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	Introduction


	The ABCs of Writing Country Music’s Greatest Hits


	Merle Haggard, Ashley Gorley, Cole Swindell, Dallas Davidson, Shane McAnally, Craig Wiseman, Dean Dillon, Matraca Berg, Sonny Curtis, and More


	Country music at its core has long been common sense put to melody, whether writing about love or heartache, life or death, dreams or disappointments. Reflecting the real lives of its listeners in a way that’s unique compared to arguably any other musical genre of songwriting, the translators of those emotions and experiences as they move from reality into recorded form are Nashville Songwriters. Dazzling us for decades with their Music Row magic, here the curtain is pulled back on decades of country music’s greatest hits written directly from the memories of those who penned them.


	Merle Haggard begins our conversation about songwriting by revealing that his songs come to him from the mysterious musical beyond many songwriters refer to as the muse: “I don’t have no recollection at all of writing ‘Mama Tried.’ I don’t have any idea what caused me to write ‘Mama Tried.’ I don’t know why I wrote ‘The Bottle Let Me Down.’ We wrote songs all the time. My best friend Freddy Powers and I lived during the 1980s on houseboats out on Lake Shasta. I’ve got a song called ‘Favorite Memories’ that was a number one song, that came out of the lake life. It was very fertile songwriting ground.” Merle Haggard, then owner of the Silverthorn Resort with a private dock, and Freddy Powers wrote signature hits including “I Always Get Lucky with You,” “Silver Eagle,” and “Let’s Chase Each Other Around the Room Tonight,” while living the lake life.


	Merle Haggard: The lake itself was just a different life than anything I’d ever experienced, and I think for Freddy too. It’s one of the most beautiful places in the world. After we wrote “I Always Get Lucky with You,” we played nonstop for about five years. Sometimes we’d eat, sometimes we’d have a drink, but mostly we played all the time. Living out on the lake there, we had the boats hooked up to the shoreline where we had phones down there so we could call up and get whatever supplies we needed while we worked. We wrote songs all the time. We didn’t have no reason beforehand; we just wrote songs, and a lot of the sons of bitches we never heard again. “Natural High” was a good song. It was peaceful, and it kind of captured the mood that we had going out there at the lake. Everything we wrote didn’t go to number one. A lot of them we threw in the God damn lake, because all of it was not good. 


	Freddy Powers: From the beginning, Merle and I were almost inseparable. Where one went, we both went. We would do an occasional tour where I would play guitar and sing a few songs in the show. Somehow, I knew that it was more than just a friendship with Merle, it was a mutual respect for each other’s talents. He is such a great and profound writer, and with that in your mind at all times, it was overpowering. And just think how I felt when Merle Haggard looked at me and said, “I like your writing.” After that my confidence grew and I felt very comfortable telling him any song idea I had, and I’m proud to say we used a lot of them. By 1983, Merle and I were living on the boats full-time, writing and partying. We called it “The Spree of ’83.” For all the good times, many of the songs we wrote during that time were about lost loves or love experiences. Some we wrote during that time were like an audio-biography of our lives. Together, we collaborated on some thirty songs he had recorded on albums as well as some that I wrote by myself. We had five number one hits, Song of the Year, and received the Triple Play Award for writing three number one songs in a twelve-month period. And [we] have since become what is called “Members of the Million Air Play Club” for over one million plays on the radio with “Let’s Chase Each Other Around the Room Tonight.”


	While Lake Shasta proved a beautiful backdrop for Merle Haggard to write number one hits against, it’s common knowledge within country music that the first rule to making it as a Nashville Songwriter is to “Always Be Writing!” It’s an edict echoed by Big Loud Shirt (now known as Big Loud Publishing) owner / legendary hit writer Craig Wiseman, who offers his philosophy that “when you’re stylizing a song, you can take an idea, and write a real retro-type country song with it, or do things a little more pop, you can kind of mess with that some too, but that’s kind of what you’re supposed to do: You’re a Carpenter. When Tim Nichols and I wrote ‘Live Like You Were Dying,’ we had a friend of ours who’d just had a huge misdiagnosis, if you can imagine. This guy was a young father and all this stuff, went to the doctor, who told him ‘Oh, you have this weird thing on your X-ray,’ and this guy was sort of a hypochondriac anyway, so, he freaked out! They sent him to an oncologist and this guy took some other X-rays a week or ten days later, and [they] told him ‘No, dude, this is a little birth mass that everybody’s born with. Most people it goes away; it didn’t with you. This is not going to kill you, you’re fine.’ So, we were talking about him—‘What would that be like?’—and then that led us to talk about other people, like my uncle, who got leukemia and had to go to Mayo Clinic, and luckily it was treatable, but he retired and went shark diving. So, we just started talking about people who responded in that type of way, ‘Wow, it’s time to get busy,’ as opposed to ‘I’m going to go lay down in my bed and freak out,’ and our talks just turned in that direction of people that just sort of respond to that news in a really cool way. And at some point, we knew there was a song there, like ‘Dying to live.’ I think I mumbled ‘Live like you were dying,’ and Tim said ‘Yeah, that!’ And as soon as he stopped me, I grabbed the guitar and just kind of started scatting some stuff out, and next thing you know, we finished the second verse at midnight on the phone. I was laying in my living room in the pitch dark on the phone, and the song within a few days of that, and the rest is really history.”


