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  To me, songwriting is the backbone of Nashville.

  
  Looks can go, fads can go, but


  A GOOD SONG LASTS FOREVER.


  ALAN JACKSON
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  “THE HOUSE THAT HOLDS THE MUSIC”


  FOR A COUNTRY MUSIC ARTIST, becoming a member of the Country Music Hall of Fame is the highest honor in the genre.


  Every year since 1961, the Country Music Association (CMA) inducts a select number of performers, songwriters, broadcasters, musicians, and executives into the exclusive Hall of Fame as a way to highlight significant contributions to the development of country music. The first inductees were Jimmie Rodgers, Fred Rose, and Hank Williams; since then, over 150 members have been added to the official roster of the coveted club. Bas-relief bronze plaques depicting each inductee hang in the grand rotunda of the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum, a massive, bass clef–shaped museum in the heart of downtown Nashville. This vibrant museum, the repository of one of the world’s most extensive musical collections, tells the tale of country music through priceless sheet music, songbooks, costumes, vehicles, musical instruments, original recordings, photographs, archival video, and the building itself.


  Can you spot hidden musical details concealed in the museum’s unique exterior architecture? The front windows represent piano keys. The diamond-shaped tower that caps the rotunda is a replica of the circa 1932 broadcast antenna of Nashville-based country music station WSM. The sweeping arch that ends at an angle on the right side of the building mimics the fin of a 1950s-era Cadillac. The four disc-shaped tiers on the rooftop represent the evolution of recording technology, from the humble 78, to the vinyl LP, to the 45, and last but not least, the compact disc. Even the materials used to build the museum are symbolic—wood, concrete, steel, and stone—construction elements native to the geographic home of country music, the Mid-South.
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  Special exhibits shine a spotlight on stars of the past and present. Among the museum’s more than 2.5 million precious artifacts, which include over 900 musical instruments, see if you can spot Mother May-belle Carter’s Gibson L-5 guitar; Patsy Cline’s cowgirl costume designed and sewed by her mother, Hilda Hensley; “The Log,” one of the first solid body electric guitars built, the brainchild of jazz guitarist Les Paul; Bob Wills’ fiddle; and Gram Parsons’ rhinestone-encrusted “Nudie suit.” Two automobiles on display encapsulate their drivers’ style: Webb Pierce’s flashy 1962 Pontiac Bonneville that Nudie Cohn (see page 14) bedazzled with silver dollars and equipped with a pistol door handle, and Elvis Presley’s 1960 “Solid Gold” Cadillac limousine.


  The museum’s most hallowed space is the soaring rotunda, where the Hall of Fame members’ plaques on display recall musical notes. The title of the song “Will the Circle Be Unbroken” circles the interior of the rotunda. That same song, which symbolizes the (musical) bond that connects past and present, is traditionally played by new and old Hall of Fame members at the close of the annual induction ceremony.


  222 5th Ave. South, Nashville; countrymusichalloffame.org

  
  
  
  

  HATCH SHOW PRINT
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  Hatch Show Print posters once served as the visual advertising medium for musicians looking to promote upcoming shows. Since 1879, the letterpress print shop has been cranking out limited-run posters, designed and printed in-house with vintage wood type, showcasing upcoming concerts from every musical artist under the Mid-South sun. Once located in downtown Nashville, the entire shop moved into the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum in 2013, continuing its precious handmade tradition. Take the backstage tour of Hatch Show Print to smell the ink, handle the wood-type letters, and see how presses churn out such iconic posters, or take a workshop to make a poster print of your very own.


  222 5th Avenue South, Nashville;
countrymusichalloffame.org
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  ALL YOUR LIFE, YOU WILL BE FACED WITH A CHOICE. YOU CAN CHOOSE LOVE OR HATE . . . I CHOOSE LOVE. —JOHNNY CASH
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  BORN INTO A FAMILY OF poor cotton farmers in Kingsland, Arkansas, Johnny Cash became one of the best-selling recording artists ever. Raised on gospel music, he began playing and writing songs at the age of twelve before recording the multi-genre music that made him a legend. Cash embraced country, rockabilly, blues, rock ’n roll, and gospel, all in his signature, deep, calm bass-baritone voice, often to train-like, chugging guitar rhythms. His trademark nickname—The Man in Black—came from his somber, all-black performance wardrobe. Though he was known for his rebellious nature, he traditionally began his concerts with the same humble introduction: “Hello, I’m Johnny Cash.”


