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For Elizabeth Barnes, William Livingstone,
and the regulars at the Mosey On Inn.


Keep a-goin′.




Music is moral law. It gives a soul to the
universe, wings to the mind, flight to the
imagination, a charm to sadness and a gaiety
and life to everything. It is the essence of order
and leads to all that is good, true and beautiful.


—Plato (427–347 B.C.)


Oh Lord, I got ’em . . . I got the honky-tonk blues.


—Hank Williams (1923–53)
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And as someone who came to country music rather late in life, I am grateful to the following people who tried to talk sense into me years before: my uncle, Warren Nash, who knows more about country music than I ever will; another uncle, Richard H. Nash, who introduced me to Johnny Cash’s “I Walk the Line” in 1956, when, as a first-grader, I had other things on my mind; Sheila Pyle, who, in the early ’60s, sparked my interest in the folk origins of old-time country music; Rick McCarty, who, in 1972, wouldn’t stop playing his Flatt and Scruggs records even when I got down on my knees and begged; and Florence King, whose essay “Red Necks, White Socks, and Blue Ribbon Fear,” in Harper’s magazine in July 1974, inspired me to take a closer look at a genre I had largely overlooked.


I also owe special thanks to Joan Tewkesbury, the writer of Robert Altman’s Nashville. Had I not seen the movie—and then discussed the country music culture at great length with her over several years—this book probably would not exist. It was Joan who made me see beyond the obvious, and want to know more.


But there are other people who really made this book happen: Lee Goerner, my very patient editor, who happens to have impeccable taste in country music; Jane Ziegelman, his assistant, who hunted high and low for the 70 manuscript pages I mistakenly said I didn’t have; Diane Alexander, Jane Burke, and Joanne Tingley, all of whom transcribed interviews at one time or another, and my parents, Allan and Emily Kay Nash, who fought country music as long as they could, but eventually gave in to Emmylou Harris, Rosanne Cash, and Sweethearts of the Rodeo.


And finally, I want to thank Mia Grosjean, my former agent, who believed in the project when no one else did; my current agent, Charlotte Sheedy, for her continuing hard work and good faith; and my interim agent, Gloria Safier. I can only guess how Gloria felt about country music, but I will always remember her with fondness. The contract for this book was one of the last she wrote before her sudden, premature death in 1985. To everyone who knew her, she was an extraordinary human being.
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I just learned how to yodel


I sure can play guitar


I love to sing them country songs


And I wanna be a star.


If I don’t make it pretty soon


I don’t know what I’ll do


’Cause I just saw John Travolty


Now he’s a cowboy, too.


—Skeeter Davis, “Everybody Wants a Cowboy” (copyright High Harmony Music)


For me, it started not with John Travolta and the “urban cowboy” boom but with Pee Wee King. Not in the ’50s, when King was riding tall in his own saddle, but in 1974, when the Country Music Association saw fit to induct him into the Hall of Fame.


I had just gotten out of journalism school then, and was scouting around for stories to free-lance to national magazines. Pee Wee King not only lived in my hometown of Louisville, but coincidentally, my earliest memory of television was of King, circa 1953, squeezing a country polka out of his accordion. And so, after consulting the Writer’s Market for some kind of periodical that might find Pee Wee as fascinating as I did, I fired off a letter to Country Music magazine. They went for the idea, I slowpoked over to Pee Wee’s, and the story appeared in the magazine. That, I thought, was that.


In no time, however, the magazine’s English editor and Singapore-born art director were on the phone talking to me about going to Nashville to do a “sisters” story, or profiles of the sisters of Loretta Lynn, Dolly Parton, and Tanya Tucker, who hoped to follow in their siblings’ footsteps.


What I knew about country music at that point would have filled a one-gallon cowboy hat (give or take a liter). But in comparison to the rest of the magazine, heck, I was at least from the right country, and to top it off, I was from Kentucky, home of the Renfro Valley Barn Dance and the birthplace of untold numbers of hillbilly stars. And so, with fourteen years of private classical violin lessons behind me, and feeling, as Knight-Ridder columnist Tom Hennessy would one day write, that “anyone who liked [country] music was poor, sad, uneducated, non-liberal, rural, drank whiskey to excess, and would probably wind up in a tarpaper asylum in the Ozarks,” I made my first trip to Nashville in October 1975. There, in addition to Crystal Gayle, Stella Parton, and La Costa, I interviewed Marty Robbins, Minnie Pearl, and a rising young star named Emmylou Harris.


My aunt, lona Fagan, an amateur genealogist, claims that we Nashes are descended from General Francis Nash, the founder of Fort Nashborough, later rechristened Nashville. Don’t ask me to prove it—especially since both my parents are Tennesseans who moved to Kentucky “to get away from country music and everything that it stands for.” But there must be something in the genes: after that first trip, I was hooked.


The next twelve years would be the most dramatic and turbulent time in the history of the music—years that saw the “outlaw” phenomenon of Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings, the pop-crossover stampede of Kenny Rogers, the Charlie Daniels and Alabama brands of Southern rock, the rise of the progressive traditionalists such as Emmylou Harris and Ricky Skaggs, the urban-rural sensibility of Rosanne Cash, the Las Vegas-tinged soul of Lee Greenwood, the New Traditionalists such as George Strait, Randy Travis, and Dwight Yoakam, the indestructibility of George Jones and stone-hard honky-tonk, the filigreed harmonies of the Judds, and the rock roots of Steve Earle. During those years, I would interview almost every significant country performer of the last several decades for books, magazine articles, and network and syndicated radio shows.


“Country stars are symbolic ordinary figures,” movie critic Pauline Kael wrote in her New Yorker review of Robert Altman’s Nashville. So in almost every case, in addition to gleaning more information about a uniquely American form of music, I was interested in finding out why these particular artists chose to lead extraordinary lives—the incessant traveling in the back of a Silver Eagle, the estrangement from family and friends, the toll it takes on their health—in order to sing about the virtues of rural existence and the pain of heartbreak, or, in short, ordinary life.


What I was not fully prepared for was the workings of the country mind, and, as such, the set of values that places country musicians on a different plane from their counterparts in pop or rock. Take, for example:


• George Jones, who once rode a lawn mower to a liquor store when Tammy Wynette, in an attempt to keep him sober, hid the keys to the cars.


• Jeannie C. Riley, who turned to gospel music after “Harper Valley PTA,” and whose dining room boasts a photo of herself and her daughter dressed and posed as Madonna and child. An outtake from the session, I am told, shows the Madonna reaching for a cup of coffee.


• David Allan Coe, the ex-convict turned country star, who sports a tattoo of a spider on his principal private part.


• Barbara Mandrell, who charges a fee to view her honeymoon nightgown, on display at the Mandrell Country Museum.


• And Mr. and Mrs. Hank Williams, Sr., who remain colorful figures in death. At Audrey’s funeral, for example, Bob Harrington, the “Bourbon Street Preacher,” stood next to the open casket singing “Hey, Good Lookin’ ” to the deceased. And a few years ago plans were under way to unearth Hank Sr. and rebury him in the toe of a mammoth cowboy boot. The top of the boot was to be a revolving restaurant with a panoramic view of Montgomery, Alabama.


Since country performers customarily create their music out of their own lives and experiences—and since country singers have traditionally come from working-class roots, allowing the auto mechanic of today to become the honky-tonk hero of tomorrow—it seemed obvious early on that these artists had a great deal to say about their art: how they came to write particular songs, what their triumphs and tragedies have been, and if they are happy in a life that seems so grand and unimaginable to almost everyone.


That, in essence, is why this book came to be, and why I chose the question-and-answer format, one that provides the opportunity for thoughtful ruminations about the culture, the music, and the musicians’ personal lives. In the best of these interviews, the questions unmask the public persona and get to the heart of the man or woman behind the music—the private person behind the official personality. I also hope the interviews occasionally provide the give-and-take of good conversation, and that they dispel the stereotypical “dumb hillbilly” image that country performers have suffered for decades. In today’s big-business country music industry, no artist makes it to the top without an exceptional talent, a keen mind, and a perceptive overview of a complex and highly competitive marketplace.


However, this anthology is not definitive, by any means. In selecting the people whose words fill these pages, I have chosen artists who were, first of all, available and willing to contribute, who were able to express themselves easily and with candor, and whose interviews are the most memorable or revealing. In some situations, I have included interviews that may seem dated, but which, in the case of Dolly Parton, for example, explore a career in transition and what went into making Parton an international superstar. It also presents a woman whose talent is matched only by her perseverance, something not always discernible in her bubbly presentation.


All in all, the dozen years that went into this book have been delightful ones for me. I have learned a lot. I have come to appreciate the depth and soul of a music easily dismissed by some as “corny” and shallow. And I have met some unforgettable people, many of whom will never be household names.


Not long after I first started going to Nashville, I bought a secondhand jukebox as a birthday present for a friend. It hit me early in the day I was to give it to her that it would be fun to have the jukebox “announce” itself when it was plugged in. I had an old boyfriend tape-record a message (”Happy birthday! This is your jukebox speaking . . .”), which I wanted to get pressed onto a 45 and placed in the rotation of the records.


But in Nashville at least, the old-time voice booths, where a lacquer can be yours for a few dollars, have gone the way of Hadacol. And so I walked into Masterphonics, a record-mastering company, and found Tom Casassa, a former Grand Ole Opry engineer and a man who has helped literally thousands of musicians sound their best on records. I told him my name and what I wanted to do, adding that I needed the thing by five o’clock—and that I didn’t have any money.


“Let’s start over,” he said.


“My name is Alanna Nash, and . . .”


“No, no,” Tom said, “I mean your real name.”


“That is my real name.”


Tom fixed me with a wary stare.


“Let me see your driver’s license,” he demanded, and then handed it back, satisfied. “I thought you’d just taken two good music towns—Atlanta and Nashville—and made yourself a name.” And then he cut my record—for free.


What follows is not a tale of two cities, but a collection of stories of remarkable people, people who have become legends for their talent, for their lifestyles, and—through the efforts of the Tom Casassas of the business, who have helped them shape their craft—their performance, and their stamp upon the industry, the commerce, and the culture. For the most part, they were country when country wasn’t cool. And chances are they will remain so long after John Travolta has forgotten the name of Gilley’s.


Alanna Nash
June 1987




Behind Closed Doors


[image: image]





Roy Acuff
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When the Japanese attacked the Marines at Okinawa in 1945, journalist Ernie Pyle reported that a banzai battalion yelled what they believed to be the most injurious of insults: “To hell with President Roosevelt, to hell with Babe Ruth, and to hell with Roy Acuff!”


Now eighty-five, Roy Acuff is still a premier symbol of America, so much so that his craggy features could probably be carved alongside the others at Mount Rushmore without the slightest hint of public protest. The reigning elder statesman of country music and the Grand Ole Opry’s most revered star, Acuff is also known as the “King of Country Music,” a title that was updated from the one Dizzy Dean originally gave him—“King of the Hillbillies”—during World War II.


In the beginning, however, Acuff wanted to be a professional baseball player, making it as far as the New York Yankees’ rookie instruction camp before a series of sunstrokes put an end to his plans. Turning to music, he served his apprenticeship on medicine shows before forming a band and earning his own regional radio programs. When he finally got an audition on the Opry, in February of 1938—after weeks of trying—he was so nervous he forgot the words to “Great Speckled Bird,” one of his best-known numbers, along with “Wabash Cannonball” and “The Precious jewel.” He quickly became a regular, though, and before long, Acuff would be influential in changing the thrust of the Opry from string bands to singers—in his case, with his own self-contained Dobro-flavored band, the Smoky Mountain Boys. In 1962, Acuff became the first living performer to be elected to the Country Music Hall of Fame.


Although he is reported to have sold 30 million records, his recordings were always secondary to his spot on the Opry, mainly because he recycled the same melodies all too often. Never better than a mediocre fiddler—he would end up doing balancing tricks with his violin just to keep it in the act—and hardly the best of singers, Acuff nonetheless had an uncommon delivery. Full of emotional zeal and sincere showmanship—not unlike the preaching he heard from his father’s pulpit—he would often weep onstage when he sang a mournful song. But as he is reported to have said, “I’m a seller, not a singer.”


In 1981, a year after this interview, Acuff s wife, Mildred, died, and not long after, beset by loneliness, poor hearing, and a chronic heart ailment, he sold his mansion overlooking the Cumberland River and moved to a small house specially built for him on the edge of Nashville’s Opryland theme park—near the Roy Acuff Music Hall and Museum. A man of staggering wealth—through his co-ownership of the Acuff-Rose Publishing Company, considered the first music publishing firm to be headquartered in the South, and his many real estate investments—Acuff could probably afford to reside anywhere, and not be a sort of “living relic,” constantly on display in Opryland’s carnival atmosphere, constantly within earshot of the tourist train whistle. Acuff likes trains, though, and he likes it when people who ride them ask for his autograph.


I arranged our interview over the telephone, through a member of Acuff’s band who supposedly handled such things. But when I arrived on time, I was told that Acuff had left for lunch and wouldn’t be back for several hours. I left Acuff a note, reminding him of our appointment, and asked him to call. When he did, he apologized, but hinted that he really didn’t want to do the interview after all. I pressed him on it, and told him I had been looking forward to it. “Well,” he said, “I hope you’ll try to think up some new questions. All you people ask me the same things, over and over.” Just before we hung up, Acuff asked how much time the interview would take. I said an hour. “Oh, Miss Nash,” he said with a haughty laugh, “I wouldn’t give the President of the United States an hour of my time.”