	The 2005 Grammy winner for Song of the Year, Chris Stapleton, would repeat that honor in 2015 when he was nominated in the same category for his career-making rendition of “Tennessee Whiskey.” Selling fourteen million copies and pushing his Traveller LP to victory in the Album of the Year category, a reflection cowriter Dean Dillon muses of the timelessness a great song can carry through the ages in country music, especially given he’d first written it twenty-five years earlier in 1981 after “I had gone to a listening room, and the reason I’d gone there that night was, I had heard this song called ‘Is There Anybody Out There Who Can Shine?’ by Olivia Newton John. It was a big hit at the time, and the girl who wrote that song was going to be there that night playing. Her name was Linda Hargrove. So, I went, saw the show, went up to her after the show, we got to talking, went out and got coffee, and she invited me over to her house and at 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning, wrote ‘Tennessee Whiskey.’ I’d had that idea for a while, ‘You’re as smooth as Tennessee whiskey,’ I think that’s about all I had of it, and we sat down and wrote that song. I had the melody for ‘Smooth as Tennessee whiskey, Sweet as strawberry wine,’ and basically, I can tell you this, of all the songs I’ve written, I can’t name you very many where I did not write the melody too. I’ve written so long it can work anyway, but normally I’ve got that melody with that hook, so when I sit down to write, 99.9 percent of the time, the melody’s present, at least the verse melodies are anyway. I’ve always been a melody man from the word go.”


	A golden rule in country that has long carried the day, Luke Bryan’s 2013 seven-million-selling single “Play It Again” proved just how infectious melodies can become in a winning chorus. Songwriting icons Dallas Davidson and Ashley Gorley, as Gorley recalls, “[were] just kind of playing the keyboards on this one, messing around, and we were writing with the idea that the song we were writing was going to be somebody’s favorite song, some way to kind of put that. It was a really, really loose idea, about when a girl says, ‘This is my song, this is my song!’ And we both kind of landed on that, ‘Oh, my God, this is my song’ thing with the melody both at the same time, and it took off from there chorus-wise. We both kind of said it at the same time, and once we had the chorus going, we spit out ‘Play It Again’ at the end of it. It was kind of a little extra bonus at the end that wound up being what everybody called it.”


	Both recognizing they were crafting something instantly memorable in the song’s addictive chorus, Dallas Davidson describes a writing routine where “we started that song just like Ashley and I always do, where we just start jamming, he played the piano and I played the guitar, and we just start mumbling stuff and then words start coming out, ‘She was sitting all alone on a tailgate, tan legs swinging by a Georgia plate . . .’ That song was written kind of backward, and I don’t think we said the title first and then wrote to it. We wrote it and then the title popped out, so, we started with the verse and then worked our way to writing a chorus, and then when we got to ‘Oh my God, this is my song,’ that kind of became a hook, ‘This is my song.’ I think we were going to call it ‘This Is My Song,’ but then Ashley started singing ‘Play it again, play it again, play it again,’ and that became the title. That’s what really drove that song, because that’s how people talk, ‘She was like, Oh my God,’ that’s how this generation speaks. I guess it’s my generation too, but once we hit ‘Oh my God, this is my song,’ we knew we were on to something for sure on that.”


	While some country hits come together inside one inspired session, others like Sam Hunt’s “Body Like a Back Road” spent thirty-four weeks at number one courtesy of careful compositional consideration and care over multiple writing sessions, with cowriter and Songland TV show judge Shane McAnally confirming that “the writing of that song went on for a really long time. My memory of it the first time is being over at Zack’s place, he lived in East Nashville at the time, and Sam came in and we just talked and threw around things. He told us about this title, ‘Body Like a Back Road,’ and this is what Sam always does, he doesn’t walk into the room and say, ‘I’ve got an idea!’—which is different from most writers. For most writers, that’s how we start, but he will take two hours going down a road about different things, and then say ‘Oh, I also had this idea, “Body Like a Back Road . . .”’ The reason he does it that way with us is because when our antennas go up, he goes ‘Okay, now I have something.’ We don’t just write the first thing that comes to mind, or he doesn’t just come in and say, ‘This is what we’re writing!’ That’s usually what Josh Osborne and I do, completely ring out the idea and then give Sam so many options and he would go away with it, and then come back and say, ‘Okay, when we say this it’s too funny, when we say this it’s too far, but this is right on it, we need more stuff like this.’ So, we just have a whole bunch of conversation, and he’ll throw things out until we light up, and on ‘Body Like a Back Road’ we all lit up! Just the title, so we started googling first to make sure it hadn’t been recorded already because it sounded like it would have been.” 


