight, and he

         and his brother Kelly got matching bikes. The fact that Kelly was eighteen months older and received the same gift impressed

         the youngest child.

      


      One member of the family was initially unimpressed with Garth—big sister Betsy. When Colleen was pregnant with Garth, Betsy

         longed for a little sister. When the call came that the new baby had arrived, one of the brothers played a trick on Betsy

         and told her she had that sister she’d wanted. Then, when Raymond Brooks arrived, Betsy started asking rapid-fire questions:

         Did the baby girl look like her? What color were her eyes? How soon could she hold her?

      


      Raymond Brooks was puzzled. “The baby’s a boy,” he said.


      “Then don’t bring him home!” Betsy roared, taking out after her brothers, who now outnumbered her five to one. She came around

         the minute her parents brought the littlest Brooks boy home, becoming his greatest champion.

      


      Colleen’s youngest son says he was an unapologetic mama’s boy. “My mother is the best female singer I ever heard, and the

         most professional in her attitude about the business, too,” Garth says. “I love her love of life and her spirit. I’ve always

         been one of those guys who liked women and I don’t mean just as someone to date. I’ve always had a lot of female friends and

         often they became among the most trusted. I think that tendency comes from having such a good relationship with my mother.”

      


      Raymond and Colleen were a classic case of opposites attracting. Raymond could be a tough taskmaster. He believed in discipline

         and in encouraging his children to strive for perfection. Colleen allowed room for mistakes. Garth picked up both those personality

         traits. He also learned some lessons from the interaction between his father and older brothers. Years later he would write

         a song titled “The Night I Called The Old Man Out,” about a son wanting independence and willing to fight his father for it.

         “It’s a song I lived indirectly,” he said. “Kelly and I were the youngest and we never ‘called out’ our dad, but we sure saw

         some of the older boys do it. I got to see two sides of my dad during those times. He could be very strict about things he

         considered important, but he had an incredible softness, too. I sometimes saw him rush upstairs to hide the tears in his eyes

         after someone confronted him.

      


      “I think I learned several lessons from having that front-row seat. First, I could understand both sides of the thing. The

         older boys thought they were right. Dad thought he was. And they were both willing to back up their beliefs with action. I

         could see that being a father was an awfully big responsibility, and you couldn’t ignore moves that you really believe were

         bad for your kids to make. But most of all, I think I understood that it was somehow good for a child to know that a man can

         cry and be no less a man. Think how much better off people would be if they knew that.”

      


      Colleen said that Garth always had an empathic nature, that from the time he was a child he could always put himself in someone

         else’s shoes. “After school he’d bring special children home with him,” she reflected. “These were kids who no one would ever

         talk to or anything. He would be their friend and they adored him. He would bend over backwards to help anybody because of

         one thing—he couldn’t stand to see anybody mistreated.”

      


      Music played a big part in the household. In addition to Colleen’s singing and love of everything from the Opry to pop, Raymond

         played guitar and admired country singers like Haggard and Jones. Again, Garth’s status as youngest in the throng played a

         role in his musical evolution. The older kids all had their favorites and specialties. His big brothers played the guitar,

         though never as seriously as his sister, Betsy. Brother Jim loved to play the harmonica. Kelly, just a year and a half older

         than Garth, tended toward kazoos.

      


      The family scheduled weekly talent nights featuring music, skits—anything to amuse the group. Garth especially thrived on

         not just singing for the family, but putting together shows that included dialogue, jokes, and even plot to an extent. He

         was starting to understand the basics of entertaining and storytelling.

      


      “Being the youngest of six kids, my influences come from all over the board,” he explained. “I particularly liked James Taylor,

         Dan Fogelberg, Elton John, Journey, Boston, Kansas. But I also loved Townes Van Zandt, George Jones, Janis Joplin, and Rita

         Coolidge. The ’70s rock shows probably influenced my live show the most. My older brothers and sister listened to Styx and

         Queen, so I did, too.”

      


      Perhaps the biggest influence of all was country star George Strait, who Garth first heard in 1981, while he and his father

         listened to country music on the car radio. The single, “Unwound,” was George’s first, and it changed Garth’s life. Until

         then, he’d paid more attention to his siblings’ favorite rock acts. George Strait changed all that. “I knew in that moment

         that this was the kind of music I wanted to sing and perform,” he later said.

      


      Strait, too, had been an early lover of rock, but it was his time in the military and exposure to Merle Haggard singing Bob

         Wills’s music that changed his direction. A native of Pearsall, Texas, Strait was also a cowboy, expert in riding and roping.

         After serving his time in the army, George enrolled at Southwest Texas State in San Marcos, and formed the Ace in the Hole

         Band. In 1979, his traditional country sound interested MCA Records enough to agree to release one single, “Unwound.”

      


      Out of this musical melting pot came Garth’s love for arena rock and singer/songwriters. By his teens, he had picked up the

         guitar and banjo, which led to a love for bluegrass music. In fact, his first “professional” gig was playing banjo at a McDonald’s

         with friends Mark Tate, Roy Farrow, and Steve Clark.

      


      Garth was a quick student who got good grades despite being more drawn to sports than schoolwork. He was well liked, a popular

         jock who loved to clown around. Just as his love of music came naturally, so did his interest in sports. Raymond coached Little

         League and encouraged his boys to participate in football, baseball, and track. Garth played for Yukon’s football team, the

         Millers, and threw javelin for the track team.