Just the same, we met in his dressing room at the Grand Ole Opry—dressing room No. 1. He insisted on leaving the door open, even when I objected to the noise from a nearby marching band. When the interview was over, I noticed that he had given me fifty-five minutes. I reminded him of what he’d said about an hour, and he told me, in a poignant sort of way, that he had just been nervous. After all these years, he said, it still makes him anxious to talk to strangers. Acuff died twelve years later, on November 23, 1992.
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Q You had a heart attack a few years ago. Did that make any big changes in your life?


A Well, it maybe has changed my way of living. I’m not going at the speed that I once went with. I used to go in a rush all the time. I was going at everything in a hurry, like I was fighting a fire. And I’ve changed my life to slow down and take life easier, and try to go at my business much quieter and not let things excite me quite as much as they used to. I am a very nervous person, though. I’ve always been that way, all my life. When I played baseball back when I was a young man, I was an energetic, highly strung person. I played to win, but if I lost I was a good loser. But I still played to win. And when I came here to Nashville, I came here to win, not to lose. (Laughter) So the heart attack has slowed me down some, yes. I don’t make as many appearances as I did. I’ve slowed them down considerably. But I’m still on the Opry, and I will be here as long as I’m well received, I hope.


Q Do you still get stage fright?


A Well, you can call it stage fright if you wish. I would call it a nervous sensation. But I wouldn’t give you a dime for a person that could walk on the stage and tell you that he wasn’t at all nervous. Because he’s most likely a drone. And he’s not likely to succeed. If you want to go on that stage, if you want to do anything, go at it with a determination. Go out there to win, go out to please your audience. When the curtain goes up, it’s just like the whistle blowing on the football field or the basketball court. Or the umpire hollerin’, “Play ball.” The fright is all over after that, but before that time, you stay tense, you walk the floor, you twirl your fiddle bow, and you play another tune. Waitin’. But to say that I’m afraid or nervous, no. I have overcome all those things, I hope. But I am very tense before I go on the show—any kind of a show. Here at the Grand Ole Opry, I’ve been on it for forty-two years now, and I’m just as tense. I’m not as nervous as I was when I first went on, because I really was a nervous young man. But now, just about thirty minutes before show time, I’ll start walking the floor and wonderin what I’m gonna do and what’s gonna happen, and try to figure my show out, if I can.


Q You ran for governor of Tennessee a few times in the forties, winning the Republican nomination in 1948. Would you have been a good governor, do you think?


A Oh, I don’t know. I’m proud that I didn’t have to try to prove that to anybody. I had some of the finest people in the state backing me, and I would have had good advice. And I suppose back in those days it wasn’t quite as hard a job to be governor as it is now. There’s so much business to the government now. It’s a hard job now. Back when I made the race, I think anybody with good, ordinary thinking could have made decisions and would have been beneficial for the people. And that was what I made the race for, for the people. The people asked me to make the race, and I made it. I don’t regret that I did, and I don’t regret that I lost, either. Because it would have possibly changed the life of Roy Acuff, and I’d rather have the life I’ve lived than to have been governor for as many years as I could have. If I’d’a still been governor, I wouldn’t have been happy. Not as happy as I am now.


Q Why?


A Well, because country music and entertainment is a great life to live. I’ve had the opportunity of meeting so many people and going so many places. I’ve visited around the world with country music. I’ve been, not a pioneer altogether, but somewhat of a pioneer to other parts of the world. I have carried country music where country music was never carried before. And it’s been rewarding to me in every respect that I know of, except, as I told you a while ago, I had a flare-up with my heart. I was just going too fast. Just tryin’ to do too much. So I found out you can get things done just as well by going slow and approachin’ it in a different way.


Q In 1974, President Nixon came to the opening of the new Grand Ole Opry House and yo-yo’d with you onstage. You even wore a red, white, and blue outfit for the occasion. How do you look back on that night?


A Well, first of all, I view Mr. Nixon with tears in my eyes. I loved Mr. Nixon. I had known him before I ever introduced him on the stage. I worked for him when he was running for vice president with Mr. Eisenhower. So I had known him for a long, long time—not so personally, but I had been around him, and then I got acquainted with him and his family. And I knew them as well as I have ever known any of the Presidents. And it grieves me to think that he let this [Watergate] happen to him. But when he was here, all this was brewing, and I knew it was bothering him on the stage. But it didn’t show on him. He went through with his part just like a pro. And he was kind enough to say to me, “Uh, Roy, what do I do next?” You know, I was leading him around to all the different places on the stage and all. And I’d say, “Well, Mr. President, just go back over there and sit down with your wife till we get ready, and after a while I’m gonna have you play the piano.” And he was just wonderful that night. He played three songs on the piano—“Happy Birthday” to his wife, and “God Bless America,” and “My Wild Irish Rose,” I believe. But he was just as easy to work with as it is for me to sit here and talk with you right now. I loved it.


Q That would have been difficult for a lot of people. How do you think of yourself? What’s your self-image?


A How do I think of myself?


Q In other words, what kind of person are you?


A Well, I’m not a deceiving person. If I tell you something, you can pretty well bet that it’s true. I made a policy many years ago not to be a person that people mistrusted. Not to lie. It’s better to tell the truth and let it hurt than it is to lie and to have to think about it all through your life. If I don’t lie, I’m truthful in what I say to you. And I’m truthful in what I say to my boys, and my boys ought to know that. And the people that know me know that I have that character. As far as my ability to perform, I have no more ability than a lot of others. A lot of others perform just as well or better than I do. As far as my understanding people, I don’t know that anyone understands people any better than I do, ’cause I usually study a person if I’m gonna be around ’em. I don’t make up with strangers very easily. No, not very easily. Because I’m always curious that I may be getting in with the wrong company. So I’ll go slow as far as going to a stranger. I’ll make sure that I have found out something about his character—who he is, what they are, what they’re doing, what their background might be—before I ever become what you might call real friendly. Friendly enough to invite ’em into my home. And if I invite somebody into my home, you can bet that I trust them.


Q Minnie Pearl told me that she’d never been to your home just to visit, although she’d been there for parties. That’s surprising, since you two have worked together for decades and always seemed to be so fond of each other. Does the “family” of country music treat each other more like distant cousins? Is it not as chummy as it appears?


A Well . . . (long pause), now a lot of people think that because we are here in Nashville and we’re on the Grand Ole Opry together, that all of us boys and the girls, too, know one another and visit with each other in their homes, and everything. That is far from true. I only know where three or four of them live. We meet here at the Grand Ole Opry, we play the Grand Ole Opry, and we go home. Each goes to their individual home, or they’re supposed to, anyway. And as far as saying to Minnie Pearl, or to Jeanne Pruett, or Jeannie Seely, or Jeannie C. Riley, or to Ernest Tubb, or Hank Snow, or Bill Monroe, or any of those boys, “Come on, go over to the house with me,” I don’t do that. And neither do they. They have their little social affairs with whoever they have their friendship with, and I have mine. But we don’t associate together but very little. Now, if there’s a party, that’s a different thing. I may be invited to a party that maybe Ernest Tubb might have. I don’t recall ever being invited to one of his parties. I don’t know if he ever threw a party or not. But I used to have parties ever’ once in a while at my house, and I usually invited Minnie, because Minnie was the type of person that I knew could get along with everybody. When you invite in a group of people like that, you want to make sure that all of them are pretty well acquainted, so they can have a good time. It’s hard for a stranger to have a good time among strangers. So people are misled that think that here is a family of Grand Ole Opry people, of say sixty to eighty of us, and that we go around visiting. Now I’m not speaking of young and old. I’m speaking of both. The young, they have theirs that they associate with, but they don’t associate with others on the Opry. Very, very few of them ever associate with others on the Opry. They go their way, and we go ours. And the real truth of the matter is that we see one another so little that some of us are really not acquainted with each other. Because they’re out on the road all the time. I spent all my life on the road. About the last three years of my life is all I’ve spent here in Nashville, since I had the heart attack and quit traveling on the road like I did. Right now, while you and I are talkin’, as many of those boys and girls as can possibly find jobs are either traveling to that job or comin’ from a job, or headin’ in to Nashville now. ’Cause I’m talkin’ with you on a Thursday evening, and as many of ’em as can make it through are comin’ in for the Friday-night Opry. Some of ’em won’t be able to make it. They’ll call up our headquarters here and talk to Mr. Hal Durham, who takes care of things. Maybe some of them have troubles on the road and won’t be able to make it, and they gotta change the program ’round. Oh, it’s all kinds of troubles in this business. But we don’t associate with one another like I’d like to see it done. I’d like to see us have more parties and gatherings, and be more sociable, but it’s just [not] that way.


Q With all the changes in country music of late, can we still really call it “country” music? Where is the music headed now? Where is it going?


A Not goin’ anywhere. No, country music is still country music. Some of them play things they call country music, but it’s not country music. But country music will stay right where it is. It’s up to the person what type of music they want to play. And if they want to play contemporary music, why that’s their business. If they want to go back and sing folk songs, that’s their business. If they want to play what they term bluegrass, that’s their business. If they want to play pop, same thing. It’s usually your instruments and the way you present it as to what it is. I can sing you “The Wabash Cannonball,” and it’s called country. Bill Monroe can play it with his band, and they call it bluegrass. One of these marching bands that play at a lot of football games, they play it in band-type music. So it’s accordin’ to the way you present it as to what it is. But as far as I’m concerned, the Grand Ole Opry hasn’t got too far from it yet. It’s far enough, don’t get me wrong. I don’t want to see it go any farther. I hope it will start backing up, and from what I see, I think they are backing up. I think they’re coming back to the acoustical instrument. I think they’re gonna watch the songs that they sing more closely, [so] that their songs haven’t got the vulgarity in them that some of ’em carry. And I think they’ll go back gradually to the better way of country music. I don’t mean to go back like when I first come here. I was a very green young man when I came to Nashville. I’d had five years’ experience in Knoxville. But I don’t have to go back to what they call the “hillbilly.” They could call me hillbilly now if they wished. Some of ’em call me a mountain music singer, which possibly I am. I don’t care whether they call me country. I don’t care what they call me. It makes no difference what they call Roy Acuff, because whatever it is, that’s what I am. If they want to say I’m singin’ a bluegrass number, I’ll possibly be a-singin’ a bluegrass number. If they want to say I’m doing a folk song, I’ll possibly be doing a folk song. But I’ll be doing it in my own style, and the only thing that I know is that I brought it from the country here, I brought it from the mountains, and that’s just exactly what I still do today. With the same instruments, exactly. No change.


Q Your father was a Baptist minister, as well as a lawyer and a judge, and you’ve recorded a number of religious songs through the years. Do you have a feeling God put you here for a specific purpose?


A Yes. He put you here for the same reason. Each person is put here for a purpose. And He’ll be the one to take you away, too, when the time comes. It’s time all of us were thinking more about the hereafter than just living today. I think that we should prepare ourselves for death, because death is gonna come to you one day. And I hope that I will be prepared to go in the right way. And I hope you will be, too.


Q Minnie said you’ve bought your cemetery plot, and that sometimes you just go out there and sit and think.


A My father and mother are laying out there, and a brother. And it don’t bother me to go out there and look at it. I look at it with peacefulness. I look at it as a place of rest. When my father passed away, we didn’t have any money, and we shared a stone with a person out of Knoxville. Then after I got to where I felt I could afford to have a little plot of ground ourself, why, I called my family in and told ’em what I’d like to do and they all agreed to it. We moved my father to this place out here, to Springhill Cemetery. And then Mother was buried there—Mother knew where she was going to be buried. My brother knew where he was going to be buried. And I know where I’m going to be buried, but only the body will be put down there, dear. Their souls are somewhere else. They’re back of that black dark curtain. There’s a dark curtain we all gotta walk through. There’s never been anybody come back. Nobody knows. Some people maybe think they do, but they don’t. It’s just a mystery, and it’s one that you can study on, and hope for, and pray for, and someday we’ll all know.


Q What do you think your purpose is?


A What my purpose is? I’m doing what, I presume, God would like for me to do. I’m trying to bring happiness into homes, and I’m trying to do it in just as clean a way as I possibly can to stay in country music, and to sing the type of songs that I think families enjoy. I sing a lot of hymns. I love gospel music, and I include a lot of it in my programs. And I always have, all my life. I was raised in a Christian home, but that’s not gonna send me to heaven. I’ve got to be a Christian myself. So there’s a lot to think about, and a whole lot to hope for. You’ve got to put your trust in the good Lord and go on. You can’t stop and worry about it. There’s more insane people carrying a Bible around in their hand today and thinking they’re preaching to somebody. And they can’t even see somebody. But they think they can. It’s not good to start worrying about religion. Worry about your life, take care of yourself, live a good clean life, and Christianity will come along with you.


Q What have been the highest and lowest moments of your life?


A Well, I told you to think of somethin’ to ask me that had never been asked, and you are. (Laughter) I have had a lot of high spots in my life. I’ve had a lot of them. I would have to say that having the privilege of introducing the President of the United States was one of the highlights of my life. And I was invited to the White House [in 1973] to entertain the prisoners of war. I think those were real highlights. I’ve been around the globe, almost, entertaining our boys and girls in the military. Those were enjoyable moments. Those are some of the high points of my life. One of the very low ebbs in my life was when I was knocked out of an athletic career when I was a young man. I was knocked out with a sunstroke, and I thought the whole world had turned on me. I couldn’t see where I would go. But I reckon the good Lord kindly laid His hand on me and showed me a different direction than playing ball. I wanted to make a career of baseball. I played football and basketball, too, but I wanted to make a career of baseball. And I was hoping after that that I might be a coach somewhere, in a high school, maybe. But that all turned dark, and after that point, I started playing country music. My father played country music, and I had an uncle that played country music. We all sang, all of us children. And I just started seein a different world to live in, in country music. There wasn’t any money in country music at that time. Money had nothing to do with it. I did it for free, because I loved it. And I got a lot of experience on radio before I ever asked WSM here for a job. I had five years of experience in carryin’ programs. And I was well prepared to carry programs. My principal in school, she saw the talent I had. She got me to lead chapel, to lead singing, and she meant a lot to me. She taught me a lot about how to turn correctly onstage, and how to do things that so many of our country music performers had no training about whatsoever. But those were things that helped me. And they’ve helped me to go as far as I have. But the high spots and the low spots, I couldn’t tell you what the real high spot or the real low spot was. There’s just so many things in between that have happened in my life and brought a lot of happiness and a lot of tears. I’ve lost some of my very dearest friends. You’re very low when those things happen, when you lose your father and mother, your brother, and your close friends. I’ve seen so many of my close friends out here on the Grand Old Opry pass away. But I’m still around. And I’m grateful for it.