	Proving the timeless importance that a title can play in not only selling a song but shaping its writing in the first place, legendary songwriter Sonny Curtis knew he was onto something with the title of his signature hit, “I Fought the Law (and the Law Won),” sharing that he wrote the song not long after “Buddy Holly had moved to New York, the Crickets asked me back into the group. Before Buddy and the Crickets had taken off, I had been in the group with Buddy called The Three Tunes, and we’d gone to Nashville to record for Decca. So, they called me to join the group just a couple of months before Buddy died in that plane crash, and we were due to cut an album for Coral Records. We recorded the album in mid-July of 1959, and I wrote the song just before we left for New York. I wrote ‘I Fought the Law’ as a country song originally. I was just sitting in my house in the living room one afternoon, and I remember it was hot, and the sand was blowing, which is often the case in West Texas. I just sort of started picking, and I kind of wrote it as a country song first, and it came to me awfully quick—it only took about fifteen or twenty minutes, and I had it. I think my attention span at that time, when I was twenty-one years old, was not very long, and if I didn’t write it pretty fast, I would have probably given up on it. When I’m writing, I don’t think about harmonies, I just try to think of a good melody, and I hummed that one out with a melody as I was sitting there picking, and when I write—and I probably write maybe a little differently than a lot of people. With ‘I Fought the Law,’ I don’t even think I wrote it down, which is kind of dangerous. Then when we were on our way to New York, and we were trying to think of songs to record, I said ‘Hey, I got this country song we might change,’ and sang them ‘I Fought the Law,’ and they thought it was great. So we changed it to a straight-eighth feel and Jerry Allison put those triplet gunshots at the front, but we were really flying by the seat of our pants, as they say.”


	A 24-7 songwriting machine that never stops, while many of country music’s greatest hits have been written in the famed writing rooms on Music Row along 15th and 16th Avenues, just as many have been written on the road as songwriters travel with artists and bands to write during downtime between shows. One of the most successful examples in recent times comes with Florida Georgia Line’s “This Is How We Roll.” Celebrated as a “a modern, genre-busting pop song” by the New Yorker, cowriter and future country star in his own right Cole Swindell remembers being “out writing with Luke Bryan and Florida Georgia Line on the road on their Dirt Road Diaries Tour. It was the second night of that weekend run of shows, and I was sitting in the back of the bus with Brian Kelly. It was just him and I at the time, and we were getting ready to write, waiting on Tyler. So, it was just going to be us three, and BK said, ‘Man, I heard something Luke was talking about last night at the show, about being out in the country, out where nobody can bother you, and you could shoot bullets at the moon if you wanted. I just thought that was such a cool thought,’ and that’s how the whole song started, was from something Luke said onstage the night before. I remember Luke saying that it was part of the show, but that’s the funny thing about how songwriting works. So, we started writing around that, and had a melody kind of, and BK threw out the title ‘This Is How We Roll’ and wanted to see what we could come up with. He was singing ‘This is how we roll,’ the first line of the chorus, but that’s about all we had melody-wise. Then Tyler came in and he loved it, so we started writing the song, and we got into the first verse, and out of nowhere, Tyler said, ‘Man, I wonder if Luke would like this?’ So, I happened to send a text from the bus and said, ‘Hey, the guys are asking, you want to come check out what we’re working on?’ So, sure enough, he came over, and we had just started it, so, he listened to what we had and was like ‘I’m in!’”


	Country fans were, too, sending the song to number one for four weeks, selling six million copies and establishing Florida Georgia Line as a major radio act, a magic spot that every new country act or artist covets and requires to get their career rolling, as Matraca Berg helped Martina McBride do with her first number one hit, “Wild Angels,” which she credits once again to the all-important routine of cowriting after “that song came from my head, and I started it with Harry Stinson, and we wrote this kind of more alternative song where the lyrics were kind of . . . not my best effort, but the melody was killer. People kept putting it on hold, and then they’d call and say, ‘What’s this song about?’ So, I’m terrible at rewrites, once I get something in my head, and so I call Gary Harrison. Gary is the song doctor, and he came in and the chorus was off, and ‘Wild angels on blue horses,’ I don’t know where that came from or what I was smoking, but he said ‘Well, you just repeat “wild angels,”’ and it was like ‘Oh! You’re right.’ He had a really neat first couple of lines, and after that, everything was super easy. He has a remarkable sense that way; he just gets down to the brass. I feel that chemistry is really hard to figure out, and it could be somebody who’s very similar to you that you have your sensibilities click. I’ve found myself in rooms where I removed myself from the situation, because I just don’t think I have anything to offer, and the cowriter’s pretty dug in to where they are. Sometimes they’re open to help and I’ve helped, but you have to find there’s an open mind there. I’m getting to where I’m more of in a mentor situation, so I’m writing with a lot of young writers, and becoming a song doctor.”


	We’ll talk to many here who share the real stories behind the songs and songwriters that over the past fifty years have helped make country the biggest-selling genre in the United States today.




	Chapter 1


	Backroad Baptism


	Jelly Roll


	Country Rap — that’s one of those catchphrases that Jeff Foxworthy would have thrown into his famous “You Might Be a Redneck” jokes twenty years ago, but today, its success is nothing to laugh at. Among the mainstream, just hearing about the biggest underground phenomenon since hip-hop in the early ’80s, when rappers were selling tens of thousands of tapes out of their car trunks, country rap has broken through thanks to much of the same kind of grassroots fan base. From more than a billion YouTube views, this new sound rose up from the underground and into the mainstream as what is today an established commercial subgenre. Led by genre pioneers like Colt Ford, Big Smo, and producers Jon Conner, Ray “DJ Orig ” Riddle, and David Ray, Bubba Sparxxx, Haystak, The LACs, Lenny Cooper, Upchurch the Redneck, Jawga Boyz, and Demun Jones, Jelly Roll has become without a doubt the biggest star to burst onto mainstream stardom out of this underground movement he helped pioneer for more than twenty years!