      


      Garth never got over this early love of sports. In 1992, after he was a star, KNIX in Phoenix held an on-air contest asking

         the question, “Is there one thing that Garth Brooks would like to do just to be able to say it?” Fans called in with every

         answer from being president of the United States to being a professional athlete. The winner was a guy named Leroy Kloos,

         from Casa Grande, who correctly answered “play professional baseball.”

      


      Garth’s answer: “If I could do one thing just to say I’d done it, that thing would be to play an inning of professional baseball.

         The only thing that stopped me from being a professional baseball player was that I sucked.”

      


      Raymond Brooks’s participation in his sons’ sports was vital to Garth in immediate and long-term ways.


      “One of the greatest things I got from my dad was an appreciation of the importance of teamwork,” Garth explained. “And as

         I started out on my career, I really saw how vital it was to everything in life. Artists have to see themselves as part of

         the group. I don’t mean all decisions need to be made by a committee, but nothing—and I mean nothing—is gonna happen without a team.”

      


      By the time he followed his brother Kelly to Oklahoma State University in Stillwater, Garth was splitting his extracurricular

         time between sports and music. In fact, his love of music influenced his choice of majors. It was with the hope of breaking

         into jingle writing that he chose advertising, a decision that would later be misrepresented in the press as “marketing” and

         result in the first of many untrue myths regarding his success.

      


      Raymond Brooks once told a story about Kelly and Garth: “Kelly went to Oklahoma State University and two years later Garth

         followed. Their track coach called us and said, ‘Mr. Brooks, there is something I just have to say. Kelly came here and he

         didn’t smoke or drink or party. He wasn’t a Goody Two-shoes or anything. He didn’t condemn people or judge them and I’m going

         to admit that some of the track coaches thought he was putting on a front. Then Garth came here and they roomed together,

         which is unheard of for brothers in college. Garth didn’t smoke and he didn’t drink and by gosh we realized that these two

         guys are for real!’ ”

      


      Sports initially helped pay Garth’s room and board at Iba Hall, the campus athletic dorm. He not only had been awarded a track

         and field scholarship, but also found a part-time job at a sports equipment store, DuPree’s. Garth’s track future was sidelined

         when he failed to make the Big Eight Conference finals during his senior year. When a coach told him that he should see it

         as an opportunity to get on with what was important in his life, Garth wondered just what that might be.

      


      What it was, of course, was his music. Between track and his off-campus job, he participated in college music jams like the

         “Aunt Molly’s Rent-Free Music Emporium” at the OSU student union. He played at any campus party he could find and volunteered

         time at a local medical center to play music for children.

      


      Garth started several bands, playing in clubs like Shotgun Sam’s Pizza in Oklahoma City and Willie’s in Stillwater. Like all

         club singers, Garth relied on cover tunes and took requests. After all, more songs meant more tips from happy fans. His repertoire

         ranged from James Taylor and Neil Young to George Strait. And he loved to close his shows with Don McLean’s “American Pie.”

         Garth would show up anywhere he could find work, and he’d play solo if required. The club experience was crucial, because

         later, when he started his professional career, the little clubs of America would be where he continued to sharpen his performing

         skills and widen his audience.

      


      He took an additional job at a night spot called the Tumbleweed Ballroom, where as one of the club’s bouncers, he was called

         on to break up a fight in the women’s room. There, famously, he met his wife-to-be, Sandy Mahl, who had thrown a punch at

         another girl and gotten her fist stuck in the wall.

      


      Two deaths during the days at Stillwater affected Garth tremendously: Jim Kelly and Heidi Miller. Jim was a grad student and

         hurdler who had coached Garth’s brother Kelly, before starting a band with Garth and a friend named Dale Pierce. Like Garth

         and Kelly, Jim and his brother were extremely close to their parents and often flew home for visits. On one of those trips,

         with Jim piloting, the plane crashed, killing both brothers.

      


      When Heidi Miller and a girlfriend needed to find a third individual to share their campus apartment rent one summer, Garth

         moved in. He quickly formed a bond with Heidi. “She was probably one of my greatest friends,” Garth reflected. “Heidi had

         been one of those girls who got stepped on by everybody, and she always wanted a man she could love. The other thing she really

         wanted to do was graduate. Well, Heidi met this wonderful guy—a football player—and fell in love with him. She was ten days

         from graduating when she was killed instantly in an accident with a drunk driver.”

      


      The death of these two friends influenced two of the most important components of Garth’s early stardom. First, these two

         were heavily on his mind when he wrote his breakthrough single, “If Tomorrow Never Comes,” which dealt with the importance

         of letting people know how much they mean to you. Next, when Garth thought about making the video for Tony Arata’s song “The

         Dance,” he decided to relate its meaning to death more than to a lost love. That premise became the theme for the song’s award-winning

         video, and did as much as anything in his first year to establish him as a star.

      


      After Kelly graduated from OSU, Garth roomed with Ty England, who had a long-standing love of country music. The two had met

         at Aunt Molly’s, where both played music. Although Garth appreciated country, his real love was still rock. But the more Garth

         listened to Ty’s tape collection, the more he began to appreciate the sheer power of what a country song could be.

      


      His appreciation for the truths found in traditional country lyrics never lessened. Talking to Country Fever in 1992, he explained: “The country lyric is everyday life, the ten o’clock news put to music. I think people are looking

         for something to learn from. You know, if you’re upset after listening to a song—that’s good. It’s as good as crying after

         a song, or it’s as good as changing your life after a song. As long as it brings an emotion, then you know you’re living.”