Q You had a bad car wreck in 1965. You tried to pass a car and realized you couldn’t do it, threw on the brakes, skidded out of control, and hit the oncoming car. You had two pelvic fractures, a crushed rib cage, and a broken collarbone. What did you leam from that?


A I learned that you can get killed right quick. And you can leave here before you know it. (Small laugh) Well, it taught me a lesson in driving. I think I’m as good a driver as can hit a road. I’ve driven hundreds and hundreds of thousands of miles. I used to put a hundred thousand or a hundred twenty-five thousand miles on ever’ car I got. Ever’ year. We’d ride ever’where. And I did the greater part of the drivin’. But the accident . . . it just taught me that you can get killed real quick in an automobile when you’re really not thinkin’ about it. I had no thought of an accident. But I come very near killin’ one of my very best friends, and I like to have killed myself. And it taught me just how quick your life can be taken away from you. As you and I sit here in this room, we’re not both sure we’re gonna see home again. Did you know that? It’s true. You don’t know when you leave home if you’re comin’ back. You don’t think. You expect to, but you don’t know. So many little girls and boys, or men and women, have left home with all good intentions of ever’thing. But first thing you know the telephone rung, and the message is that So-and-So’s in the hospital. But they never come back home. Don’t let it happen to you.


Q What do you think the strengths and weaknesses of your performance are? Do you ever wish you could improve a certain part of it—your fiddling, or singing or writing?


A Oh, I do that every time. Every time. I’m usually happy with my performances, but I can look back on them, and I can see where I could have improved them, and I try to do that the next time. I keep trying to improve myself ever’ time I walk onstage in front of an audience. I try to present myself in a way that I will capture that audience. You’ve got to capture an audience. You don’t go out there and just sing, or just play. If you can’t capture an audience, you might as well not be out there. You’re just a dumb lump walkin’ around on the stage. When you walk in front of ’em, you’ve got to take ’em in your hand, and hold ’em, then immediately say thank you and goodbye. That’s the way to hold an audience. You don’t do it just by goin’ out there and singin’ a song of love, or a song of fun. You’ve got to go out with the determination to put on a program that the crowd is gonna enjoy. And hoping that you can do it. I fail ’em a lot of times, but I still keep trying. I’m not a quitter. And I’m not a loser. I’m a winner. I’ve been a winner all my life. But you have your ups and downs in country music, the same as in anything else.


Q Did you ever doubt your ability to make a living playing country music?


A When I started in country music, there was nothing [no other rewards] to country music, except to play it. I said a while ago, there was no money. There were many times when I was down to my last dollar. When I first came here, all the bands that were on the Grand Ole Opry had other jobs. Or they worked on a farm. They made their living that way. But when I came to Nashville, I brought a group of boys with me. I had to make a living out of country music. And there wasn’t nobody else making a living out of country music alone. Now, there may have been some, but I wasn’t acquainted with them. So I had to work my way into it. And after I got into it, and I got to makin’ money, other people saw that I was doin’ good, and that money could be made out of country music. But I come out of the country, and I had never seen anybody else perform a country music show. I built my own show, and I perform my own show today. I’m not a blueprint—I’m an original. And I could be nothing else but original now. It’s too late. I’ve seen others try to copy me, and I’ve told ’em, “I appreciate you singing my songs and trying to copy me. And go ahead, sing my songs. But don’t try to sing ’em like Roy Acuff. Sing ’em like yourself. Put your stuff into it.” Hank Williams used to copy me, but after he did the “Lovesick Blues,” my partner [Fred Rose, Acuff’s partner in Acuff-Rose Publishing Company, which published Williams’ songs] told him, “No more Acuff. Let’s be a Williams.” And I was proud for Hank, because Hank Williams made a big success. But I’ve seen a lot of ’em. George Jones sung a lot of my songs. Ray Price sung a lot of my type stuff. But they did it in their own style. They made their own way. I don’t say that I was a leader to them—please don’t misunderstand me. I’ve just seen those things happen. But you are not gonna be successful if you are a carbon copy. Because they’re gonna say you’re tryin’ to sound too much like Jim Reeves, or Hawkshaw Hawkins, or Cowboy Copas. You can’t do it. Do your own thing. I sing a lot of Hank Williams’ songs. I love ’em. I sing Stonewall Jackson’s songs, too. But I don’t sing ’em like Stonewall does. I sing ’em like Roy Acuff. And I sing all of my songs like Roy Acuff. I don’t copy nobody.


Q Columbia Records tried to get you to change your style, and you left the label rather than do it. Were you ever tempted to change it to sell more records?


A No, I would have been completely lost. And I wouldn’t have been successful, because I wouldn’t have been able to put my heart and soul into it like I do now. They don’t impress me with that type stuff. Money never changed me. I just do my own, and I go on and forget about it. I’m sure there was a lot of the boys that saw what I was doing with country music, and went into it in their own style, and started doin’ real well. And a lot of them fell by the wayside. Some of them found another field to work in, and they’ve done good. I admire them for it. I respect them. But you have to be an original.


Q Do you still write songs?


A No, I haven’t written a song in quite a while. I guess songwriting is kind of like sellin’ sugar out of a sugar barrel at an ol’ grocery store. You finally scrape the bottom dry and sell all the sugar you got and say, “Well, I don’t think I’ll buy any more,” and forget about it. I possibly could, but I have no reason to write songs now, because I don’t record but very little, and when I do, I just pick up some songs that some of the other boys write for the company, and some that I like to do. I don’t know whether I’ll ever record anymore or not. I’ve not made my mind up on it. I’ll make my mind up later about that.


Q You never seemed to write much from personal experience. Except for your religious songs, the songs you wrote were more about things than innermost feelings.


A Yes, and it’s awful hard for me to write a song and not bring Christianity into it. Now, don’t forget—I am not a saint. And I’m far from a sinner. But I can start writin’ a song, and my mind gets to thinkin’ about love, and God, and Christianity. And it’s hard for me to stay right on a ballad like some of these boys write today. They don’t think of Christianity in their writing. I hope they do when they go home and get their mind off things. But in their writing they just don’t think in the right direction. They think in an opposite direction. They think of vulgarity. And I can’t write on that type of stuff. My songs are all train numbers and things that move me. I worked at a railroad company for years. I was a callboy and played baseball for the L & N Railroad for about two or three years, and I learned to be around railroaders. I loved railroaders. That’s what makes me think so much of Boxcar Willie. He’s playing the part of a hobo, and singin’ hobo songs, and he dresses like a hobo. And I’ve seen many a one looks just like him, down on the railroad track. I think he’s a great person, and I think one day he’ll be a great entertainer. He loves to sing train songs. He was raised on a railroad track. He’s doin’ his character. He’s not tryin’ to copy anybody. He sings my songs, but he don’t copy me. He sings ’em like he knows to sing ’em. And that’s the reason I admire him. But as far as my writing, I might write one like George Burns, “I Wish I Was Eighteen Again.” (Laughter) He didn’t write that one, but it was very fitting for him, and I’m so glad to see him doing well with it. He’s taken a liking to country music, and he’s found out in his older days that there is something to country music. There’s a love in country music. You’ve got to listen to it—you’ve got to be around it. You don’t just jump up and say, “I love country music.” You’ve got to be exposed to it.


Q Do you wish you were eighteen again?


A No, I would take the challenge of going through life again as I have, and just to sing the song as he sung it is wonderful. But to wish you were eighteen again is just an unthought-of thing. I’m satisfied that I can never be again, and have no reason to want to. I’d rather look forward to something else now. I’m looking forward to another home someday, as I go on. I wrote a song one time, “I’m Building My Home.” [He quotes:] “As I travel life’s highway / I’m building a home.” I was building my home in heaven, and that’s the way the song goes.


Q Are you happy?


A Sure. I have no reason to be unhappy. I’m making a living. We’ve got our home paid for, and we’ve got everything in our home paid for. My cars are all paid for. My equipment that I keep up my grounds with is all paid for. I don’t owe one man one cent. Anywhere. I only owe one person, and that’s my life to God. But I don’t go around cryin’ and preachin’. And I sometimes say the wrong things. I speak up sometimes. I sound off! If I get mad, I’m liable to use a bad word! But I am always apologetic about it. I don’t mean it. Maybe I’ve got enough education to think of another word I could use, but it seems like them other words fit just a little stronger. And they just put a little more emphasis just to say one real bad one, and then say, “I’m sorry.” (Laughter)


Q Do you have a quick temper?


A Yeah, I’m liable to fly off anytime. Not in here with you, though. (Laughter) I don’t think I have as quick a temper as I used to. I think I have settled my life more for that. But I can get irritated. There’s not any real reason for me to. As I say, my wife and I are happy. And our grandchildren are happy. We have so much to be thankful for. I shouldn’t have any reason to ever fly off of the handle and get mad, but I’m just that quick-tempered type of person, and might. (Small laugh)


Q What makes you angry?


A I don’t know anything in particular that might make me angry. I don’t like to see people overbearing, and out raisin’ sand and cursin’ everybody out just because they might be a bully. If there’s anything I always like to whip it’s a bully. Show me a man that thought he was some great fighter and was a-bullyin’ somebody around, and I’ll show you a man that would take him on. I’ve had a lot of fights in my younger days. I loved to fight. I didn’t fight ’cause I was mad. I fought ’cause I just loved to fight. I’d defend myself, and I’d defend anyone else. If the person I saw didn’t take somebody on, I’d take ’em on for ’em, just to see how strong and good a man he was. Then get up and apologize and go on.


Q Do you still do that today?


A No, my age would not permit me to do that, but even with my heart condition as it is, should I get mad and somebody fly up at me right quick, he’d possibly get a-hooked on the jaw with a fist before I could ever keep myself from it. I don’t want to. I hope it never happens. But I would, I guess, because I’m that type person. But I am a guy, too, that will apologize very quickly. And if I harm anyone, or hurt anyone’s feelings, I wouldn’t sleep good at night until I apologized or found out if I had done them wrong in some way.


Q Your career has covered the entire spectrum of country music, from traveling on medicine shows in the thirties, to your own traveling tent shows, which drew ten to fifteen thousand people at a time, to performing at the Ryman Auditorium and the new Opry House as the kingpin of the Grand Ole Opry. In one way, I imagine the medicine shows, with the vaudeville act, were some of your most enjoyable days. What were they like?


A They were great days. I learned a lot on a medicine show. I played all different kinds of characters. I played the part of a little boy, and of a little girl, I played the part of an old woman, of a colored man—I played the part of every kind of character you could name. And after the plays, I’d go out and sing a couple or three songs for the doctor [Dr. Hauer, who sold Moc-A-Tan elixir], and then he’d make his pitch. And after we got through sellin’ medicine and ever’thing that we had to do, why, me and Jake and another boy would put on a show for them. We’d put on what we called an afterpiece, which took fifteen or twenty minutes to perform. We were the only ones, so one night I’d be an old man, and the next night I’d be a little girl. The next night I’d be a blackface. Whatever we wanted to do. So it gave me a wide experience to understand comedy. And I think that was my biggest thing when I came to Nashville—my shows that I traveled on the road with. I taught my boys. I showed them what I wanted them to do. And I would do it in slapstick style. We’d tear an audience all to pieces. But then after we’d make ’em laugh for a while, I’d sing one of my tearjerkers, and I’d bend ’em down to their knees. I’ve seen ’em sittin’ down on the front seats, or back in the back, cryin’, wipin’ their eyes. And then as soon as I got through with that, I’d bring ’em out of it—put some effort to it, do a fiddle tune, brighten ’em up, do a square dance, do somethin. Don’t keep ’em cryin’. Do something to lighten ’em up again! Tell a joke! Make ’em laugh! Put ’em back down! Let ’em cry again! Bring ’em back up and make ’em laugh! (Pause) That’s show business.
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In 1984, two weeks after the release of the video for Alabama’s “(There’s a) Fire in the Night,” the group’s management withdrew the clip in fear of director David Hogan’s main character and drawing card: a comely witch who seduces her young Romeo and then kills him with a poisonous tattoo.


“There was a little bit of sexual explicitness,” Hogan was reported as saying, “and even though there wasn’t anything satanic about it, I know the group was concerned about the witch and her tattoos. I saw it as a fairy tale for grownups . . . But I’m dealing with a Bible Belt audience.”


If Alabama’s management hoped to preserve the band’s wholesome image—and the notion that their music appeals to the masses, except those of the black magic variety—the censorship served its purpose: the following year, a People magazine poll found the band—comprised of three guitar-playing cousins, Randy Owen, Jeff Cook, and Teddy Gentry, and a drummer, Mark Herndon—to be the most popular group in contemporary music.


Without the magazine’s sanction, however, Alabama was already the country music success story of the ’80s, making history in 1982 when it became the first group ever to win the prestigious Country Music Association’s Entertainer of the Year award. In succeeding years (’83 and ’84), it went on to set a CMA record as the only act to capture the award three times in a row, beating Barbara Mandrell’s two-year streak of ’80–’81.