	Star of his own Super Bowl commercial in 2024, the New York Times the same year spotlighted the rapper-country singer-songwriter as “one of the year’s biggest breakout stars,” with three number one hits in 2023, multiple Grammy nominations for New Artist of the Year and Best Country Duo/Group Performance for “Save Me.” It’s a viral smash with more than 200 million views on YouTube and 137-million-plus streams on Spotify, while “Son of a Sinner” has racked up more than 177 million streams and counting, with Entertainment Tonight even reporting on Jelly’s “Epic night at the 2023 CMA Awards,” taking home the New Artist of the Year from the Country Music Association.


	Shaking his head in amazement on the evolution of his own career in real time with country rap’s fusion into the mainstream listening of country music fans, Jelly muses: “Man, it’s been crazy to watch this thing grow from fucking nothing into something, and also to watch the evolution of how the music genre’s changing with the people and the crowds, and everything’s kind of coming together. It’s been a unique experience, man; I’ve been really blessed.”


	Jelly Roll, born Jason Bradley DeFord in the 1980s, grew up in Antioch, Tennessee, outside of Nashville, as blue collar as the audience he represents and for whom he has written throughout his career and catalog. Raised on a blend of country and hip-hop that informs his sound, he counts his mother’s influence as pivotal, too, in rounding out the hybrid breakthrough music he makes today, recalling that “When I grew up, I used to tell people my mom listened to old rock and roll, old Southern rock, or straight oldies. My mother’s an older woman, so we would literally come up with ‘Splish, splash, I was taking a bath!’ So, I’ve just been brought up into that for so long, I’ve seen so much of that, and I’ve heard so much of that growing up, but I didn’t realize how influenced by it I was till I got older. Because then, when you get older, you’re in the store and you hear ‘Backfield in Motion,’ singing along, asking ‘How do I know this?’ Or you’re singing ‘Mama said there’d be days like this, there’d be days like this . . .’ And I’ll ask, ‘How do I know that record?’ Because I grew up listening to that music.”


	Making music in bedroom studios like many artists at the dawn of the digital recording generation, Jelly first began laying his voice on tape via the tried-and-true, hip-hop tradition of mixtapes, beginning in 2003 with The Plain Shmear Tape, 2004’s Gamblin on a White Boy, Vol. 1, The Halfway House in 2005, Street Flavor with Charlie P and Haystak, whom Jelly counts as an early influence among others who taught him the game of independently releasing his sound to the streets: 


	I was in my early teens when I really started to realize I had a gift for making music, when I realized I had a way of putting words together, I was probably thirteen, fourteen. I had a different philosophy. . . . For me, the difference from mixtapes to albums was next to nothing, it didn’t matter what it was, you just put it out, man. I came up under a lot of peers where I got to watch a lot of different people do a lot of different ways of making music, and I thought the only mistake they’d make is they wouldn’t take the content to the people. 


	Haystak: It was inevitable, I just got lucky in the fact that I met him first. He was going to entertain and do his thing regardless, but Jelly, I’ve been down with him twenty-five-plus years. Jelly showed up the first time I met him on a pass from a maximum-security juvenile facility, and he just had this look in his face. . . . People think shit has been sweet for Jelly, but no, and this is the time we really need to push him to the next level. Back then, that was the ambition and that was the vision, that he would do something that I was not able to do. So, I’m proud of him.


	I know he can be on D-Block, or he can be on the stage, the kid is a fucking miracle. He’s a character, he’s bold. All of us are brave, all of us have a little courage, but Jelly’s bold. Jelly has achieved his position like I have achieved mine, through poise and audacity. And that means we know how to sit still until it’s time to move. There’s an art to sitting still, and the audacity just stems from being willing to do what the next man’s not. Jelly has that.


	So, no matter what I’m able to accomplish, and what doors that would open for, say, Ritz, who opens the door for Lil Dicky, or Lil Wyte who opens this other artist, and my being from Nashville and Wyte being from Memphis, and both of us feeling the best thing we can do is support Jelly Roll, because he is the best parts of us. He is the best parts of our message. Of course he’s his own man, but in that, there’s similarities. If I were to pass, if Lil Wyte were to pass, God forbid, Jelly would be here and through that, we’d still have some sort of life.


	Collaborating with both Haystak and Lil Wyte on full-length albums like Year Round with Wyte in 2011 and Strictly Business with Haystak in 2011, for years before then, he met the street demand for more with a steady outflow of other mixtapes like House Arrest in 2007, Gamblin on a White Boy, Vol. 2, and Vol. 3 in 2008 and 2009 respectively, The Hate Goes On in 2009, Therapeutic Music: The Bipolar Edition in 2010, Therapeutic Music 2: The Inner Struggle and Deal or No Deal in 2010, and Mr. Controversy in 2010. Eleven on the Come Out released in 2011, which produced three more that year with Gamblin on a White Boy, Vol. 4, The Collection, and Therapeutic Music 3: Road to Vol. 4. The fearlessness Jelly Roll points to as one of his greatest strengths is one he addresses head-on and made him stand out from the crowd of peers trying at the same time to break through: “It’s like they were so afraid of failure, they were scared to drop a mixtape and have only thirty people listen to it. Even now, I hear people say, ‘We can’t let that record go, what if nobody hears it, we wasted the record.’ Well, letting the motherfucker sit in your hard drive’s wasting the record. So, I just took it to the people, fourteen mixtapes deep, just taking it to the people.”