      


      England disputes that Garth learned anything from him; he says it was just the opposite. It was he who learned from Garth,

         especially when it came to the writing he later did with his old roommate. According to England, story songs come naturally

         for Garth. “Garth is great with melodies, but it’s the lyrics that set him apart as a writer. He’s always looking for just

         the right word or phrase. But what he understands better than most is how to develop a complete story that lasts three minutes.”

      


      Unfortunately, Ty and Garth got little accomplished academically that year. As Garth explained: “We couldn’t room together

         anymore after we both got bad grades because we were playing music all the time. But it was my senior year so I could get

         by with it. It was Ty’s sophomore year and he couldn’t. So Ty had to go back home and enroll in a school closer to Oklahoma

         City. We made a deal when he left that if one of us should happen to get a shot at playing music for a major label, he would

         call the other.” And Garth remembered that deal in 1989, when he got ready to set out on the road with a band named Stillwater.

      


      While his appreciation for stone country singers like Hank Williams and Merle Haggard was growing, it wasn’t just the male

         artists who moved him. Loretta Lynn, Patsy Cline, and Tammy Wynette became favorites. In fact, despite his belief that his

         mother was the best female singer he’d heard, he later would say, “If I’d been a female country singer, I would have wanted

         to sound like Tammy Wynette.”

      


      Garth briefly considered making the move to Tennessee a year prior to his meeting with Merlin Littlefield in Nashville. In

         1984 he auditioned for a gig as a staff singer at Opryland U.S.A. Although he was offered the job, after conferring with Raymond

         and Colleen, he decided to stick it out in Stillwater and finish his senior year in college. It was a wise move. Opryland

         acts often felt they were carnival sideshow acts and that would have been anathema to Garth. When he did graduate from Oklahoma

         State, he asked Colleen for her blessings in his quest for a career in music. She wouldn’t go so far as to say she blessed

         the idea, but promised to pray for him.

      


      When he returned from his brief 1985 Music City trip, Garth went back to singing cover songs at Willie’s and working at DuPree’s

         Sports Equipment. But this time it was with a map back to Nashville. One person he knew he needed with him was Sandy Mahl,

         and on May 24, 1986, the two wed.

      


      Garth had often sat in with the Skinner Brothers Band, and when he started putting together his own group, he turned first

         to Tom Skinner. Together they formed Santa Fe, the band Garth would bring with him on his second Nashville sojourn. The band

         was a college favorite in part because of the wide repertoire. Garth knew nearly four hundred songs ranging from country to

         pop to rock and bluegrass.

      


      Garth had come up with a title and an idea he thought had potential, “Much Too Young (To Feel This Damn Old),” about a musician

         living a hard life on the road. He finished it late one night, and decided to try it out at a club called Bink’s.

      


      “That’s pretty good,” his friend Randy Taylor said during the break. “But I think it could be better.”


      “What would you do with it?” Garth asked.


      “I’d turn the musician into a rodeo cowboy.”


      “The minute he said it, I knew Randy was onto something,” Garth later reflected. “There are a lot of songs about the road

         and not enough about rodeo. Even though I didn’t ride in rodeos, I come from that culture. It’s a world I love and the people

         who ride those broncs and bulls have always been heroes to me. So we sat down and worked on it, putting in a line saluting

         Chris LeDoux, who was not only a champion bronc rider but also a musician that everybody admired. Chris was a star in so many

         ways. It never occurred to me that I would later meet him, play shows with him, and make a lifelong friend.”

      


      Garth was already developing into the star performer he would become. He was intense and passionate onstage. He didn’t just

         move, he prowled the stage, bringing his audience into the show on an emotional level. But he didn’t yet have that rock show

         element that he would later put to such an effective use. That would come after seeing a Chris LeDoux concert.

      


      But Garth Brooks and Santa Fe were enough of a regional name that they opened for national artists like Dwight Yoakam, Johnny

         Paycheck, and Steve Earle, and performed on television shows including A.M. Oklahoma. In early October 1986 Santa Fe took third in the Marlboro Talent Roundup semifinals, and later that month they were invited

         to play a show at New Mexico State University. Their reputation was growing rapidly, and with it, Garth’s confidence.

      


      In preparing to make the permanent move to Music City, Garth visited Nashville several times to get the lay of the land. He

         scouted neighborhoods where he and Sandy might find a place to live and attended writers nights to hear Music City’s latest

         songs.

      


      When he made those preliminary trips Garth stayed with an Oklahoma songwriter named Bob Childers, who knew publisher/songwriter

         Stephanie Brown. A former English teacher, Stephanie loved words, music, and writers. After spending some time with Garth,

         she suggested he help Childers with the melody of a song he’d been writing. They worked late into the night, then Garth put

         the song down on tape. That one demo, not more than a crude work tape, was all it took for Stephanie to become a supporter.

         She invited him to writers nights and small shows.

      


      During a show held at the popular Second Avenue club Windows on the Cumberland, Garth heard Kevin Welch, a smart, poetic writer

         and fellow Oklahoman who would make some well-received albums a few years hence. Garth listened to Welch’s song set and immediately

         recognized an unusual talent. Welch’s lyrics were tight, well thought out, and meaningful, his performance riveting. Garth

         later admitted that he had a similar reaction to the one he had had in 1985 when he sat in Merlin Littlefield’s office and

         heard a well-known songwriter say he was broke: “If that guy’s playing for twenty people I don’t have any business being here.”