To date, Alabama has sold more than 14 million LPs, won two Grammy awards, and as of mid-1986 charted eighteen consecutive number one singles—all staggering statistics, considering that in the summer of 1980 they were still playing for tips in a Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, bar. No one was more surprised at their success than RCA, the band’s own record company. When the label signed them that same year, RCA’s executives said they’d be happy if Alabama’s first album sold 60,000 copies. It ended up going platinum, selling more than a million units. Every other Alabama album would do at least the same, the group’s biggest-selling LP, Feels So Right having sold nearly five times that amount.


But if Alabama has its legions of die-hard fans, it also has its share of detractors, who say that the group may be the most popular act in modern music but it is likewise the most overrated. Industry heads, fearing the obvious criticism that Alabama has been overhyped—and overrewarded—with an eye toward bringing in the free-spending youth audience, claim that the boys from Fort Payne, Alabama, are the saviors of Southern rock and, among other things, family unity—a band whose sound appeals to parents and kids alike.


In truth, Alabama’s music is an amalgam of country, rock, and pop, a commercial sound originally dominated by up-tempo country-rock material such as “Mountain Music” and “Tennessee River,” which earned the group its youthful devotees, and which was later tempered for the mainstream country-pop audience with romantic ballads such as “Feels So Right,” “Old Flame,” and “Close Enough to Perfect.” But in recent years, Alabama has billed itself as “the people’s band,” recording albums with working-class American themes and turning out such songs as “Roll On” and “40 Hour Week,” which celebrate truckers and factory workers—the backbone, along with farmers, of the traditional country music constituency.


In the early days of the group’s success, much was made of the band’s close harmony vocals, the fact that they provide their own instrumentation—Cook, the only real picker among them, plays the lead guitar and fiddle, while Gentry and Owen play the bass and rhythm guitar—and the fact that they write much of their own material. Predictably, as soon as Alabama began to dominate the charts, Nashville record executives—after decades of saying that an act with the structure of a rock group would never work in country music—nearly tripped over one another in finding a similar group (i.e., MCA’s Atlanta, CBS’s Exile, Capitol/EMI’s Sawyer Brown, etc.) to share a piece of the Alabama pie.


The real success of the group, however, rests almost entirely on Randy Owen, without whom the band would certainly still be playing Myrtle Beach. While the band eschews the idea of a leader, not only is Owen the focus of Alabama’s musical and visual appeal—with his strong, soulful voice, his maturing songwriting abilities, his anchoring rhythm guitar, his rugged good looks, and his shiny-eyed exuberance onstage—but it was Owen who spearheaded the business decisions that led to Alabama’s RCA signing. Owen is likewise the lead spokesman in interviews, seeming to have the best perspective on the group’s past and future and proving to be the most skilled at tactfully avoiding questions the group doesn’t want to answer.


From the beginning of Alabama’s success, interviewers, frustrated at the difficulty in getting much substantive repartee out of the group—especially with Jeff Cook’s one-liners and wisecracks—jokingly said that talking with Alabama was something akin to watching an episode of the old Monkees TV show. Comparisons to the manufactured pop group became embarrassingly apt when it was discovered that Owen, Cook, and Gentry contribute extremely little to the instrumental accompaniment on their records (Herndon does not appear at all), leaving those duties to seasoned session musicians. Virtually all country music performers do the same these days, but the idea of Alabama was always that the group was a self-contained, all-inclusive band. One could not imagine the Charlie Daniels band, the Allman Brothers, or even the late Lynyrd Skynyrd doing the same thing. However, as musicians, Alabama has improved immeasurably since the first album, as demonstrated by the concert recordings of “Tennessee River” and “My Home’s in Alabama” on the Greatest Hits LP, and the 1988 release Alabama Live.


None of this has daunted Alabama’s huge fan following. The band has been so successful, in fact, that the concert grosses alone for dates between May 13, 1981, and August 15, 1983, totaled [image: image]14,352,739.51. When the group took two weeks’ vacation in the summer of 1983, their manager, Dale Morris, told Music City News that it cost the organization “about [image: image]450,000.” The individuals have invested their money well: Owen and Gentry in cattle farms, Cook in a recording studio, a building construction firm, a radio station, an apparel store, an abundance of gold jewelry—much of which he wears at the same time—and, he admits good-naturedly, [image: image]5,000 for new teeth “so I can smile.”


In addition, the group runs Alabama gift shops in Nashville, Myrtle Beach, and their hometown of Fort Payne, Alabama, a community of 14,000 nestled between Lookout Mountain to the east and Sand Mountain to the west (“the Sock Capital of the World,” because of the town’s numerous textile mills), where the band still lives.


The story of the group’s creation is fairly well known—“cousins meet cousins, find the right drummer, and finally hit the big time.” In the beginning, music was merely a pastime for Gentry and Owen, who grew up on adjacent cotton and dairy farms. They joke—in all seriousness—that their situations were so dire that their families couldn’t even afford an outhouse. Since Owen’s family didn’t get a radio until he was twelve, their exposure to music—mostly gospel—came from the Lookout Mountain Holiness Church, where snake handling was de rigueur.


In contrast, Jeff, a middle-class boy from the “city,” began playing in bands at an early age, even working as a rock-and-roll disc jockey. The three didn’t discover that Cook, too, was a cousin until they had already formed a band. Their kinship has been somewhat exaggerated: Owen and Gentry, related through Owen’s father, are second cousins, with Cook showing up as a fourth or fifth cousin somewhere down the line.


After appearing on a local talent show in 1969, the band began to work together in earnest the following year, when Cook, an electrician, Owen, a student, and Gentry, a carpet layer, became the house band at Canyonland, a nearby amusement park. When Cook moved to Anniston, Alabama, in the early ’70s for a government job, feeling that a music career wasn’t going to materialize, Owen and Gentry followed him there, serious about building a future in music and determined to sharpen their skills. With their day jobs leaving them little time to practice, they became roommates, rehearsing their vocal harmonies in bed at night before they drifted off to sleep. In ’73, using the name of Wildcountry, they moved to Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, to pursue a full-time life of music, eventually becoming a mainstay at the Bowery, playing six nights a week for seven years. Despite the solidarity of the three guitarists, the band had trouble keeping a drummer until 1979, when the Massachusetts-born Mark Herndon signed on, admitting that he knew nothing about country and that his roots were in rock and roll. The choice turned out to be a wise one for the group: not only is Herndon merely a salaried employee, and thus not an equal partner in the tremendous Alabama fortune, but his youthful blond looks and trendy clothing draw a large fan following.


It wasn’t until 1980, though, after years of club dates and a few mildly successful singles on small labels, that the group—calling itself Alabama since 1977—finally attracted a major record company. RCA noticed their hit, “My Home’s in Alabama,” which was originally released on MDJ Records, climbing to number sixteen on the national charts, and signed them in the spring of that year. In August—when the movie Urban Cowboy, with its country-rock soundtrack, was winning new country fans all across the nation—Alabama’s first RCA single, “Tennessee River,” went to number one.


The Alabama phenomenon is still puzzling to a great deal of the music industry, as well as to the majority of music critics, although their last studio album, Just Us, received comparatively favorable reviews. But the band has consistently kowtowed to music business politics, showing up for all the award ceremonies and accepting their truckloads of citations with humble speeches and tears. They also cater to their fans, charging no fees for membership in their fan club and throwing the June Jam—their own version of Fan Fair—in Fort Payne. In 1986, they dedicated their North American tour to their following, and even wrote a love song for them, “Fans.” But perhaps more important, they have tapped into the knee-jerk patriotism of country music, with such songs as “If It Ain’t Dixie, It Won’t Do.” To some, these söngs have helped revive the Southern pride that Jimmy Carter’s disastrous presidential administration nearly obliterated.


The following transcript is the product of two interviews. The first, recorded in a Nashville hotel room, was done in June 1980, only two months after the group signed with RCA. The second interview took place in October 1981, at RCA Records, in Nashville. By the second interview they were the hottest act in country music, having just won their first CMA awards, for Vocal Group of the Year and Instrumental Group of the Year. At the first meeting, Randy and Teddy were surprisingly unguarded, good-natured, and naïve in their dealings with the press and in their attitude toward the music business. A year later, things had changed. Randy, who had been so open and enthusiastic in our first interview, immediately laid down the rules. “Fire away,” he said wearily, but with definite assertion, “just as long as we don’t talk about our wives and our kids.” Mark Hemdon, who is said to be outspoken and somewhat surly during interviews, was not present at either meeting.


In the years since then, the conviviality of old has been replaced by a decided cautiousness. According to someone at their record company, their new attitude stems mainly from the fact that having grown up with nothing and come into vast amounts of money overnight, they are terrified it will all end tomorrow. Indeed, in 1986, the band failed to be nominated in a single category for the all-important Country Music Association awards.


[image: image]


Q You’ve had quite a year [1981].


A Randy: Yeah, it’s been a great year.


Q What’s been the biggest surprise about all of this?


A Randy: The biggest surprise for me is havin’ two gold and one platinum [record].


Q You didn’t expect that?


A Randy: Not in one year. I kind of expected and hoped that we had a shot at bein’ the Vocal Group of the Year, or winnin’ some kind of an award. But that’s a lot of records, and this is a bad time for record sales, as far as the recording industry goes.


Q But you certainly were hyped as the Next Big Thing.


A Randy: Yeah, I don’t want to call any names, but I know a lot of people that’s been talked about as bein’ the upcoming people to look at. And they kinda fizzled away, you know.


Jeff: The thing that surprised me was gettin’ the Instrumental Group of the Year [award]. Because I always felt like our strong point was our vocals. And that was like icing on the cake to get that one.


Q Have you run into any resentment that you’ve come so far so fast?


A Teddy: I don’t think so.


Randy: I haven’t experienced that at all.


Teddy: I think everybody that’s known our group knows how we came by success. Most of ’em feel proud for us.


Jeff: And if there is anybody that resented it, they don’t say anything to us about it.


Randy: We’re real sensitive to people’s feelings, too, and I haven’t felt anything like that at all. I think once people do get to know us, like Teddy said, and they understand that we’ve been workin’ real hard for eleven years to make somethin’ happen, it doesn’t seem so quick. [In later interviews, the group would refer to what they considered harsh treatment from music critics and members of the country music industry.]


Q What’s been the reaction back home?


A Teddy: We haven’t been back home, really, to find out. My wife tells me she has more people comin’ up to her at the supermarket and sayin’ “Congratulations,” but I think a lot of people think that since they know you, and you grew up there, they really don’t know how to approach you or what to say to you. But I think most of ’em are really proud of it. Like this lady said earlier today, “I used to say I’m from Fort Payne, Alabama, and people would say, ‘Where’s that? Never heard of it.’ ” And now, she said, “people have heard of it for sure.” So people are startin’ to associate where we’re from. Which is good, because it is our home.


Q They haven’t had an Alabama Day?


A Teddy: They have an Alabama Week, which is the first week in June. [Beginning in 1982, the band would host its annual June Jam in Fort Payne to raise money for local charities and organizations.]


Q Is there a lot of pressure on you now to follow up this current success?


A Randy: Yeah, there is. (Loud sigh) I feel a lot of pressure within my own self to do especially good work on the album, and probably above and beyond all that, to do a fuller stage show than we’ve been doin’. We want to be able to have people come see our show and say that they haven’t seen but four or five that were better. We’d like to say the best show they’ve ever seen, but as long as we’re in the top five, like in the nominations for Group of the Year, we’ll feel like we’ll have won in our fight to put on a great show.


Teddy: I think, like the old saying goes, you have to work harder to stay on top than you do to get there. And I really believe that, because once you get to this point, people expect you to get lazy and take things for granite . . . or is it “granted”? Which is it, Jeff?


Jeff: (Silence)


Teddy: Well, you know what I’m talkin’ about. To most people, the people who make it start sittin’ around sayin’, “Well, everybody’s supposed to help me now, because we no longer have to get out and work the [radio] stations, and work the record stores, and make all the phone calls to say thanks like we used to.” But we feel it’s more important now than ever before.


Q What about writing? Do you have time to write anymore?


A Teddy: Very little.


Jeff: I tried writing in the back of the bus while we were riding along, and everything I wrote had to be in the key of the diesel. So I gave up the idea.


Q What do you think your songs say about you as a group and as individuals? Are you concerned about a personal vision coming through?


A Teddy: I think we try to look at a positive song. We try to stay away from real negative songs. We look more for the quality of a song, and how it relates to us, and [whether] the feeling is right for our group. And whether it has the right harmonies and if it fits our group musically. That’s really what we try to choose our material from.


Q What’s your objective when you sit down to write a song?


A Randy: First of all, I have to have something to write about. I can’t just sit down and say, “Today I’m going to write a song.” It’s got to be something that turns me on, or something I’m real bothered about, or something I’d just like to say. When I write a song, or when we collaborate writing together, we always try to think about our group. Because our time is so short. See, used to be we had all kinds of time to write, and now that time’s not there. But now I think you’ll be seeing other artists do tunes that we wrote several years ago. They’re good rock songs, or they’re good country songs. I think they’re tailor-made for some other artist, but not for us right now. When I set down now, well, me and Teddy wrote a song the other day. And we try to make the chord progression, and the beat, and everything about it so we can have harmony on it. So that it sounds like a group doing it, rather than just something with a vocal range that only one person could sing.


Teddy: I used to try to force-write. I’d say, “I’ve got to write a song today, so I’ll get my guitar.” And I think that helps you in a way, because the more you write, the better you get. For some writers, I guess, the first song they ever write is a hit. Then they write another song, and it’s a hit, too. But now, I get to write less. But like Randy said, I write only when I’ve got something that really has to come out.