	Equally impressive as Jelly Roll’s output is that he recorded so much music while dealing with repeat incarcerations throughout this musically productive period. American Songwriter magazine reported that “before Jelly Roll became a household name in country music . . . he struggled to stay on the right side of the law as he found himself in and out of correctional facilities for numerous offenses like drug dealing, shoplifting, drug possession, and aggravated robbery.” People magazine spotlighted the head-turning fact that “the singer has been to jail some 40 times for various drug charges,” and CBS News coverage amid his mainstream breakout added that “if you’re wondering where Jelly Roll came from, one answer is the Metro-Davidson County Detention Facility in Nashville. Jelly Roll was in and out of facilities for ten years, starting at age 14. . . . He says he wrote hundreds of songs in his cell. He was twenty-four when he left prison for the last time. In 2010, Jelly Roll had his first minor hit, a hip-hop track called ‘Pop Another Pill.’”


	Courtesy of the same mixtape culture and plentiful crop of new music he kept pushing with a dream, as GQ magazine recently painted it, of making the “unlikely transformation . . . [of] a former Nashville ne’er-do-well [to] a 21st-century country superstar” courtesy of “the years spent honing his creative and commercial instincts on the Southern-rap, mixtape circuit. . . . Where he once trafficked certain drugs and rapped about his proclivity for others, he earlier this year testified before a Senate committee about the fentanyl crisis; a juvenile facility in which he was locked up is now outfitted with a recording studio he funded. And to produce the hits that have precipitated this fame and fortune, Jelly had to for the first time welcome others into what had previously been a hermetic creative process.” Southern Living magazine recently, in rounding out headlines on his full-circle journey to redemption, added that “the crooner uses his experience to bring hope to others that are struggling to find the right path in life, and to show them that it’s never too late to turn things around, often visiting those currently incarcerated.”


	Revisiting those years and how they helped shape the songs he writes today, Jelly Roll begins by revealing that clinging to his dream of one day becoming a breakout star with his music was the hope he held on to while serving time, addressing his past in the streets head-on with the admission that “it’s not hidden, I don’t hide the fact that I sold drugs before I was a rapper. There was actually a point in my career where I could have been taken as glorifying that. There’s no glory in that. A lot of people asked me why my music changed, and I was like, ‘Why the fuck would you want to go relive the worst moments of your life in a studio every day?’ I got out of that, why would I want to keep rapping about that? I didn’t want to be there in the first place. I think rappers are humble when they say they’ve never seen it, and I appreciate that humility because I’m a humble guy myself, but I did, I prayed about it. I laid in a steel bunk in jail doing a year day for day the last time I went to the county jail. I just sat there, and I seen it, and you know what, the crazy thing is: Everything I’ve seen is coming to life!”


	Once he was released and returned to the studio to continue his prolific output of mixtapes that had first made him a known quantity on the Southern rap circuit, he began to spread his wings creatively. He showcased the soulful country voice he’s known for today on albums as well as where he began experimenting with writing and recording in different musical styles and fusions courtesy of early albums like The Big Sal Story in 2012, No Filter with Lil Wyte in 2013, Business as Usual with Haystak in 2013, Sobriety Sucks in 2016, No Filter 2 with Lil Wyte in 2016, Addiction Kills in 2017, collaborations with Struggle Jennings over Waylon & Willie in 2017, Waylon & Willie II in 2018, Waylon & Willie III in 2018, Goodnight Nashville in 2018, Whiskey Sessions II in 2018, Waylon & Willie IV with Struggle Jennings in 2020, Self Medicated in 2020, and more mixtapes like Therapeutic Music Vol. 4: Just My Thoughts in 2012, White Trash Take in 2012, Mid-Grade Miracle: The Boston George Story in 2012, Whiskey, Weed & Women in 2013, Biggest Loser in 2014, and Therapeutic Music Vol. 5 in 2015.


	As his profile grew based on the strength of early singles like “Smoking Section” in 2015, certified gold without charting along with three street hits off the Addiction Kills album in 2017 with “Hate Goes On,” “Only,” and “Wheels Fall Off,” “Fall with the Fall” with Struggle Jennings in 2017 off the Waylon & Willie II LP, “Same Asshole” off Crosses and Crossroads in 2019, “I Need You,” “Creature,” and “Bottle and Mary Jane” off A Beautiful Disaster in 2020, “Son of the Dirty South” with Brantley Gilbert in 2022, along with charting hits like “The Lost,” “Behind Bars” with Brantley Gilbert and Struggle Jennings in 2022, “Hold On” and “Kill a Man” from the Whitsitt Chapel LP, and “I’m On It” featuring cowriter David Ray. Friends for the better part of twenty-five years, David “D-Ray” Ray and Jelly cowrote his breakout underground hit “Save Me” in 2020 with more than 200 million YouTube views before it was re-released in 2023 to smash chart success, hitting number one on Billboard’s Country Airplay Chart and Canada’s Country Chart and even cracking the Top 20 of the Billboard Hot 100 Chart. Using the hit to give fans a look at how his songwriting process works in action, Jelly begins by explaining the important point that whenever he goes into a new writing/recording session:


	You just go into the studio, and you hear it, and you feel it, and you flow with it. It’s like a puzzle for me when I write. I just take rhyme words and fill in the blanks, because I came up freestyling. So, I just believe music’s organic, man. I believe it’s something you don’t put a lot of time and energy into, I hate to say it that way, but I think it’s something you just do. I love D-Ray a lot—that’s my brother—and musically, I think he’s one of the most talented singer-songwriters in Nashville. I like working with people who are really hands-on, that I can really sit down and gel with, and he’s definitely one of those guys.