      


      But later, when a group of Oklahoma friends took him to Kevin’s house for a guitar pull, where various writers and artists

         take turns trying out new material, Garth was invited to sing. Afterward, Kevin said, “Man, this town is going to be fine

         for you.”

      


      Prophetic words. And Garth Brooks would prove to be fine for Nashville.


   

      CHAPTER TWO


      [image: art]


      Shitkickers & cowboys


      Harlan Howard, the most revered songwriter in Nashville, composer of “Pick Me Up On Your Way Down,” “Busted,” and “I Fall To

         Pieces,” sat at the bar in Maude’s Courtyard. His hair was a great mane of silver, his eyes sharp with a bit of an impish

         twinkle. He wore a pair of jeans and a blue denim shirt. He ordered a Black Russian, which he called a milk shake. Aside from

         penning great songs, Harlan was known for his definitive take on country music: “It’s three chords and the truth.” That day

         in 1987, Harlan sat listening as a young writer lamented the current state of country.

      


      “I don’t even know what country is anymore,” the kid groaned. “The music is getting way too close to rock.”


      “I don’t pay that much attention to the tracks,” Harlen mused. “I listen to the lyrics. Two things will tell you if something’s

         ‘country’—the words and the audience.”

      


      GARTH FINALLY BROUGHT SANDY and the band, Santa Fe, to Nashville in late summer, 1987, this time with his mother’s approval. In fact, she gave him her

         lucky four-leaf clover as a farewell gift. The whole crowd moved into a house in Hendersonville, just east of Nashville. The

         band didn’t last long. As Garth once put it, “It was five guys with five different opinions of what it took to make it. None

         of us were right. We were all very scared and the band blew up after about four or five months. Two of them went back home

         and three stayed in Nashville. They’re all happy with what they’re doing.”

      


      Garth found work at Cowtown Boots while Sandy took a series of part-time positions, including a job at the boot store, where

         she could cover for her husband if he needed to take a meeting. Driving back and forth from Hendersonville to Music Row, Garth

         listened hours on end to the tunes played on Nashville radio stations.

      


      In 1987 country music was more diverse than ever and it appeared to be happening with almost a sense of urgency. New faces

         and styles lived side by side with Old Nashville, and if they circled the other like tail-sniffing dogs, they were hounds

         chasing the same bone: records that sold.

      


      Traditionalists were well represented by Randy Travis and George Strait, with newcomer Dwight Yoakam’s critically acclaimed

         1986 debut still making both waves and new converts. Randy Travis’s 1987 signature release, “Forever And Ever, Amen,” stayed

         at the top chart spot for three weeks, and snared CMA, ACM, and Grammy awards. George Strait’s three ’87 hits—“Ocean Front

         Property,” “All My Ex’s Live In Texas,” and “Am I Blue”—added weight to his own list of career records.

      


      One of the hottest acts in town was ace singer/songwriter/ guitarist Steve Wariner, whom Dottie West hired to play in her

         band when he was still a teenager. A favorite of the legendary Chet Atkins, Steve made a name with RCA releases between 1980

         and ’84, when he moved to MCA. One of the finest guitarists in any genre, Steve had three number 1 hits in ’87, “Small Town

         Girl,” “The Weekend,” and “Lynda.”

      


      By 1987 country music had expanded to include some high-profile alternative artists like Steve Earle and the O’Kanes. The

         biggest song of the year was Michael Johnson’s “Give Me Wings,” followed closely by Reba McEntire’s “What Am I Gonna Do About

         You” and the Judds’ “Cry Myself To Sleep.” Established pop-flavored artists including Crystal Gayle, Gary Morris, Lee Greenwood,

         Earl Thomas Conley, and Dan Seals all scored big hits that year.

      


      Nashville was fertile soil for professional songwriters, and publishing was growing at an unprecedented pace. Many of the

         genre’s biggest acts seldom tried their hands at songwriting, and turned to the well of local talent. Reba McEntire, the Judds,

         George Strait, and Randy Travis depended on local publishers for most of their recordings.

      


      And so, when Garth moved to Nashville he found a city full of professional songwriters, tunesmiths who had no plans for stardom

         but who made their living penning songs for those who did. Harlan Howard had been the first of this breed when he arrived

         in the 1960s. But it was not until the ’80s that songwriters outnumbered stars, pickers, and label personnel. Publishers and

         the organizations that collected their royalties, BMI, ASCAP, and SESAC, had a renewed clout.

      


      The American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers was born out of outrage after Stephen Foster died in poverty, having

         made several fortunes for sheet music publishers. The organization was founded in 1914 and sought to financially protect composers,

         primarily those associated with New York’s Tin Pan Alley. Even after radio became popularized in the 1920s, neither country/hillbilly

         nor ethnic/race music received much attention. SESAC, the Society of European Stage Authors & Composers, was formed in 1930,

         originally to represent European artists. It wasn’t until 1939 that BMI, Broadcast Music, Inc., was established, partly as

         a reaction to the ASCAP monopoly and partly to represent country and ethnic composers.

      


      The 1980s witnessed perhaps the most visible identity crisis country music ever had, beginning with Urban Cowboy, the film that for many observers came to personify schlock country. Like most great yarns, the story that juiced up country

         music’s image in 1980 involved a house divided. The setting was Gilley’s club in Pasadena, Texas, and the players were the

         Cowboys and the Shitkickers. Within that movie is a conversation snippet that captures the question haunting the decade.

      


      It happened when John Travolta, as Urban Cowboy’s blue collar Bud, and co-star Debra Winger, as the tow-truck driving Sissy, uttered their first lines.