Randy: That really sounds like a big old lie, because we’d like to write every tune on our albums. It’s a simple thing of economics, if nothing else, in our careers now. Maybe later on, when we have it made . . . but it just might be impossible to do that. We don’t ever want to cut ourselves out of a hit record that someone else has written. When we go in the studio to cut a record, we try to make a single out of every record. In other words, if we cut a song, we think it has possibilities of being a single.


Teddy: If not, why cut it?


Q Randy, you look exhausted—beat.


A Jeff: We beat him regular. Or “regularly.” Which is correct, Teddy? “Regular” or “regularly”?


Teddy: I know what you’re talkin’ about.


Jeff: We used a wet squirrel on Randy the last time he was beat.


Randy: Well, I am tired. We left Nashville, flew from here to Los Angeles to do the “Rock Concert,” and we were delayed about five hours, due to the fact that some of the other acts on the show were barkin’ at us like dogs, and we got scared and ran off the stage. I’m tellin’ the truth, now. And we left Los Angeles and went to Louisiana State University and did a homecoming there, and we got to do our show about eleven-thirty that night, and then we flew from there to Toronto, and did our first CBC show, and then from there to New York, and we did two shows at Madison Square Garden. Then we went from there to Mobile, Alabama, and today I’m in RCA Studios talkin’ to you. I slept real good last night . . .


Teddy: But it just wasn’t enough.


Randy: It just wasn’t enough.


Jeff: (Laughter) For the whole thirty minutes.


Q Overall, what has all this success done to your life? Rearranged things? Allowed you to have things you wanted that you couldn’t have?


A Teddy: Well, I think my wife has showed up with a couple of new outfits on . . .


Jeff: (Laughter)


Teddy: . . . but outside of that . . . Naw, it’s more than the money. Somebody said the other day that when we walk into a place now, to the people who follow country music, or country-rock music, we have the respect of the people, even though we’re still dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, or whatever, while we’re out travelin’ on the road. We get the respect now. We haven’t been thrown out of any places . . .


Jeff: Lately! (Laughter)


Teddy: . . . recently. It’s just nice when people come up in the airport, or wherever you’re at, and say, “Congratulations on your award.” It really makes you feel good that you’ve just accomplished something. It gives you a feeling that the last ten and a half years was really worth it. It’s finally startin’ to pay off. And, of course, my family are not havin’ to do without things, too. That’s a big thing with me, ’cause when they get older, I guess they’ll be on their own. But while they’re young, I’d like to have enough money to take care of ’em.


Q What do you say to all the bands out there who are hanging on, who’ve struggled the way you did for years and years?


A Teddy: Well, I’d like to think that what we’ve done is helped open up the door. I think probably Marshall Tucker and Charlie Daniels helped open up the door for us to be able to move into the country field and perform as a group. But you’ve got to stick together, and you’ve got to have some good material, regardless of whether you write it yourself or find other writers and cut some of their songs. I think hangin’ in there and approachin’ it from a business standpoint, tryin’ to organize yourself with good credit, and formin’ a corporation and workin’ for the good of everybody is the only way you can ever make it. And then it’s a long shot. You have to try to be the best at what you’re doin’ and be the hardest worker and get the most done. It’s like anything else, I guess. You have to get into it and do things by trial and error, a lot. You can do a lot more by yourself than you think you can. We used to manage ourselves, book ourselves . . .


Jeff: Drive ourselves . . .


Teddy: . . . we were just about totally self-contained, as far as everything that we did. But that’s the cheapest way in the long run. Until you get to need an agent, or need a manager. Unless you’ve got somethin’ to manage, you really don’t need one.


Randy: You definitely don’t need a manager if you’re just workin’ nightclubs.


Teddy: That’s right.


Jeff: Don’t need a bookkeeper for a long time, either.


Randy: Really, because you know as much about how to book yourself, and you can take that money and live on it durin’ the week, like we did.


Jeff: Or you can take that ten percent or fifteen percent you’d pay an agent and use it to promote yourself, rather than just sit back and answer the telephone.


Q So you became businessmen as well as musicians.


A Randy: Got to be, yeah.


Jeff: Organization, I think, is the key to all of it.


Q The night you won the awards, you said something about a tape you’d gotten from a songwriter. What was that?


A Randy: Well, I think Donny Lowery and Mac McAnally are two of the most gifted songwriters that I’ve heard in a long time. I really don’t know the partnership they had as far as the writing, who wrote the most, or if it was an equal thing, or whatever. But I do know what “Old Flame” did for our career. And I’m very grateful to Donny, because he’s the one who brought the song to us personally. We were sittin’ on the bus, and this guy came on and said, “I write songs, and I’d like for you to listen to some of our music.” So we listened to ’em, and all the songs were great, but we only cut “Old Flame.” You know, we feel like now that everything we put out has got to be a number one single, and it’s got to be up to that quality. And we have some more songs that Donny has been a part of writing that we haven’t cut yet, but more than likely, we will. [As of 1986, they had not.] I think it only goes to show what we were just sayin’ previous, that you’ve got to keep pluggin’ away, you know. As far as I know, “Old Flame” was the first song that Donny had ever had cut by anybody. And it was an instant smasn. I mean, that was a big record for the group Alabama, because it established us . . . well, it was one of the nominations for the CMA awards [for Single of the Year]. And you don’t take that lightly, you know. That’s a very important nomination. Course, had it not been for [the Oak Ridge Boys’] “Elvira,” I believe that “Old Flame” would have won. You can’t take the impact of a song like “Elvira,” a big crossover record, away from “Old Flame.” “Old Flame” was a country record, and “Elvira” was a crossover, so it doesn’t have as much impact. But for our group, it was an incredible success. And we don’t forget things like that, either.


Q Is there a certain image that you want the band to have, or you think it does have?


A Jeff: Good music.


Randy: I think the image that we have, of just bein’ people who get out and do things, and not bein’ so recognizable everywhere [is what we want]. I honestly think that’s part of the appeal of our group. Because everybody don’t know who we are. When they see us, they don’t know for sure that it’s us. Because apparently, we look different ways at different times. Sometimes we really dress up, and sometimes we’re very casual. And I feel at ease either way, myself—dressed up, or with tennis shoes and a T-shirt. We do shows both ways. As long as we’re comfortable whatever we’re doin’, I think the audience will be the same way. We don’t play games with the audience, and try to have a certain image so that we try to look the same way every night, so that we get stereotyped.


Jeff: I like the fact that we can still go out to a restaurant and not be harassed. We like for people to ask for our autograph. That’s flattering, but you can still go out in public, and not have to have your meals sent in. You don’t have to hide from people. And I don’t think we ever want to lose touch with the crowd.


Q Where do you want to see all this go? Do you want to go on Hollywood Squares and be movie stars, or is that beneath your dignity?


A Jeff: Why not?


Teddy: Well, I think you can only do so much. If you’re gonna be a number one group, and go out and tour, then you have very little time for anything else. It’s like Dolly [Parton]. She’s gettin’ into the movies now, and I think that has to slow your record career down. But if that point ever comes, it’ll be a good choice to have to make, if you make so much money on one that you have to give up the other one.


Jeff: We don’t want to spread ourselves too thin for the time being, though.


Teddy: I guess in the future we’ll have the opportunity to do somethin’ like that, and I guess we’ll have to wait and decide at that time what we want to do.


Q Are there any misconceptions about the group, do you think?


A Teddy: The only thing people get confused about is the fact that the group Alabama is just four musicians and singers. I mean, we don’t have a backup band. Even at the CMA awards show, this lady was on me to hurry up and get the band up there so she could take a picture of ’em—the guys that backed us up in the group. It’s just us, you know. [The group added a keyboard player, Costo Davis, in the years after this interview.]


Q “My Home’s in Alabama” was your first big hit, and now it’s your signature tune. What was the incentive for writing that?


A Randy: Well, it’s a long story. Back in 1977, our band was real good, as far as the material that we were doing. We had a tight group. But the drummer that was playing with us at the time decided he wanted to leave the group. Then Teddy was thinking about moving to Nashville, too, and trying to make it writing songs. So I set down one day and thought about myself, and my career, and what I wanted to do. And the line “My home’s in Alabama,” and our band “Alabama,” just kept coming to me. So I wrote down that line. Then Teddy came down to my trailer one day. We was livin’ in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, at the time. And we wrote the chorus and the verse. We were real happy about the way it came off. The music came out of a jam that we worked up, and then we worked up the music with the words. It just fit perfectly, as far as the way we wanted it to sound. Then we done it that way—just one verse and a chorus—for quite some time. Then we decided to record it. It was gonna be on our third road album, which we never released to distribution. And we finished up the second verse just before we recorded it. It’s pretty much an autobiography, really, of me and Teddy’s lives. The only thing about it that’s kind of different is the “L.A.” in the song stands for “lower Alabama.” That was a joke, in a way. Where we’re from, see, we consider ourselves “Yankees.” You know, we’re from northern Alabama.


Teddy: Or U.A.—“upper Alabama.”


Randy: But we never thought anything would happen to the song. It was originally about ten minutes long. We just got into a jam on the end of it. And then, after MDJ [MDJ Records, based in Dallas] got “I Wanna Come Over” to thirty-three on the charts, they said, “We think ‘My Home’s in Alabama’ is the song we want to do next.” But I didn’t think the song would ever be a hit. I thought it might be a hit in Alabama, but it turned out to be a lot bigger hit in a lot of other states than it was in Alabama. Anyway, they shortened it down [to six minutes and twenty-four seconds]. They went in the studio and edited it, over, and over, and over. We went in and redid the vocal tracks.


Teddy: They added strings and—


Randy: We redid practically the whole track, is what it amounted to. And just left the feel the way it was, the tempo and everything. And then we started to get a lot of reaction from that song.


Q Has it become an anthem for Southerners?


A Randy: I wouldn’t think so. Not yet. It hasn’t had time. But maybe I’m wrong. [The song is now the state’s official song.]


Teddy: Well, that lady I told you about paid us one of the highest compliments we’ve ever had. She said that before she heard the song, she was kind of ashamed of being from Alabama. But after she heard the song, she was proud to be from Alabama. That’s a great compliment.


Randy: The part of the song that really comes from my heart is “I’ll speak my Southern English as natural as I please.” Because I’ve been through that. When I was in college, people would make fun of the way I talked. Even Southern people would. Maybe it was just hard for them to understand the way I pronounced things. Or maybe I pronounced ’em wrong. But I knew what I was saying. That had always been a pet peeve of mine, and I got a chance to put it in a song. It sure fit right in that one.


Teddy: See, Wildcountry was the name of our band for the first two albums that we cut and sold off the stage. We had a thousand pressed up, trying to get a demo album to get a deal with. And we finally got a deal with GRT for a single, in 1977. Then we changed the name of our band. After checking around, we found there were several Wildcountry bands around. That was the biggest reason we changed the name. We had hundreds of names, and Alabama was the last one we didn’t throw out. We had to call ourselves something, I guess.


Q Are you pleased that’s what you chose?


A Teddy: Yeah, I think it was a good choice. It’s easy to remember, and our record is on the front of the record rack, usually.


Q So “My Home’s in Alabama” was a hit on a small label, MDJ Records, where you went in ’79, and then you were signed to RCA in 1980 as a result.


A Randy: Yeah, I think that’s a direct result of “My Home’s in Alabama.” Because the average person that listens to music really understands that song. But I know a lot of musicians who bought that record, too. And, you know, the comments and compliments that they’ve given us really make it all worthwhile. Course, when your brother musicians tell you that they like the song, that means something. You feel like you’ve accomplished something.


Q How far did “My Home’s in Alabama” get on the charts?


A Randy: I think it got to sixteen. But they told us at RCA that they could take it to number one! (Laughter) But see, our problem at MDJ was distribution. It’s the same with any small label. When you get in that bracket, the sales, as you well know, account for a lot of the movement up the charts. And they just couldn’t get the records out. They done an excellent job, considering. I mean, MDJ had only been in the business for a year, I guess. And for them to take a song that was as long as that . . . See, so many stations plugged the long version of that song. And for them to take it that far, and to get it played that much, was great for us. It was a turning point. It turned everything around for us.


Teddy: It was a reasonable gamble for RCA. By making a showing like we did on an independent label, it made them say, “Well, what would they have done if we’d had ’em?”


Q How gregarious is this group, really? Do you play good-natured tricks on each other, for example?


A Teddy: Oh, yeah. One of the best ones I ever pulled on everybody in the band was just before Christmas one time. Everybody had been gettin’ things on me, and I said, “Well, I’m going to get somethin’ on them.” So I sat around and thought about it. I came up with the idea for us to draw names and buy each other a present. So I wrote down my name four times, and wadded it up in little pieces of paper. (Laughter) And then I dropped them in this hat, and I said to everybody, “Now, don’t tell whose name you got, because it won’t be a surprise. It won’t be any fun that way.” And I said, “We’ll hold what we spend on one another to about twenty dollars.” So everybody went along with me. And everybody drew, and everybody had my name, of course. (Laughter) I let it ride for about a week. And our drummer at the time got together with Jeff, and somehow they decided to swap names. And this is the only thing that blew it for me. I’d’a had all these Christmas presents. (Laughter)


Randy: Yeah, both of them had the same name. You should have seen the looks on their faces! (Laughter)


Teddy: That’s not as funny as what happened to Randy one time, though. We was up at a club in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. And the drummer that was playin’ with us at the time had this show he done where he’d do a drum solo and set off fireworks and flash pots and all this kind of stuff.


Randy: And the fire marshal didn’t like it. Threatened to close the place down.