	David Ray: My dad was a big George Jones / Merle Haggard fan, so a lot of the outlaw Waylon Jennings and traditional country stuff I definitely came up on. I’ve got a taste for Al Green and a lot of the Motown sounds, which is where a little more of the soul and bluesier side of what I do probably comes in. On the hip-hop side, my influences are just so vast. The first records I ever bought were Erik B & Rakim and The Fat Boys, and obviously earlier in my career, everything was so East Coast driven with the Biggie/Puffy era, Nas, and Twista, a fast rapper who was always one of my favorites. Then as a consumer, there was the N.W.A. craze that I really adapted to. It depends on what we’re working on, I draw from different sources, but if there’s something soulful, if it’s a bluesy guitar lick, I’m probably just naturally gonna go there. That’s what I channel, that’s what I hear.


	Jelly Roll: I was eating dinner with my father and brother this afternoon, and I told my father, “The greatest gift that God has given me is I have the ability to change how people feel for three minutes and forty-five seconds at a time.” The fact that I have the ability to, whatever they’re going through, however sad they are, their old lady’s yelling at them, whatever the bad moment is in life, I have the ability for three minutes and thirty seconds at a time to change the way that person feels. 


	Inviting fans inside the studio for a look at his approach to writing and producing hits with Jelly Roll like “Save Me” and “Son of a Sinner,” which hit number one on the Billboard US Country Airplay Chart and broke through on the US Hot Rock & Alternative Songs Chart, staying there for twenty weeks before peaking in the Top 5 and cracking the Top 40 of the US Hot 100 Singles Chart, David Ray first takes us on a walk down memory lane into his own musical roots where, “First off, I learned time and again that to have a hit hook, someone’s gotta be able to sing along with it, and every hook’s gonna be different. Every hook is what the music just tells you to do, but some of it needs to be catchy and repetitive so that person can learn it even the next time it comes around. On a producer’s side, being in the Atlanta scene, a lot of people would say a lot of that music is dumbed-down and loses some respect away from the lyricism side, because we’ve seen the South come in and kind of take over with these trap beats and really melodic but easy-to-learn hooks, and that’s definitely one thing that I’ve taken from it that’s helped me be ‘the hook guy.’ As a producer, just watching other people vibe in and not trying to be the lyrical miracle on every song, if you know what I’m saying. . . . There’s so much more to a producer than just making a hot beat, so cool drums over guitars or whatever. A producer—in the insane environment—will help create and write that song, coach the delivery of vocals, the whole nine. I can draw obviously from my years of singing hooks too for that, because I’ve picked up so many tricks in the studio. For instance, one thing I tell a lot of new artists a lot is that you can recite the most emotional quote ever written over the most emotional track, but if you just say it, it has no meaning. You’ve got to have that melody, and sometimes we’ll have a subject matter, and a beat will kind of speak to us and let us know.”


	As Jelly Roll continues his ascension toward becoming one of the biggest music stars in the United States, he does so proudly with his daughter as one of his biggest fans, beaming that “I get a kick out it now when my daughter recognizes one of my songs, I didn’t always because they were so vulgar and bad, but now that I’ve got more lighthearted music, I really get a kick out of seeing her resonate with certain kinds of songs.” Along with seeing the reaction of his daughter to his music, Jelly gets a natural high from seeing the very real way his songs connect with listeners, explaining his popularity with fans as one based on a successful combination of accessibility and relatability, whereby “I was blessed that I think it was more to do with how I approached people, that made people connect with me. And there’s something about imperfections that people fuck with. I wear my inequities and inadequacies on my sleeve, and I think people are like ‘Fuck, yeah! We’re just like that too. . . .What excites me about making new music is changing people and knowing that I can help people. At first, it was just a music thing, I was helping myself and helping the people that listened. Now I’m changing people’s lives.”


	Bonds he’s built for the better part of two decades are now based on a core philosophy where Jelly reasons, “We’re building it one fan at a time. Taylor Swift once said, ‘If you want a million fans, sign a million autographs.’” As he’s graduated from playing before three hundred people to playing before tens of thousands, Jelly relishes his relationship with his loyal and ever-growing live audiences around the country, confirming that “shows are probably my favorite part of this besides actually making the music. I appreciate going and taking the music to people. I appreciate taking that music to people and getting to feel them. I walk the line every night when I do a Jelly Roll show and there’s a line of kids. I walk that line and shake those kids’ hands, and go meet those fans, that’s just what I do. I remember taking DJ Highlight to California for the first time in his life. I remember his eyes being lit up the whole trip. The different places we travel across this country, the places that we got to see that music made happen for us, the lives that are changing, if this thing keeps going, we’re going to make multiple millionaires, that’s crazy, dude! Doing something we love; I’d do it for free. I’d stand on a car rapping for the same kids who pay to see me, no bullshit.” 