      


      Sissy: Are you a real cowboy?


      Bud: Depends on what you think a real cowboy is.


      That line reflected an age-old quandary in the music industry: what’s real country and what isn’t. When the industry dropped the “and western” part of country’s identity, what did that really mean?

         Is “country” a regional issue, with the hill music of Appalachia more pure than the honky-tonk sounds of West Texas? Where

         do the cowboy poets fit into the picture? Moreover, is country music defined by a musical style, by lyrics, by message, or

         possibly, by the audience?

      


      It’s certainly worth taking a more reflective look at the 1980 freight train that started rolling with a magazine article,

         picked up full steam with a movie, and blew into the station with a newly hip redneck culture two-stepping across the nation.

      


      Gilley’s was a sprawling honky-tonk in Pasadena, Texas, that captured the interest of Esquire publisher Clay Felker when in 1976 he visited Houston and friends took him for a big night out. When Felker returned to New

         York he asked one of his writers, Texas-born Aaron Lathan, to go there and get a slice of pure Americana for the magazine’s

         readers. And if not for Hollywood, the story of Gilley’s, which had been named after singer Mickey Gilley, would have been

         just another example of a transplanted writer taking a look at redneck America with a wink, a nod, and a check in the mail.

         Lathan’s cover story, titled “Ballad of the Urban Cowboy: America’s Search for True Grit,” appeared in Esquire on September 12, 1978.

      


      There were two crowds at Gilley’s. There were the Shitkickers, as owner Sherwood Cryer called them: redneck rockers, refinery

         workers, hippies, off-duty cops, secretaries, and beauty operators; the guy still living off his parents; the divorcée whose

         ex had picked up the kids for the weekend; and married couples on a budget who loved good music and cheap beer. It took the

         Houston Chronicle’s venerable pop critic Bob Claypool to bring in the second bunch. When he called Gilley’s “the biggest, brawl-ingest, craziest

         honky-tonk in Texas,” it interested the uptown Houston crowd. They bought new Stetsons and headed to Pasadena, which they’d

         formerly called “Stinkadena” because of the refineries. Sherwood tagged them the Cowboys. But in the end, they were all Gilleyrats.

      


      Just under the shitkicking and hell-raising at Gilley’s lay an important truth long reflected in country music: a lot of bar

         revelers were, in fact, lookin’ for love, as Johnny Lee’s hit from the movie soundtrack would say. And that was the story

         Aaron Lathan found in the short-lived honky-tonk marriage of Dew Westbrook and his ex-wife, Betty. Esquire readers loved the article, and Gilley’s employees soon started seeing a new out-of-town clientele. If Houston was your destination,

         a side trip to Pasadena just might prove fun.

      


      Many of the Gilleyrats resented the article’s tone, for although Aaron Lathan was originally from Speer, Texas, he treated

         his subject with no small amount of condescension.

      


      The Chronicle’s Claypool weighed in:

      


      “It seemed to irritate [Lathan] that these cowboys lived in the city and didn’t really ride the range—he never, for one moment,

         considered the fact that both groups, old and new, were simple, country-bred men who were doing the best they could at the

         only jobs they knew, then hoorawin’ it up on Saturday night.”

      


      It didn’t take Hollywood long to see the silver screen sex appeal of hoorawin’ it up on Saturday night. After all, another magazine article, this one a New York magazine piece titled “Tribal Rites of the New Saturday Night” by Nik Cohn, had two years earlier been turned into the blockbuster

         film Saturday Night Fever. And if it worked in disco, why not country?

      


      Urban Cowboy didn’t live up to ticket sales expectations, but there was enough excitement to encourage hundreds of bars to go honky-tonk

         with an almost religious fervor, while in Los Angeles alone, four radio stations jumped on country’s fiddle-and-guitar bandwagon.

         People who saw the movie not only liked the gigantic neighborhood bar concept, but were also reminded that Americans love

         cowboys more than almost anything else. And they usually don’t care if the person behind the image works on a cattle ranch

         or in a machine shop.

      


      The advertising copy on the movie soundtrack reflected an understanding of the appeal of both film and recording: “It’s more

         than just music. It’s a way of life.” When the soundtrack sold 3 million copies, Nashville’s marketers perked up.

      


      “Nashville didn’t learn that you can’t consider a soundtrack album indicative of anything other than the buzz on that movie,”

         Chet Atkins explained, referring to the Urban Cowboy–inspired country sales spike of the early 1980s. “That’s why—as my friend Tom T. Hall might say—the bean counters spent about

         five years as nervous as long tailed cats in a room full of rocking chairs.”

      


      Many in Nashville scorned Urban Cowboy and all that it spawned. It was the new Stetsons, carefully pressed Wranglers, and the two-steppin’ dance clubs that often

         switched to disco after midnight that caused the nose holding. Then there were the radio stations changing to country but

         keeping on ill-prepared pop and rock deejays. Some said the film and what followed did little more than encourage a bunch

         of pop pap.

      


      Country music had long been sensitive to the idea that it was pop rock’s “redheaded stepchild.” Very few country artists had

         ever been able to compete in the pop/rock world, and those were usually iconic figures like Johnny Cash. With few exceptions,

         their edge, when it held, was more evident in celebrity than tours and per-album sales figures.

      


      Barbara Mandrell took on Urban Cowboy by grabbing the mechanical bull by its nonexistent horns. In 1981 she countered the film’s influence with “I Was Country

         When Country Wasn’t Cool,” which included a cameo performance by George Jones. The song easily hit number 1, and when Jones

         stood up in the audience to sing it with her at the Country Music Association Awards, it was something akin to the pope making

         an appearance at a Catholic League dinner.