Teddy: But one night after we had finished playin’, Randy stayed over there talkin’ to the guy that owned the place, and they decided to listen to the jukebox. And Randy didn’t know that our drummer had reloaded everything. And he walked over to plug in the jukebox, and he accidentally got hold of the cord that plugged up the flash pots.


Randy: I’d been drinking a few.


Teddy: And he plugged it up, and he was standing right on top of one of the flash pots. Needless to say, it was a shocking song he heard on the jukebox.


Randy: Burned my hair and my beard . . . I was lucky to come out of it without burnin’ everything I had. Course, another thing, we’ve had, you know, six or seven drummers that’s played with us over the years. And drummers are more unusual people, for some reason. Anyway, we had this one drummer, the first one we ever had after Teddy quit playing drums. We was playin’ near Gadsden, Alabama. And this club was like a VFW. And the guy who managed it was the bouncer, too. He had so many black eyes, and so many black-and-blue places on him where people had beat him up every Saturday night. He would approach the fella and say, “Okay, I’m gonna throw you out!” And the guy would go to work on him, and just beat the hell out of him. And he never threw anybody out! But anyway, we was playing, and the drummer had a stage that he sat on. We stood out in front of it, you know. And the drummer had a problem. He loved to sip the, you know, stuff, and he sipped it pretty heavy. So we looked back there, and he was real bad. Course, that’s the reason why he’s not playing with us now. But I looked, and the last thing I saw was his heels. He was goin’ off the stage, backwards. (Laughter) And, you know, we lost the drummer for a while.


Teddy: Well, that happened to Mark, too. Not ’cause he was drinkin’, though. We were doin’ the Ralph Emery TV show here in Nashville early one mornin’, and we were gettin’ down on “Tennessee River.” And when we got to the chorus, Mark’s stool broke on him. (Laughter) Last thing we saw was his rear hittin’ the floor and his feet goin’ up in the air!


Jeff: But he kept playing! (Laughter)


Teddy: But onstage we usually try to be sober enough not to fall down and stuff.


Q So you’ve paid your dues.


A Randy: Oh, yeah. We did a show with Sammi Smith up in Hartford, Connecticut, one time. And she didn’t make the first show, ’cause her plane made a belly landing in New York City. And Waylon [Jennings] was late getting there. So we were the only people there, and we had to play for an hour and a half. And the front of the stage was just old boards that had been just slightly nailed up. And I kind of reached out and touched the front of it, and the whole damn thing just . . . I’d’a fell off thirty-five feet on my head, out on the floor. And then, like I said, we had to play for an hour and a half. And this guy kept saying, “Come on, these people are getting restless.” But they couldn’t go anywhere, because there was about fourteen inches of snow that had fallen. So Waylon finally got there, and he played his first show without a drummer. His drummer couldn’t make his flight. And then Sammi got there, and she decided not to go on to the next place. So we were stuck there in Hartford. I think she got scared because of the flight. And she decided to ride back to Nashville with Waylon. So we were left up there, but she paid us for the show in Massachusetts, even though she didn’t make it. Anyway, we came back, and this was during the gas shortage. (Laughter) We stopped at every station between the New Jersey line and Hartford, Connecticut, and got a dollar’s worth of gas. And we finally got down to Virginia, and things started getting a little better.


Teddy: I remember one of the guys went to get gas that morning, and he was gone four hours. They would only let you have two dollars’ worth at the most. We had to go from one station to the other and set in line before we could start back to Alabama with a full tank. It was rough.


Q When was this?


A Randy: This was in ’73, I guess, ’73 or ’74. It was really something, you know. It was awful.


Q Who else did you back up during these days?


A Randy: Bobby Bare . . .


Teddy: Jerry Wallace . . .


Randy: Ray Pillow, Narvel Felts, Mel Street . . . Boy, so many, it’s hard to remember exactly.


Q What kind of band do you think you are? How would you classify yourselves?


A Randy: Country. Progressive country, I guess. Southern country, or—


Teddy: Modern country.


Randy: Well, what we do is, we write our songs. If we get somebody else’s song that they’ve written, we take that song and we do it the way we can perform it best onstage. Whatever people classify that as, you know, that’s left up to the radio people and the press. To me, it’s country. It’s not rock ’n’ roll, that’s for sure. And I don’t think it’s rock. Maybe there’s some bluegrass there. Maybe MOR [middle of the road] a little bit, because we have some harmonies that aren’t just straight country. I think that was probably a problem with our music for a while, because people couldn’t just take it and classify it and say, “Well, that’s country.” Even though the songs that we got on our albums could have been done differently to match a certain kind of music, like rock or country.


Teddy: A country artist could have cut it, and it would have been a country song. Or a pop artist could have cut it, and had a pop song.


Q You said earlier that you look for positive songs. There are a lot of romantic love songs on your albums, but “Feels So Right” has been your first positive love song released as a single. Your hits have been with different types of material, either the personal, Southern material, with “My Home’s in Alabama,” and “Tennessee River,” or the songs about unhappy love affairs, “Why, Lady, Why” and “Old Flame.” Was it a conscious choice to stay away from upbeat love songs as single material?


A Randy: Well, that’s basically what we write about. But in the past, when we started picking songs to do, I tried to get completely out of that. You know, love songs are great. But you have to have a love song that’s unreal to get in the Top 10. And I think it’s easier for us to have something that’s successful if ours is different. “Tennessee River” is a real good example of what I’m talking about. It’s got a little bluegrass, and it’s just different. There aren’t a lot of songs that sound like that song. And, of course, “My Home’s in Alabama” is different. Course, now, we work on these things over and over, to try to make ’em different. Because it’s really a crush to an artist, or a writer, for somebody to say, “That sounds just like something that I’ve heard.” But you can’t get too far out with it, because if you go too far, the average person don’t know what in the hell you’re doing. If it’s real crazy chords and stuff, nobody’s going to buy the record.


Q How do you work out the harmonies? I read that you used to lie in bed at night and sing until you dropped off to sleep.


A Randy: Yeah, that’s really true. I was going to school at Jacksonville State University, there in Alabama, and I was living with Jeff, who was working for the government at the Anniston Army Depot. And Teddy was working in Cookeville, Tennessee, in a carpet outlet up there. He quit his job and came to Alabama. And we took three beds and put ’em in this big room. And I’d go to school and they’d all go to work, and we’d come in and practice and write in the afternoons. Then we’d all go to bed and we’d turn out all the lights, and we’d start workin’ on it. We’d sing and harmonize till three or four o’clock in the morning, and get up and tear out the next day to school or work or whatever. We had this song—I don’t know whether you ever heard “Shelly’s Winter Love” or not—and we just hit that cold. So I’d come in, countin’ off, “One, two, three . . .” And Jeff would be in a dead sleep, and he’d rise up out of the bed and start singing his harmony part. (Laughter) We done him that way all the time. We’d go out and stay out late, and we’d come back in, countin’ off the song.


Teddy: But the way we went about it, to rehearse with no music, in the dark, just layin’ there flat on your back, using nothin’ but vocals to work out your parts, is a pretty different way to go about it. I think it was good, though.


Randy: Yeah, another thing, I sang most of the lead, and the lead singer has to give up that voice change. When you sing, you’ve got to sing straight. You’ve got to follow a pattern. You can’t do all those neat tricks that people do with their voice. Because if you do, there’s no way you can follow that with harmony.


Teddy: Like, it would be impossible for me and Jeff to sing harmony with Willie Nelson, you know, crazy [singing before and behind the beat] like he does.


Randy: That’s right.


Teddy: But that’s where your good harmony feels right, is in that pattern. And Randy has a real strong voice to carry it through.


Randy: See, people like Willie don’t really need harmony anyway. But for us, that’s always been a big thing, ’cause we tried to make it as a group.


Q The three of you are cousins.


A Teddy: Right.


Q Were you playmates as kids, too?


A Teddy: Me and Randy were. We were raised right across the field, well, a couple of fields from each other. We lived about three-quarters of a mile apart, I guess. His father’s farm and my granddaddy’s farm were joined. And we learned to pick guitars in church. That’s where I first started to get interested in music—playing the guitar and singing.


Q You seem to even think alike. When I was flipping the tape over, you just automatically went into a little routine. Are you so in tune with each other after all these years that you don’t have to communicate with each other in words?


A Randy: Oh, definitely. We’ve been together a long time. Maybe politically or spiritually we don’t think alike, but as far as music we do.


Teddy: We know each other well enough that we can read each other without saying a whole lot. You kind of know what the other person’s thinking.


Q What’s the motivation for this group? Why do you want to do this?


A Randy: For me, personally, it’s the whole scope of my family. I have relatives that are musicians and singers, and, course, they never made it. They never really pursued it as far as they could have went. They got married and had a family, and went to work somewhere. They had to do that. And, of course, now, I have a much greater goal. I just lost my father. I lost him at the time we were signing with RCA. And it was like the worst part of my life happening with the best. Just yesterday, I was sitting across the table from Chet Atkins. He was always one of my daddy’s idols. He idolized the way Chet Atkins plays guitar. And if I could tell him that I set across the table from Chet Atkins, it would be great. But I want to make my wife and my family proud. They’ve sacrificed for me. And I want them to know that I was serious. That I meant to be, or tried to be, number one. Whether I ever made it to the charts or not, I tried to be number one.


Q [to Teddy and Jeff]: How about for you?


A Teddy: I guess it’s the same thing. My mother played and sang—her and two of her sisters used to sing on the radio back when they were girls. And my father was a big lover of country music. He played a little guitar and sang some himself. But I was raised by my grandfather, mostly. And I think it’s more of a pride thing, especially since some of the things that happen to you in life make you more determined to succeed. Like, somebody tries to talk you out of it. They say, “What are you doing playing music? Why don’t you move back here to Fort Payne and get you a job down at Wendy’s? I think I can get you a job as assistant manager.”


Randy: (Laughter)


Teddy: Which is like saying, “I have no faith in what you’re doing.”


Randy: And they say, “Why don’t you shave or cut your hair?” This isn’t right now. But when we first started, we caught hell for the way we looked. And, of course, we looked more clean-cut then than we do now. But it was really strange. I know my family were always supportive of my career. Now, they never approved of some of the clubs that I had to play in to make a living. But as far as supporting me in doing what I wanted to do, they were behind me. It’s real important.


Q What changes do you notice in yourself when you’re back home on Lookout Mountain?


A Randy: When I go back home, that’s when I really get the desire to succeed, even more than when I left there. Because I see these kids that I grew up with. I see the girls that used to be so beautiful to me, and they’re now “old ladies.” They’ve let themselves go, because they’ve had to work so hard to survive in this hectic world. And the boys that used to weigh a hundred fifty-five pounds and be muscular, well-built guys, now weigh two hundred and fifty, and they look a whole lot older than what they really are. And they’ve got four or five kids, and the children aren’t clothed properly. And their wives are wearing horrible clothing. And they’re living in a . . . I hope I don’t sound conceited, but do you know what I mean? I like to have something just a little bit better. It makes you want to push on, and it makes you realize that you’ve been doing something right, too—that it wasn’t a big mistake. I don’t think that I would have ever fit in, living like that, ’cause I worked a few jobs, like workin’ in a factory. Now, I love to work with my hands, but I never could have fit in working in a factory in eight-hour shifts. I done it one summer, and it almost drove me crazy. For those people, that’s a way of life. They’ll work there twenty years, eight hours a day. And they can live that way. If they can do it, more power to ’em. Somebody’s got to do it. But I could never do it. We was talkin’ the other day, when we were doin’ the RCA show. Jeff asked Teddy if this wasn’t better than layin’ carpet. And, course, Teddy said, “It’s a lot easier, too. I don’t hurt my back, or my knee.” But, you know, it’s not that you care for the work. It’s just that you want something that people can say, “Hey, that guy has accomplished something.” And, at the same time, you’re doing what you want to do. Music is a God-given talent. You can’t just say, “I’m going to make it in music,” and not have any talent. If you could, you can imagine how many people would be in music, because most people look at it as being very easy. And there would be millions of people trying and never succeeding, because the public can pick out someone that don’t really have the talent to do it. And they don’t ever get to that point. But when you have the talent, I think you should hook it.


Teddy: It’s definitely not an easy life, though. Like, not too long ago, we played twenty-nine straight days, seven days a week, without a night off. The bad thing about playing with a group is, when you’re sick, you can’t leave everybody else hanging, so you go ahead and play anyway. I’ve played sitting onstage with a flight jacket on to keep the chill factor down. You sit there and shake and shiver and have a high temperature, but you still go ahead and give it your best effort, because the other guys can’t afford not to play, for one thing, especially in the early days.


Randy: But it pays off in other dividends, working as a band.


Teddy: Yeah, one thing I feel real good about is our success as a band. For so many years, people would say, “Well, yeah, Randy’s got a good voice there, a good lead voice. Maybe we can sign him,” you know. But Randy always stuck with us to say, “No, you have to take us as a group.” There’s not a whole lot of groups that get into the country charts. I know there’s the Charlie Daniels band, but there’s still Charlie. As far as a band, one of the few who were successful at it was the Eagles, when they started their country stuff. But it’s quite a good feeling to know that you’re giving hope to other musicians who play in a group. I just hope we don’t let any of ’em down.





Chet Atkins
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Several years ago, when he and his wife went on a Caribbean cruise, Chet Atkins, “off duty” for the first time in a while, decided to grow a beard and try to relax. But, as Atkins, otherwise known as the “CGP,” or “Certified Guitar Player,” mentions here, he hardly goes anywhere without his guitar. One night Atkins and songwriter John D. Loudermilk were sitting around the ship trading licks, and a small crowd began to gather. “You sure can play that guitar,” a fellow told him afterward, “but I’ll tell you one thing—you ain’t no Chet Atkins.”