	The Arizona Republic recently captured a sense of why Jelly Roll’s popularity has spread with such even flow across the genres and generations, reporting on his 2024 headlining set that “Jelly Roll drew a huge crowd for the weekend’s most anticipated set at Country Thunder Arizona, taking the stage with arms outstretched to thunderous applause as he launched his performance with ‘Halfway to Hell,’ the gospel-tinged country rap anthem that opens his first full-blown country album, last year’s Whitsitt Chapel. . . . He’s like a gospel tent revivalist with way more face tattoos than your typical preacher. And before the night was through, he’d delivered an uplifting sermon or two for a crowd he said numbered as many as 26,000, framing his darkest hours as a pathway to enlightenment.”


	Reflecting on how far he’s come over the course of his twenty- year-plus journey to the top of the charts, Jelly triumphantly points to “a song me and David Ray did years ago where I said, ‘Rappers are writing their way into a life we’re trying to write our way out of, . . .’ and I wrote my way the fuck out of it! I have the ability to make men that don’t want to dance, dance. I have the ability to make people that cry themselves to sleep at night happy . . . and that’s not just me, that’s music! Music has given us that ability. I sang ‘Sunday Morning’ once at a funeral in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, the song was ‘Sunday Morning’—we all know it, it’s a happy, hung-over song—and when I sang that song, for three minutes and thirty seconds at that funeral, people clapped. For three minutes and thirty seconds at that funeral, people shed tears of joy, I did it right next to an open casket. God rest his soul, his name was Eli. He was a tattoo artist and a great dude, and when his homies called me to do it, I didn’t have a hesitation. He and his little girl sang that song every Sunday, and I came and sang it for her. So, to watch these 225 people at this funeral, just in there clapping, ‘It’s Sunday morning,’ it was just crazy! I walked out of there and, man, I probably cried for two hours. If everything I’ve seen so far is coming to light, that means my dreams are limitless, with what I’ve seen sitting in that prison cell, man, we’re on our way. Everything I visualized is happening, so, dude, we’re on our way to a fucking arena!”


	Variety’s headline that “the roll that country star Jelly Roll is on will make itself felt in arenas in the late summer and fall of 2024. . . . Although this will be Jelly Roll’s first all-arenas tour, he had a good chance to become accustomed to them on his 2023 ‘Backroad Baptism’ tour, which found him playing a mixture of amphitheaters and arenas, with almost entirely different routing than he has scheduled for 2024,” would seem to confirm that Jelly Roll has arrived! 


	Circling back to his daughter as a driving force for what inspires the music he makes today, country music’s newest sensation keeps his head out of the clouds and feet on the ground, firmly rooted in the outlook that “my daughter, she changed everything, she changed my perspective of people, and what life’s really about. Life’s about love, dude, everything else is just fucking cosmetics. They’re eyeliner, they’re lip gloss, they’re whipped cream on a good Boston Crème pie, baby. It’s all about love.”




	Chapter 2


	Girl Power 


	Hillary Lindsey, Liz Rose, Lori McKenna, and Natalie Hemby


	Country music has long been dominated on the charts by just as many women stars as men, but within the world of Nashville songwriting, in the last twenty-five years, a generation of female songwriters has reshaped that landscape forever, anchored by a handful of Music Row legends like Hillary Lindsey, Liz Rose, Lori McKenna, Natalie Hemby, and more who gather to talk about writing some of their signature hits and dish on direction for the modern-day Nashville Songwriter.


	Songwriter Liz Rose’s life would change forever after she had a chance meeting with a then-unknown teenager in the mid-2000s looking to cowrite, sharing a now-iconic musical moment in country music when “I’d played a couple of songs at a Writer’s Round and this teenager approached me and said, ‘You know, I really like your songs. I’m Taylor Swift, would you write with me sometime?’ The funny thing was, after we had our first writing session, I walked out of there saying, ‘Well, what was I doing there?’ because she was so fast and knew what she wanted to say, but it was a great hang. She was talented and it was fun, so I just kept doing it! She’s a storyteller. She had such a great imagination, and still does, and she could take an idea or an emotion and turn it into a song and tell a story. It just blew me away. We wrote every week, and some days we would write a couple songs.”


	A few short years later, Rolling Stone magazine would recognize Rose for “co-writing some of the biggest country songs of the 21st century,” with “Tim McGraw” and “Teardrops on My Guitar” standing out as two early favorites of the cowriter where with the former, “Taylor came in that day and said ‘I was in math class today and I started this idea,’ so, she had that verse started and said ‘It’s called, “Tim McGraw,”’ and I was like ‘Okay . . .’ I wasn’t crazy about the idea, but I knew enough that I was not trying to write my song, that we were writing Taylor’s song. So, I went with it, but what you’re thinking is, ‘Okay, we’re writing this song about Tim McGraw, and if you don’t cut it, then nobody else is gonna cut it [laughs]!’ But I didn’t care, I always went with it with Taylor, and knew we were writing the song for Taylor and that’s all I really cared about. Whereas a lot of people at that time were thinking, ‘Well, if the artist doesn’t cut it, you can demo it, and pitch it somewhere else,’ but I never felt that way with her. I always felt like these songs were special, and to sit back and see what she does with it, which is always cool. With ‘Teardrops on My Guitar,’ that song was about a guy named Drew that she dated, and she wanted to put his name in it, and I was like ‘Really?’ It was so cute. Taylor always had her experiences, but she also embellished.”