      


      But Urban Cowboy has taken a bad rap. The biggest influence that the movie had was seen in pop culture, not recorded music. Some of the finest

         albums of the decade were released the following year: Rosanne Cash’s Seven Year Ache, Ricky Skaggs’s Waitin’ for the Sun to Shine, George Strait’s StraitCountry, Guy Clark’s The South Coast of Texas. The positive effect that the movie had on Nashville music was the fact that clubs catering to country opened in droves, venues

         that booked emerging acts and opened up a far bigger market.

      


      The crossroads where country stood in the ’80s had more to do with age and society than with a movie. A new generation started

         listening to country music, and many had never heard of Ernest Tubb or Floyd Tillman. That generation’s idea of classic country

         was not Webb Pierce’s 1953 “There Stands The Glass,” it was Waylon and Willie singing “Luckenbach, Texas,” which had stayed

         at number 1 for six straight weeks in 1977.

      


      Some of the decade’s biggest acts tried to modernize both image and music. Kenny Rogers, Ronnie Milsap, the Oak Ridge Boys,

         and Alabama all took some criticism for popish crossover hits like “Islands In The Stream” and “Elvira.” Conway Twitty even

         revamped his look and got a perm. Others, like the decade’s biggest chart impact artist, Willie Nelson, made no attempt to

         do anything other than exactly what he wanted. And it worked, because with Willie image is never an issue. He’s always the

         hippest cat in the room.

      


      Critics chastised ’80s country music for being too “slick,” but the decade itself fed on glossy imaging. The ’80s put on a

         public face of peace and prosperity with lavish Reagan-era White House galas, television shows like Dynasty and Dallas, the Donald worship, and yuppies. But just beneath the surface was a world where homelessness grew, the United States built

         never-before-seen debt, and investors went broke on junk bonds and inevitably faced 1987’s Black Monday, when the market saw

         shares fall half a trillion dollars. So the question about what a cowboy really was could be expanded to what the entire populace

         really was. One has to wonder, was the real America that of oil executives in Dallas or refinery workers at Gilley’s?

      


      In a very important way the shape of the country music business was a reflection of the veneer of success covering some tough

         economic times in the ’80s. Because even with a wealth of consequential music, radio tightened playlists and spun fewer records,

         especially those from the genre’s older artists. Personality radio was on the wane, with more homogenized formats and fewer

         disc jockeys talking about artists.

      


      One bright spot was The Nashville Network (TNN), which launched in 1983. The network was a joint venture between WSM (of radio

         and Grand Ole Opry fame) and Group W Satellite Communications. TNN in general, and Ralph Emery’s Nashville Now in particular, helped connect Nashville’s artists and music to mainstream America. Emery gave artists the opportunity to

         show their personalities—sometimes warts and all. Once, when Johnny Paycheck appeared, he held a note a little too long and

         spit out his bottom denture. Another time a fiddle player accidentally caught his bow on a singer’s toupee and sailed it almost

         into the laps of those seated in the front row. Audiences loved it, and TNN became the genre’s greatest marketing tool since

         the Grand Ole Opry.

      


      If Nashville attorneys and accountants were hand wringing through much of the decade, America’s creative youths still flocked

         into town. Arguably, because of one song. In 1982, the year that twenty-year-old Garth Brooks won fifty dollars at a college

         talent show in Stillwater, Oklahoma, one of Columbia Records’ most powerful vocalists, Lacy J. Dalton, released a single that

         quickly became an anthem for singer/songwriters throughout the nation. Garth was just one of the hopefuls who listened and

         understood that “16th Avenue” contained lines aptly describing the Nashville Dream. The song spoke of lonely songwriters in

         cheap rented rooms writing some golden words that allowed them to finally “walk in style” on Music Row. No artist ever held

         those songwriters in awe as much as did Garth Brooks. Nobody wanted the miracle more.

      


      Despite efforts to slick up and cross over, Nashville still had back-door and alley accessibility in 1987—literally. Songwriters,

         journalists, and floaters of one sort or another could park in an alley and slide in the back door of CBS or RCA to stop by

         almost anyone’s office. And on Friday afternoons at most record labels and publishing companies, more than a few pulled open

         a drawer and opened up a bottle of Scotch for all comers searching for a TGIF party.

      


      The Outlaw Era, when stoned cowboy singers played pinball down at corner markets, was on the wane but a lot of rowdies still

         hung at the Third Coast, otherwise known as the Rock ’n’ Roll Hotel, where visiting rock bands had holed up while recording

         in Music City. David Allan Coe still blew into town every so often to upset the Spence Manor management with an entourage

         of rambunctious chimpanzees. Harlan Howard held court most afternoons at Maude’s Courtyard, offering advice to all seeking

         help from the Dean of Nashville Songwriters.

      


      It is a misconception that Nashville’s stars are the ones on the stage. Inside the town’s business the real stars are the

         personalities who run record labels. They control artists and they often control the music. Sometimes that works out, sometimes

         not. It is a lesson artists would do well to understand, and one that Garth learned early on.

      


   

      CHAPTER THREE
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      “Uncle Joe, you know we owe it to you”


      What’s the secret?” Trisha Yearwood asked Garth about his becoming the fastest-selling artist in music history.

      


      It was October 2000, and Garth was preparing for a black-tie blowout at the Nashville Arena hosted by Capitol to celebrate

         his sales of 100 million albums in one decade. Facing career decisions of her own, Trisha brought up Garth’s experience.