  The Johnny Cash Museum in downtown Nashville houses the world’s most extensive collection of Johnny Cash artifacts. Exhibits are arranged in chronological order, highlighting Cash’s journey from challenging childhood—through artifacts such as bags of cotton, his family’s home piano, and school report cards—to star—attested by the many gold and platinum records and Grammy and CMA awards on display.
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  The “Progression of Sound” exhibit highlights Cash’s lifelong experimentation with genres of music and recording media, and a Sun Records exhibit shines a spotlight on the Memphis label that helped launch his career into the stratosphere. Clips of Cash’s many television appearances are screened in another exhibit space: Cash not only hosted his own variety television show with his wife June Carter Cash by his side but also starred as a guest character on television shows Little House on the Prairie, Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman, and Hee Haw.


  Cash threaded a folded dollar bill through the strings of his Martin guitar to mimic a percussion sound in the years before he had a drummer; that same guitar is on display, along with his first gold record, “I Walk the Line.”


  Perhaps the most poignant artifact in the museum is the handwritten lyrics from the last song he wrote, days before his death, “Like the 309.”


  “I love songs about horses, railroads, land, Judgment Day, family, hard times, whiskey, courtship, marriage, adultery, separation, murder, war, prison, rambling, damnation, home, salvation, death, pride, humor, piety, rebellion, patriotism, larceny, determination, tragedy, rowdiness, heartbreak and love. And Mother. And God,” explained Johnny Cash. “Like the 309” is about a train journey to heaven.


  Touring this self-guided museum takes about an hour. As a memento, pose in front of the green screen to take a photo with a (virtual) Cash.


  119 3rd Ave. South, Nashville; johnnycashmuseum.com
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  IF YOU CAN’t DO IT WITH FEELING—DON’t. —PATSY CLINE


  PATSY CLINE WAS A TOUGH YET TENDER TRAILBLAZER with a soothing, expressive contralto voice who made an indelible mark on music. One of the first country performers to cross over into pop music, Cline is credited as a creator of the Nashville sound: pop-infused country music. She was also the first country singer to headline her own show in Las Vegas and the first woman in country music to perform at New York’s Carnegie Hall, though she noted, “Carnegie Hall was real fabulous, but you know, it ain’t as big as the Grand Ole Opry.”


  Born Virginia Patterson Hensley on September 8, 1932, in Winchester, Virginia, Cline overcame endless obstacles throughout her short life.


  At age thirteen, a bout of rheumatic fever stopped her heartbeat for a spell. “You might say it was my return to the living after several days that launched me as a singer,” Cline said. “The fever affected my throat, and when I recovered, I had this booming voice like Kate Smith’s.”


  At twenty-nine, just as her songs were climbing the charts, she was almost killed in a head-on car collision that tossed her through a windshield. Ever determined, Cline refused to let her injuries slow her down: Still on crutches, she performed at the Grand Ole Opry’s stage to sing her biggest hit yet: “I recorded a song called ‘I Fall to Pieces’ and I was in a car wreck. Now I’m worried because I have a brand-new record, and it’s called ‘Crazy’!”
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  “Crazy” would become the most-played jukebox record of all time.

  
  Cline began performing as a child, partly because she loved to sing but also to help support her family after her father left when she was a young teen. She debuted wearing cutesy cowgirl outfits her mother sewed, and she taught herself to play the piano. When she was about fourteen, she showed up at her local radio station, WINC, and boldly asked radio DJ Joltin’ Jim McCoy if she could audition. “Well, if you’ve got nerve enough to stand before that mic and sing over the air live,” he said, “I’ve got nerve enough to let you.”


  By her early twenties, Cline was on her way toward country music stardom. She first recorded on the Four Star label in 1955. She embraced radio and television with appearances on a local variety show, Town and Country Jamboree, followed by Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts, which gave her nationwide exposure, before becoming a regular performer on the ultimate radio show, the Grand Ole Opry. Her signature song “I Fall to Pieces” topped the charts for thirty-nine consecutive weeks and was the first of several hit country-pop crossovers.