That Atkins’ name is a household word speaks enormous testament to the man born Chester Burton Atkins in 1924 in the Clinch Mountain community of Luttrell, Tennessee, about twenty miles from Knoxville. Although music was all around him—his father, James, was a classical musician and music teacher, and his brothers and stepfather also played guitar—his was less than an ideal childhood. His father deserted the family when Chet was a child, and the boy, poor, malnourished, and asthmatic, was often confined to bed, where he concentrated most of his physical and mental energy on the guitar. “I was, like a lot of musicians,” says Atkins, whose face resembles that of a friendly Cherokee Indian, “very introverted, very shy, and I wanted attention. I could get it with the guitar.”


At eighteen, Atkins found employment playing his second instrument, the fiddle, on WNOX in Knoxville. From there, he toured with Archie Campbell and Bill Carlisle, backing on both the fiddle and the guitar. In time, he took a succession of jobs in country and pop radio, but both his personal ambition and the musical perfection he expected in himself and those around him led to numerous sackings. (“I was always getting fired. My mother used to tell me, ‘You’ll never hold down a job. You’re always telling everybody what to do.’ And I was! I only knew four chords, but the group leader usually only knew three.”) In 1944, for example, he auditioned—unsuccessfully—for a spot with Roy Acuff’s Smoky Mountain Boys and later lost his job at Chicago’s WLW in 1945.


The following year, Atkins came to Nashville as part of the Red Foley band, with whom he made his Grand Ole Opry debut. Soon, however, he was talking with people about making his own records—against Foley’s wishes. “He said, ‘I want you to just work with me. I don’t want you recording with anyone else,’ ” Atkins remembers. “And I said, ‘I don’t want to be working in a band all my life. I want to be a star just like you. I want to be famous like you.’ ” Shortly thereafter, Atkins lost his solo guitar spot on Foley’s radio show and quit the group altogether.


Finally, in 1950, when Mother Maybelle Carter and the Carter Sisters “adopted” him and he became a regular on the Opry, Atkins settled down in Nashville. In short order, he began playing in some of Music City’s earliest modern recording sessions, his dexterity quickly making him one of the busiest studio musicians. Today, while those who know the unassuming Atkins sometimes lose sight of the fact, it is generally accepted that Atkins is the most versatile, if not the best and most famous, popular guitar player in the world—a man who has mastered not only country guitar but also classical, blues, flamenco, and jazz, or, as his press release boasts, “every musical form from bluegrass to Bach.”


As a musician, of course, Atkins is best known for his unique finger-picking style—the thumb sounding out the rhythmic bass notes and three fingers picking out the melody—which has influenced every guitarist who came after him. But Atkins’ contribution goes beyond that. From starting out as the top session guitarist for RCA’s Nashville sessions, he moved up to the post of A & R (artist and repertoire) assistant under Steve Sholes in 1952, assisting Sholes on Elvis Presley’s “Heartbreak Hotel” sessions in 1955. The first country music star to become a major record company executive, Atkins was named manager of Nashville operations for RCA in 1957, at the age of thirty-three. As he moved through the ranks there, becoming A&R director in 1960 and a company vice president in 1968, he developed what has come to be known as the Nashville Sound—the production style that, whatever its critics may say, kept country music alive during the heyday of rock and roll.


As such, wrote William Ivey in Stars of Country Music, “Atkins’ career is unique in a single respect: Every stage in his development as a musician has been matched by an increased impact on the business side of music. Chet has thus possessed an opportunity afforded few artists, that of consistently imposing his personal interpretation of country music upon a major corporation (RCA) and upon many significant country entertainers”—including Dolly Parton, Charley Pride, Don Gibson, Bobby Bare, Jerry Reed, Waylon Jennings, Eddy Arnold, Dottie West, Floyd Cramer, and the Everly Brothers, all of whom he either discovered, recorded, or signed to the label.


In 1977, Atkins marked his thirtieth anniversary as an RCA recording artist, with more than 100 albums to his credit. But as “Mr. Guitar” readily admits, his own career as an artist suffered during the quarter of a century he oversaw the RCA Nashville operation. (“I’ve done all my [own] albums half-assed at home in the basement,” he told writer Paul Hemphill.) Partly for that reason—and because he dislikes the way today’s music moguls run the industry (“spending way too much money to make records, making a lot of money for themselves at the expense of the artist”)—he resigned his executive position with RCA in 1981. Late in ’82, he moved his artist affiliation to CBS Records—RCA’s chief rival.


From the beginning, though, Atkins’ CBS output raised eyebrows. First came an exercise LP (Work It Out with Chef) that hardly seemed like anything worth leaving RCA for. But what Atkins was really aching to do was to try a contemporary jazz album, and in 1983 CBS released Stay Tuned, a jazz-fusion effort with fellow guitarists Larry Carlton, Earl Klugh, George Benson, and Mark Knopfler of Dire Straits. The album made the Top 20 on the jazz charts, and two other fusion LPs, Street Dreams and Sails, followed.


With the jazz division now marketing Atkins’ albums, in some ways his Grand Ole Opry days seem a lifetime ago. For a brief moment recently, that idea gained credence when Atkins—steamed over the change of criteria for nomination for the Country Music Association’s Instrumentalist of the Year award, an honor he has won eight times—sent in a letter of resignation from the organization, only to be talked out of the notion by Jo Walker-Meador, the CMA’s executive director.


Still, the awards and the honors keep coming, not only for his artistry but also for Atkins’ help in making Nashville the recording center it is today. Several times the winner of Playboy magazine’s jazz poll, as well as the recipient of similar honors from Downbeat, Guitar Player, and Frets magazines, Atkins, a frequent performer on National Public Radio’s A Prairie Home Companion, has also collected seven Grammy awards. In 1973, at forty-nine, he was inducted as the youngest member of the Country Music Hall of Fame, and in 1983, the Academy of Country Music gave him its Distinguished Pioneer Award. Before the latter presentation, Buck Trent summed up the thoughts of several generations of musicians: “Thank God he doesn’t play a banjo!”


The following interview took place over a span of months in 1981, and was recorded in Atkins’ Nashville office, backstage during the rehearsal of a TV show, and on the telephone. In person, as Bill Ivey has noted, Atkins “projects the image of a country boy who has never quite grown comfortable with his accomplishments.” He died of cancer on June 30, 2001.
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Q Why, after all those years, did you decide to leave RCA, where you’d had your whole career?


A Well, I worked for a wonderful man named Steve Sholes for many, many years. He discovered me and signed me up, and I owe him everything. The problem was, I worked too hard. I’m sure that if he hadn’t died in 1967, I would have. But when he died, I made up my mind that I was going to slow down, so I started hiring people, and gradually I turned all the artists over to other A&R men, with the exception of Hank Snow and Jerry Reed. I recorded them for quite a few years after I had turned Dottie West and Hank Locklin and people like that over to someone else. I did that because I realized that the stress was getting to me. I was pretty ill ten years ago [with colon cancer, which recurred again in the early ’80s], so I’ve been backing away from it ever since. The last three or four years I was with RCA, I just had an office over there. They paid me a salary, I went in and told people, “You’re talking to the wrong guy. You’ve gotta talk to Jerry Bradley and Joe Galante downstairs. They handle that.” So that was all I did. I never really liked being an executive. You know, I’m a guitar picker, and trying to do something else was stressful for me because I never learned how to say no to songwriters and artists who wanted to record for me. So, anyway, I got to feeling kinda guilty taking the company’s money and not doing anything for it. But they used to tell me, “Well, consider it pay for years gone by when we didn’t pay you enough money.” And I said okay, and I accepted it for quite a few years. But then I looked around, and I had so much junk, and I didn’t have any place for my awards. I’d always kept them down in the basement hidden away. So I bought an old house just down the street from RCA, and now I have room for all my junk and my guitars, my photographs and my awards, and it’s fun. Somebody got out the rumor that I was starting a museum, but I’m not. No museum. I wouldn’t do that, but Red O’Donnell [the late columnist for the Nashville Banner] printed that as a joke, and a lot of people believed it.


Q When you first left RCA, you said you were leaving as an employee, but not as an artist. Then not too long after that, you signed with CBS. At the time, you said the reason was “enthusiasm,” that at CBS “they still feel that there’s life after thirty in the record business—one can still sell records after thirty.”


A Yeah, well, there was a little lack of interest at RCA. You have regimes running most record companies that are youth-oriented, and they aren’t interested in the old artists, so they drop them. I saw what was happening, and I felt I had to go where I could keep developing my career. I didn’t have anything to do with the running of the operation at RCA for many years, but I didn’t approve of them dropping a lot of the artists who’d been with the label a long time. I thought they should have kept people like Hank Snow. He’d been with RCA since 1936, and I think that’s a hell of a record. I’d like to have seen him stay around longer, not because he’d been with the record company so long, but because I think he’s a great artist and a great singer, and I think he can make hit records. But, you know, if the people running the companies don’t think so, then it’s just futile to keep them around. And he’s not the only one. There are many, of course. And it’s happening in all the record companies, not just RCA. I hired people over there to run the place and that’s what I wanted, and they run it their way, and I didn’t complain. I’m not complaining now. I’m just saying that’s the way it is. I wouldn’t do it that way, but that’s the way they do it, and I had to approve. Because I didn’t want to be running the company. I wanted to get out of all that stress and work and let them worry and lose sleep like I used to do.


Q You mentioned your awards a while ago. You’ve been nominated for the CMA Instrumentalist of the Year every year since the awards have been in existence, and you’ve won it many times. Do you become jaded after a while?


A You know, I should be in the damn Guinness Book of Records. I’ve been nominated ten or eleven times and not won it. For a while, I won it about three or four years straight, and then I never expected to get that again. Never. Well, I quit goin’ for a while in 1980. I said, “Hell, I’m tired of going down there and not winning. I’ve lost long enough.” [After his awards in 1967–69, he did not win again until 1981, after which he won every year through 1985. He failed to be nominated in 1987, due, he says, to a mix-up in the new rules for eligibility.] You know, they put the camera on you and you lose. For ten damn years—that’s too long.


Q But Cashbox magazine named you Best Instrumentalist of the Year something like eighteen years in a row. And Playboy gave you the same award, with the Playboy readers giving you top honors in the jazz poll three or four times, not to mention the Grammy awards. How many of those have you won as an artist and as a producer?


A I’ve won seven or eight, I think. Isn’t that amazing? I gave Shel [Silver-stein] one of ’em.


Q You gave away a Grammy?


A Well, he won one, and he gave it to a girlfriend, and then he wanted one to give to his mother. So he said, “I’ll just take one of yours,” and I said, “Okay.” You’re not really allowed to give them away, I found out later, but Shel’s got one of mine. I won mine ’cause there wasn’t any competition back then, I guess.


Q I’d like to get your thoughts on some of the people you worked with or discovered. Let’s start with Dolly Parton.


A Well, the first time I ever heard Dolly Parton was many years ago. She was nine or ten years old, and she came over and did a talent show that was on WSM on Friday night. They used young people on there. Margie Bowes was also a part of that. But anyway, she appeared, and an announcer up there, Grant Turner, liked her and brought me a tape on her and said, “She’s sensational.” And I listened to it and I said, “Yeah, she’s all right, but she’s only nine or ten years old. She needs to go to school.” I think I told him to talk to me about her later, or something like that. But she sounded entirely different than she does now, the best I remember. It was a little young voice, kinda low, not high like it is now, the best I remember. She must have been trying to sound more mature. Really, she sounded like a little man. I’ve gotta ask her about that sometime and see if she’s had a sex-change operation since then. But in essence, I guess you could say I turned her down that time. I didn’t the next time, of course. That’s what’s important. But one time we were rehearsing a TV show out at Opryland, and I was sitting there waiting for something to happen. She came walking across the stage with a pair of real tight pants on, and she walked up to me and said, “I saw you lookin’ at my crotch.” And it embarrassed the hell out of me, and I said, “Well, it was only a glance. Damn, I’m sorry!” And I really didn’t realize I had done it. But she accused me, and I suppose I did. And I said, “Well, you do that, too, once in a while, don’t you?” And she said, “Oh, sometimes,” and she went giggling off. She loves to tease, Dolly does.


Q You also have a cigar story to tell about her.


A One night we were doing another show out at Opryland, and we were leaving, I guess, and she was with one of her girlfriends. And she said, “If that SOB doesn’t get away from me with that cigar, I’m gonna die.” And, of course, she was talkin’ about me, and I heard her, and I said, “Dolly, it’s me.” And we had a laugh out of it. She didn’t know who I was. I apologized, because I would have put it out or gone off by myself and smoked it if I’d known it bothered her that much. But she called me an SOB, and she didn’t abbreviate it, don’t you know. And it hurt my feelings. But I’m over it now. (Laughter)


Q You told me one time that Porter Wagoner’s story of how Dolly came to be signed with RCA is not entirely accurate. His version is that when he brought you a tape, you refused to sign her at first, saying, “Porter, I don’t think she’d sell, because she just cannot sing!” He says he talked you into taking her on the strength of their duets, and promised that if she lost RCA any money, you could take it out of his royalties.