      


      Garth hesitated a moment, understanding that she was asking a rhetorical question. But then he said, “I had a tight group

         of people around me who never blew smoke up my butt.”

      


      GARTH TIPPED HIS HAT to one of those people on his 1995 release, Fresh Horses. The album kicked off with “The Old Stuff,” a nod backward to 1988 and 1989, the days when he and the band were playing clubs

         like the Kansas City Opry and Tulsa City Limits. When Garth sang the line, “Uncle Joe, you know we owe it to you,” it was

         in tribute to Joe Harris, the agent who took a chance on an unsigned kid from Oklahoma and started booking him prior to anything

         that resembled success. Harris was only one of the people who recognized in Garth a sense of purpose and a strong will in

         addition to unmistakable talent.

      


      Garth’s first year in town could serve as a primer on how to make it in the music business. He hooked up with smart, savvy

         people, but more often than not they were not part of the business-as-usual crowd. Most were old-timers, outsiders—or insiders

         who thought like outsiders.

      


      “I was lucky that the people I found in those first couple of years were on the side of writers, artists, and musicians,”

         Garth said. “I met too many creative people who had been run over by the business and I won’t say it made me paranoid, but

         it did make me watchful. Mom’s warnings were always right there in the back of my mind.”

      


      Stephanie Brown hit the mother lode for Garth when she played one of his tapes for ASCAP’s Bob Doyle. One of the first songs

         on the tape was “Much Too Young (To Feel This Damn Old).” Though it was a rough demo that inexplicably switched tempo midstream,

         Doyle was immediately taken with it. “What makes that song great is that it’s universal,” Doyle says. “You don’t have to be

         a rodeo rider to understand that feeling of getting beat up, of being tired of the struggle. No matter what ‘road’ you’re

         on, it does seem like it just keeps getting longer.”

      


      Because ASCAP had once represented primarily pop writers, Nashville writers had been in the BMI camp through the early decades

         of the industry. But a concentrated effort by ASCAP, along with the smaller SESAC, had changed that trend by the 1980s. By

         the time Garth came to town, writers debated which company offered the best deal, gave better advances against royalties,

         and treated writers with the most respect. More important, which one might give you a loan? In many cases, it all boiled down

         to how various personalities at the organizations were perceived. When it came to public opinion, the guy Stephanie Brown

         took Garth to meet was one of the favored.

      


      Bob Doyle was one of the most respected song men in Nashville. A trained percussionist, his experience had included rock and

         symphonic work. An air force pilot, Bob was stationed in Selma, Alabama, when he first started listening to the classic country

         music of artists such as Jimmie Rodgers and Hank Williams. After his tour, Nashville seemed like the natural place to land.

         He worked in A&R (artists and repertoire) at Warner Bros., then moved to ASCAP. A&R and publishing are closely intertwined.

         A&R is the department within the label that looks for songs and artists, and helps develop talent and often career direction.

         So when Doyle moved to one of the publishing rights organizations, he brought with him a deep understanding of what labels

         looked for. In both positions the courtesy and respect he showed songwriters made him one of their favorite executives.

      


      Once he heard Garth’s demo tape, he asked Stephanie to arrange a meeting. “I guess on a purely personal note, the first thing

         that impressed me about Garth was that he was a ‘West of the Mississippi’ guy. He wore the jeans, the boots. And he had a

         western, rural attitude. I sensed an authenticity in him, honesty and integrity. Combine that with the talent and you just

         had to be impressed.”

      


      Bob had been mulling the idea of striking out on his own for some time, and after he met with Garth a few times, his plans

         took more solid shape. After trying unsuccessfully to get Garth a publishing deal, he decided to take the plunge. And with

         an in-for-a-penny-in-for-a-pound attitude, Doyle decided to take an even bigger chance and manage Garth. He believed in the

         idea so much that he took out a second mortgage on his house to finance it all.

      


      “When you sit on the business side of the desk across from talented people, people with so much potential, you sometimes start

         wondering if you’re really helping them make their dreams come true,” Doyle reflected. “I thought a lot about the courage

         it took to come to town and put everything on the line—it takes a lot of nerve to go for a creative career. Just think about

         the times these people get turned down. And even after they get going, if they do make it as a ‘star,’ they get slapped down

         from time to time. I have a tremendous amount of respect for anyone with the guts to take that path. And in the end, what

         I decided was that I wanted to be someone who helped people live out their dreams, not one who at some point or other killed

         their hopes.”

      


      Bob now looks back on his decision with a wry smile. “I don’t think I really understood the risk I was taking, quitting a

         safe job to try something completely new. But I had a line of credit and an artist I believed in.”

      


      “When I heard that Bob was working with some kid named Garth Brooks, it caught my attention,” Silver Line Gold Line publishing’s

         Noel Fox said soon after Garth’s debut album was released. “Bob’s one of the town’s honest brokers.”

      


      Virtually all of Nashville’s music community concurred. Bob Doyle was a quiet, no-nonsense professional who never played games

         or pontificated. In a city where the hot-dogging often started at midlevel exec positions, Bob remained a bona fide song man.

         Cautious in his business dealings, when the Row learned that Doyle had taken out that second mortgage on behalf of a new singer/songwriter,

         it was almost as if Chet Atkins had tucked an unknown guitar picker under his wing.