	Synching with the songwriter more and more synergistically as time went on, she proudly points to another early Swift smash, “Pictures to Burn,” as a number one hit that was born after “she came in with the melody and we wrote it fast. Taylor always showed up with an idea, with an emotion, with something going on in her mind. I always say these songs were Taylor stories, not mine. I think Taylor writes little movies, she sees the whole story and it comes out of her mouth, so you just follow her emotion and I pay close attention, because she starts playing and starts saying words, and you just write down everything she says as fast as you can, and then I helped her put the story together, and then you put a song together. It’s an amazing process with her, there’s nothing like it.”


	Seeing songwriting in similarly cinematic terms, Music Row legend Hillary Lindsey has been shaping country music’s landscape for more than a quarter century. Rolling Stone magazine concluded that she “helped chart the genre’s current course,” describing her natural writing style as one where “singing and songwriting both came hand in hand with me, like the melodies would always just kind of fly out and the words would a lot of times come with it. So it was weird, I don’t know, but I just did it. The funny thing was, I assumed at a young age that everybody who sang just wrote their own songs.” Once she arrived in Nashville and landed at Belmont University, Lindsey found a similar sense of community within the other then-unknown songwriters looking to land their first cut: “I met this amazing community of being around people who were like you, and they were so supportive. They couldn’t wait to hear whatever new song you wrote, some of the kids I went to school with, and I wanted to hear theirs, and then somebody would say, ‘Ooh, I want to play this part on this,’ so, it was just a community of musical people. I got drug to my first writers’ round, but I think because you would just get the feedback, you could tell obviously from just the reaction from the crowd whether or not they liked it or different, from ‘Only one person clapped, oh, that song must have sucked . . .’ or afterward where, yet again, the community of people you would meet—which were all the other songwriters in the room—where you would end up talking about maybe the song you had written and they would say something about it, or next thing you know, somebody would say, ‘Well, hey, you want to come over and write something together sometime?’ It was just the community of being out there, I think, and it just improves your skills the more you’re around other songwriters.”


	Counting among her circle some of the biggest writers of the millennium to come, Lindsey fondly counts among “the crew I came up with: Troy Verges, Aimee Mayo, Chris Lindsey, Brett James, Gordie Sampson, and Angelo Petraglia, we were all really tight. It’s like a safe place to be. A couple of them had a few hits, but nobody had really, like, all the way blown up, and so you were kind of just creating from this space of everybody was a little green but so excited. I think that’s the beauty of having your tribe of cowriters, because it’s just people that are in the same boat with you. It’s just like this huge, beautiful experiment of trying to make some music together.” As she racked up major early hits in her catalog like the number one smash “Jesus, Take the Wheel,” Lindsey points to the 2005 Best Country Song Grammy winner as one of those songs from the beyond that she counts as among “a handful of them where you don’t really know how they were written when it’s over. It’s like ‘Wait a minute, did we do that?’ because it seems so powerful, and I really think it’s God, I think we’re just vessels—all of us are, whether we write music or we don’t. I think that that, to me, is what’s so crazy about that song is that it truly helped people. There was something on CNN with two girls who got kidnapped and sang the lyrics to that song back and forth to each other during the ordeal. It was just unbelievable.”


	Fellow superstar songwriter Brett James took fans inside a daily writing routine where “we were just showing up for work on a very typical writing day. That day we were working at Hillary’s house, and so we showed up that morning like we always do, made the coffee, and sat around and shot the bull for a half hour about what’s going on, talking about life, and finally sat down and someone said, ‘Well, what do you want to do today, what do you want to write about?’ And we usually keep some titles lying around, or some concepts or places to start, and started going through ideas to write that day, and Gordie had this idea. So, Hillary was sitting over by the fireplace, and Gordie was sitting in his chair, and I’m sitting on her couch, and this was a tiny little living room, and Gordie says, ‘Man, I got this little idea called “When Jesus Takes the Wheel.”’”


	Reminding aspiring songwriters of the importance of taking chances in the writing room, Hillary felt the trio pooling their cosmic songwriting talents: “There was so much freedom in writing that song because, back then, we were all so willing to just try anything, and everybody supported everybody in such a beautiful way that I still say, ‘Dare to suck, when you have an idea, just go for it.’ Whether it’s a line you think is stupid, say it out loud, or if it’s a melody that you think might be absolutely ridiculous, sing it. Probably a year after it had become a hit, I was driving home to Georgia in my beat-up Ford Explorer for Christmas, and I remember I was in a dark place in my life. Some of us songwriters, sometimes we get a little twisted in our head, and it came on the radio, and it spoke to me in that moment like no other song had ever spoken to me. It was so strange because I helped to create it, but it was as if it were going, ‘Hey, Hillary, you need to pay attention.’ It was just the strangest thing, and I don’t know if that has ever happened to Gordie or Brett but it’s weird when you create something and then it turns around and tries to teach you a lesson.”
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