A Well, the truth about how Dolly was signed is very simple. Porter had had a girl singer named Norma Jean, who got married and left, and I said, “Who are you gonna get to replace Norma Jean?” He said, “Well, I’m thinkin’ about Dolly Parton.” I said, “Who’s that?” And he said, “She records for Monument, and she writes songs, and she’s great.” And I said, “Well, good.” He was gonna use her on his TV show, and I said, “Can you get her off of Monument and get her over to RCA when her contract runs out?” And he said, “Yeah, I think so.” So he brought her over, and I sent off to New York for a contract, and we signed her up. That’s the story on it. There are other stories that contradict that, but I know the truth, and the truth has set me free. Really, that’s the truth. When Porter brought me her tape, I listened to it and I said, “She’s fine.” I suppose Porter just told Dolly I didn’t like her to strengthen himself with her, and it ended up at my expense. But anybody who knows me knows I’m not that type of person. I never have done that to anybody. When I was recording people, I let all the artists do as they wanted to do, and if they were wrong, we didn’t do that anymore, you know. But that’s exactly what happened. If I had felt that way and said I couldn’t stand her singing, I wouldn’t be able to face that girl. But I’ve always loved Dolly, and I am telling you the truth. I guess it is true that she got her contract on the strength of the duets, and through his TV show, because he needed somebody to replace Norma Jean and do duets with him. But I can’t remember saying anything like “Well, I like Norma Jean better,” because Dolly wrote the songs, and I thought, “Yeah, she’s a good writer.” There was nothing that I said that put her down in any way that I can remember, but it’s been quite a few years, you know, and you forget. The reason I mention that is, I heard her on the radio one day doing an interview, and she said, “Chet didn’t use to like my singin’, but now he does.” And I thought, “What in the world is she talking about?” So the next time I saw her, I asked her. And she told me this story that Porter told her about how I signed her. And I said, “Well, as the years go by, you’ll find out that it isn’t true.” I think she’s found out now. But I wondered how in the hell she’d been able to face me thinkin’ that all these years.


Q What sort of memories do you have of Hank Williams?


A Hank I knew very well. We tried to write songs together a couple of times, and he always smelled very strong of bourbon. He was a very funny guy. I think people think of him as a sad, melancholy sort of guy, but he was very funny, and always speaking his mind, hurting somebody’s feelings. But he could be very nice, too. Hank didn’t have too much education, and he was ignorant in a lot of ways, but he was very bright and clever. He recorded for MGM, you know, and one time they kept calling down, wanting him to go into the studio and make some records. And he kept saying, “My throat’s sore. I can’t record right now.” And they kept calling, wanting him to record something, and finally they said, “What the hell’s it gonna take to cure you of your sore throat?” And he said, “I think about twenty-five thousand dollars would do it.” (Laughter) So they sent it down, and he recorded. But Hank was quite a guy. I played on some of his records, and the last song I recorded with him was “I’ll Never Get Out of This World Alive.” I remember thinking, “Hoss, you’re not just jivin’,” because he was so weak that all he could do was sing a few lines and then just fall in the chair. When I was with the Carter Sisters, Hank had his band, and we played Kansas City together for a few days. He was straight at the time, and I remember seeing him buy a stack of comic books at night and take ’em up to his room to read. That was his reading material. I often wondered if that’s where he got his ideas for songs.


Q What about the rest of the Carter Family? Did you know them, too?


A Not really to tell any anecdotes about. I knew the old Carter Family, but I never saw them work together. I knew A. P. and Sara and Maybelle, and I loved Maybelle very much. I used to go see her a lot before she died.


Q Elvis?


A Elvis was a very shy sort of person, especially around older people, like myself. I was eight or ten years older, I suppose. It was “Yes, sir” and “No, sir” all the time. But he was very talented, and I respected him a lot. We all knew he was going to be a very big star, because he had gotten so hot in Louisiana and Arkansas and around. But when Mr. Sholes first signed Elvis, he was afraid he had made a bad deal, because right away Carl Perkins got a smash out called “Blue Suede Shoes.” And Steve called Sam Phillips and said, “Did I buy the wrong boy?” And he thought a minute and said, “No, you bought the right boy. Don’t worry about it. Elvis is the one.” And, of course, he was. But Mr. Sholes called me and said, “We’re gonna record Elvis, so get a band together and hire some singers and rent the studio.” And we worked together two or three times, and then he started those all-night recording sessions, and I dropped out. But the first sessions with Elvis were done over on McGavock Street, in that studio that RCA built there with the Methodist Church. And I remember one time Elvis started jumping around and he split his pants right in the seat, don’t you know, and he asked somebody to go back to the motel and get him another pair. I’ll never forget them—they were pink with black piping on the sides. Anyway, when he changed pants, he left his old ones laying around someplace, and the next day, this girl who worked for the Methodists found them. She said, “What am I supposed to do with these pants?” I said, “Keep ’em. They’ll be worth a lot of money one day.” And she thought that was very funny. But six months later, I heard she was trying to get on I’ve Got a Secret. Her secret was gonna be that she got Elvis Presley’s pants. (Laughter)


Q You and Owen Bradley created what has come to be known as the Nashville Sound. The general definition of that is country music done up with pop instrumentation and pop attitude, aimed toward the crossover market. Has there been confusion over that term through the years? How do you think of it?


A The Nashville Sound? That’s just a sales tag, I guess. If you record in Memphis, they call it the Memphis Sound. If you record in L.A., they call it the L.A. Sound. But I did an interview with a German the other day, and he said, “Do you know the Nashville Sound, what it is?” And I said, “No.” And he rattled some coins in his hand, and he said, “That is the Nashville Sound.” (Laughter) And I said, “Okay.” But it’s a sales tag, and I suppose anytime you have background singers and musicians who are primarily from the South, they will sing with a certain sound to their voices, and musicians will play in a certain manner. If there’s a Nashville Sound, that’s what it is. But I’ve always just thought it was sort of a sales tag and didn’t amount to much.


Q But what about its connotation as a pop approach to making country records?


A You mean it’s not pure country? I suppose when it was really in vogue was back when I was recording people like the Browns and Jim Reeves—a lot of records that were country and crossed over to pop. Owen Bradley, as you mentioned, was doing the same thing with some of his people. So that’s what came to be known, I think, as the Nashville Sound. And if there was a Nashville Sound, it had to be, of course, Floyd Cramer, who played a different piano style that changed the whole world, and the Anita Kerr Singers, who were one of the greatest vocal groups of all time. She was a great, great woman, and had more to do with bringing great artists to town, I think, than anyone. Because she was such a great background singer and arranger, and people loved her because she was such a beautiful and nice lady. But as I say, though, it’s just a sales tag, and doesn’t mean much to me.


Q I’ve read where you’ve apologized for bringing the pop sound to country records.


A That was quite a few years ago. I’m not apologizing anymore. It’s gone so far pop now, that anything I did was very minuscule—very insignificant. But we had to do that, because when you’re making records, you try to keep your job. And the way you keep your job is to sell records. And the way to sell records is give those friends and neighbors something different all the time. They demand it. Anytime you put out a record, it’s gotta have a hook in it—some little surprise that they didn’t expect. And the way you do that is maybe put strings on a record, and if that sells real well, then you do that again. And then you try some other background—voices, or harmonica, electric guitars in harmony, and you experiment around. And whatever sells, that’s what you use. So maybe once in a while you’ll use horns in the background, and if that sells, you do that again. Just trying to make hits for the artist, and trying to make yourself secure with a job with a company, and of course, the DJs are doing the same thing—they’re playing records that they think will get listeners for them, so all the music takes a certain direction. Maybe it’s uptown. Maybe it’s back to the country, we hope. I think also that once you get into those things, then you have everybody else in the business conforming. And they’ll say, “Well, So-and-So is selling records—let’s do this.” So you get an awful lot of conforming. You get conformity in the radio station programmers, because they say, “Aw, that’s not what’s hitting—that’s not it.” And I think a lot of great records don’t get played because they don’t conform. I don’t produce much anymore, but if I did, I would look around, and when everybody’s going North, I’d go South. I’d do something different, and get attention. Because that’s the way you start trends. That’s the way you sell millions of records, as opposed to thousands. You come along with an artist who is very different, or you come up with some sound, like I did with the Floyd Cramer sound, if I can be so immodest. But I knew that was a smash sound, you know. Why conform and do what everybody else is doing when you can come up with a brand-new thing and sell millions of records?


Q So if you were producing now, what would you do? Come up with something totally new?


A I’d be more enterprising and experimental than the people are. I’d try all kinds of new sounds and new things to try to get million-sellers. And maybe I would fall on my face, but I’d give it a try. That’s the advantage I had back when I was making a lot of records. I was a guitar player, and I could play concerts and make a living. So I didn’t care that much if I got fired. You know, I loved the money I got, but it didn’t matter that much to me, so I experimented a lot. And then after I had a little success, I really experimented, because it gave me confidence, and I knew I could try a lot of different things. And because I was square, the people would like it, because the people who buy records are pretty square. So I felt pretty secure in my job.


Q Do you still think you’re square?


A Yeah. I like the melody. I can play you the melody on the guitar, I’ll bet, fifty different damn ways. And I used to sit around when I was a kid and figure out how to do that. See, Ernest Tubb came along when I was a kid, and his guitar player played the strict melody, and I knew that’s what people liked. They used to have a sign in the King Records studio in the forties that said, “Where the hell’s the melody?” So I learned to play the melody all kinds of different ways, and I learned to phrase in many different ways, which has always been an advantage to me.


Q It’s curious how some guitarists name their instruments after women. Do you ever think of your guitar as a woman?


A I used to do that. I used to call my guitar Betsy, or something, and then B. B. King started doing that a few years ago. And I thought, “Boy, I had that idea!” I’ve had so many similar ideas and didn’t use them. Yeah, the guitar has always been with me everywhere I go. It’s my security thing. I hardly ever take a trip without it, and a lot of times, I’ll take it and won’t even play it. But I feel very uncomfortable when I don’t have it with me. It’s like I left home without my shorts on, or something. So I always take it with me.


Q As a child, you were marked by poverty, malnutrition, and asthma, without much opportunity to change things. You’ve said that you were “from so far back in the sticks, I didn’t know anything of the world. I didn’t know how to dress. I didn’t know if green went with blue. I didn’t know how to order food in a restaurant. I’m still very ignorant. I still learn things.” With such humble beginnings, do you feel that you were fated to do what you’ve done with your life?


A No, I don’t believe in things like that. I think you kinda shape your own destiny. I had a father who was a musician, and my brother was a good musician, and the neighbors played, you know. When you’re a kid, you want to be like your idols, and in my case, my idols were my father and brother, so they inspired me to play music. I also admired inventors when I was a little kid, and people who could write and draw pictures. So years later, when a guy would come in to see me with a great song, I admired him so much and I was nice to him because he did something that I would like to have done.


Q But your father never really approved of your style of music until years later, right?


A Yeah, he didn’t think much of the guitar. He wanted me to be a violinist or a piano player, and I rebelled, like all kids do, and played guitar because he didn’t like it, I suppose.


Q You have a laid-back, easygoing manner about you, and yet a lot of people are in awe of you. They snap to attention whenever you walk by.


A It’s all PR.


Q Why do you think that is?


A I think you gain that probably by being around a long time, and being known a long time. You kind of become a legend in your spare time, and people look up to you because they’ve heard you so long. I do that with certain people, I suppose. People I’ve idolized for years and years. I feel kind of uncomfortable around them, and I don’t open up the way I should. I think that hurt me a lot when I was producing, because a lot of the artists couldn’t relate to me too well. They maybe felt uncomfortable around me, because they thought I was a better musician, or more famous or something. And I think that probably hurt me with some artists who are very, very sensitive. I can understand that, because I would be the same way around somebody that I idolize.


Q Have you always been secure about your talent?


A No, not at all. Every time I go out it’s Amateur Night, I feel. But I practice, and struggle through it. Every time you go out, you take a chance on embarrassing yourself, and sometimes I do, but the applause comes a lot more often than the boos. I’ve only been booed about one or two times in my life, and that was many years ago, so it’s worth it all.


Q How do you think the history books will record what you’ve accomplished up to this point?


A I don’t know. I told somebody the other day that I didn’t think I’d contributed a hell of a lot. I knew a good song when I heard it, and I knew when to keep my mouth shut and let the artists and musicians come up with good arrangements, and occasionally I made a suggestion or two. But I think just about any good musician could have done that. I was just lucky. I was in the right place at the right time, and I was fortunate enough to be Mr. Sholes’s friend.


Q How would you like people to remember you?


A I never know how to answer that question. I was up in New Hampshire one time, and I was strolling around and found this old graveyard behind the motel there. And I saw an epitaph that read, “As you are now, I once was. As I am now, you soon shall be.” That got my attention, don’t you know. But to answer your question, I guess I’d like for people to say I played in tune, that I played in good taste, and that I was nice to people. That’s about it.





Rosanne Cash
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Rosanne Cash crashed into country music in 1980 like a Roller Derby queen at a square dance. With her New Wave clothes and spiky punk hair—sometimes orange, sometimes eggplant—she seemed more California than country, even if her daddy did happen to be the Man in Black, perhaps the quintessential symbol of post-World War II country music.


Born in Memphis as her father’s career was just getting under way, Cash was reared on the West Coast, her parents divorcing when she was eleven. “A total hybrid artist,” as she calls herself, she grew up, like Wynonna Judd, with an amalgam of cultural influences, balancing the music of her beehive-hairdo relatives with Joni Mitchell and the Rolling Stones. From her CBS debut album, Right or Wrong—deemed “the first real country album for the Eighties” by The New Rolling Stone Record Guide—it was apparent that her music was rock-oriented and progressive and that she would fit no existing female country mold. In later years, Newsweek would name her “the most intensely modern of Nashville’s new women.”


Now thirty-three (“I don’t think I’m old enough to be in a book about legends”), Cash is a complex and strong personality, her sometimes formidable verve and intelligence tempered by warmth and quick humor. Married since 1979 to singer-songwriter-producer Rodney Crowell, Cash has based much of her songwriting on their often volatile relationship, producing what critic John Morthland has called a “mature new kind of country love song—romanticism with a hard edge.”
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“A modern history of the industry, full of lively anecdotes.”
—Chicago Tribune
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