      


      Doyle knew he lacked the public relations and marketing chops needed for a management firm to be fully effective, so he turned

         to a go-getter publicist named Pam Lewis. A veteran of MTV in New York, Pam had worked for RCA in Nashville. The two formed

         Doyle/Lewis Management and in 1988 signed Garth Brooks. Attorney Rusty Jones and financial advisor Kerry O’Neal were two other

         important members of the team.

      


      Doyle wanted to keep Garth working on songs and performing them at local writers nights. California writer Larry Bastian was

         among the first to co-write with Garth. In fact, Bastian was formally signed even before Garth to the publishing company Major

         Bob, named after Doyle’s rank in the air force reserves.

      


      “When Bob Doyle called me about his new company, I was ready to sign with a Nashville publisher to try and open up that market

         for me,” Larry said. “I told Bob I’d be coming to Nashville soon, and the first thing he said was, ‘There’s this kid I want

         you to meet.’ ”

      


      Bastian was immediately impressed with Garth’s writing and singing, but admits that in the beginning he had no clue that Garth

         would be a big star. “At first he was so quiet, so shy that I didn’t see it happening. But over time, as his personality and

         humor started coming out, I realized I’d been a little hasty in my judgment.

      


      “What I soon realized was that this was a guy who truly loved words, wouldn’t give up on a line until it was right. He is

         incapable of writing a throwaway phrase or of saying, ‘Oh, that’s good enough.’

      


      “Garth is also fun to write with. I remember one time when we’d been up a long time kicking around some ideas, and I ended

         up falling asleep. When I woke up, Garth said, ‘Man, I got a great track here that I think we can work with.’ Then he played

         me a tape of me snoring.”

      


      Bob Doyle tried to set up as many writing appointments and demo sessions for his new client as possible, sometimes to no avail.

         One song plugger at MCA Music tried unsuccessfully to interest his biggest writers in scheduling a co-write with the new kid

         from Oklahoma. “I tried to encourage these guys for two reasons,” the plugger later said. “First, Garth was writing some good

         songs. Second, he was after a record deal and I thought he’d get it. In the end, about ten million albums later, one of those

         writers stormed into my office and raged at me for not pushing him harder to write with Garth Brooks.”

      


      The people Garth did collaborate with were arguably a better choice. They were good, strong songwriters but in general not

         Nashville’s elite. Teaming a new artist with a high-powered writer can be daunting, and given Garth’s personality, he would

         have found some of the experiences difficult. Tales of heavy-handed top-shelf writers looking with amusement at hopefuls are

         numerous. In one case, an award-winning composer walked into an arranged writing appointment, threw down a cassette tape,

         and, without introducing himself, told the young singer, “Here’s our song.” Then he left. It doesn’t always happen, of course,

         and the flip side of the story is that some young writers like having a veteran do all the heavy lifting. But by writing with

         those who weren’t resting on the laurels of number 1 hits, Garth forged his own identity quicker than he might have.

      


      Kent Blazy was the first writer who’d had a Top 10 cut who agreed to collaborate with Garth. (Blazy’s “Headed For A Heartache”

         broke world-class vocalist Gary Morris into the upper realms of the charts in 1981.) Bob Doyle first approached Kent regarding

         demo work, knowing Garth needed both the studio experience and the money. Kent had been using several demo singers who would

         ultimately end up with recording contracts: Trisha Yearwood, Billy Dean, Rob Crosby. He agreed to give Garth a shot, and Bob

         threw another suggestion on the table. Would Kent consider writing with Garth?

      


      “A lot of writers don’t want to take the chance that they’d waste an afternoon with someone who couldn’t write,” Kent says.

         “But Bob Doyle believed in him, and that interested me.”

      


      It took several months for the initial collaboration to happen. “Bob first talked to me right after Thanksgiving,” Kent says.

         “Christmas was coming up, and I always take January off to write by myself. So I told Bob I could meet with this new kid in

         February. When we finally got together, Garth walked in and said, ‘I’ve got this idea for a song, but I’ve tried to get a

         bunch of people to work on it with me, and nobody will.’ ”

      


      That idea was “If Tomorrow Never Comes,” a song involving a concept Garth’s mother often spoke about. “If you love someone

         you better tell them so,” Colleen said. “Because life is never sure—you might not get the chance again.”

      


      “My mother’s words inspired me to write ‘If Tomorrow Never Comes,’ but my dad played a role as well. Dad would snap his fingers

         and say, ‘It can all be over like that. Keep up with what you’ve got and know what you’ve got.’ That line is never very far

         out of my head.”

      


      The two friends Garth had lost during his college days, Jim Kelly and Heidi Miller, were on his mind, as well as both of his

         parents’ words. “I can only hope both Jim and Heidi knew how much their friendship meant to me,” Garth said.

      


      Blazy pitched “If Tomorrow Never Comes” to George Jones. “I would never have had the nerve to pitch a song to George Jones,”

         Garth told a friend. “The idea that a man like Jones would cut anything I wrote was unreal, and at the time we wrote it, I just didn’t see that the song was that special. I liked it. But it didn’t

         have the effect on me that it did years later. I can still remember the day I finally ‘got it.’ I was driving in my truck,

         and the song came on the radio. Maybe it was because I wasn’t expecting to hear it, but it was like I was listening for the

         first time. I actually had to pull over to the side of the road.”

      


      Blazy had learned Garth’s writing weakness: he often lacked confidence in his own work. “I’m an ideas guy, I’m not a song-writer.

         They’re just nice enough to let me put my name on a few of ’em,” Garth said. His collaborators scoff at that depiction.
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