  At the height of her stardom, Cline began experiencing premonitions of her own death, and reportedly told singer Ray Walker, “Honey, I’ve had two bad ones [accidents]. The third one will either be a charm, or it’ll kill me.”


  On March 5, 1963, she was proved right. After playing a benefit concert in Kansas City, Cline was en route to Nashville with her manager and fellow country music stars Hawkshaw Hawkins and Cowboy Copas, when her plane, a tiny Piper PA-24, nose-dived at full speed into the Tennessee wilderness. Cline was just thirty.

  
  
  
  

  PATSY CLINE PLANE CRASH SITE MEMORIAL


Deep in the middle of the woods, the Patsy Cline Plane Crash Site Memorial, an engraved boulder, marks where Patsy Cline’s life tragically ended in a plane crash. The small, adjacent gazebo features a collage of Cline’s life and is the perfect place to sit and reflect.


  2082 Mount Carmel Rd., Camden, TN


  


  


  Among the many mementos on display in the intimate Patsy Cline Museum, perhaps the most poignant are the sewing machine used by Cline’s mother, Hilda Hensley, to sew her signature cowgirl costumes; her salt and pepper shaker collection; and her signature boot-shaped cigarette lighter. But it’s the re-creations of rooms from the modest, midcentury modern Nashville home she shared with her husband Charlie Dick that bring her story and warmth back to life. Dick saved as many memories as he could of his cherished wife, even Cline’s still-running Norge refrigerator, a canceled check used to pay the deposit for the furniture in her home, and her Jimmy Dean fan club card.


  Perhaps the most moving memento on display is the wristwatch Patsy Cline wore when the private plane she was traveling on crashed that terrible evening, its hands stopped at 6:20, the moment of impact.


  “When the family found all of Patsy’s things that Charlie Dick had saved, it makes me believe that this museum was meant to be,” said museum founder Bill Miller.


  119 3rd Ave. South, Nashville; patsymuseum.com
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  BEST BLUEGRASS IN THE WORLD


  NEARLY EVERY NIGHT OF THE YEAR SINCE 1974, the bluegrass beat reverberates throughout the Station Inn in Nashville’s Gulch neighborhood. With every seat in this small listening room near enough to the stage to see the sweat and feel the notes sing from the instruments, this is as close as you can come to the best bluegrass in the world. Some of the biggest names in the bluegrass biz have graced the Station Inn stage—Ricky Skaggs, Jerry Douglas, Alison Krauss, Peter Rowan, Sam Bush, Curly Seckler, Jimmy Martin, Bobby Osborne, and Bill Monroe, the so-called Father of Bluegrass—and stars pop in on occasion, hiding among the audience after performing at the Grand Ole Opry on a Friday or Saturday night.


  The bluegrass style was born in the southern Appalachian Mountains and likely borrowed its name from Kentucky bluegrass, a smooth meadow grass that often appears blue-green under the sun. American mandolinist, singer, and songwriter Bill Monroe, who hailed from Kentucky, aka the Bluegrass State, and his nascent Bill Monroe & the Blue Grass Boys, were the first to include all the elements that set bluegrass music apart from older string-band music: syncopated, high-energy rhythm; tight, sophisticated vocal harmony; “breaks” or solos on the mandolin, banjo, and fiddle; lyrics that range from playful to poignant; and a strong influence of jazz and blues. Bluegrass emphasizes the off-beat, though notes are anticipated, separating it from the laid-back blues where notes are behind the beat.
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  Originally located near Centennial Park, the intimate venue was founded by a group of six bluegrass pickers and grew along with bluegrass itself. By the time the Station Inn moved to its present location in the Gulch, near Music Row, in 1978, it had become the unofficial gathering place of the genre.


  Every Sunday at 7 p.m., the Station hosts a bluegrass jam, a classic picking circle wherein all musicians sit in the round and play together. Anyone who wants to observe is seated outside the circle. Only blue-grass instruments—fiddle, banjo, mandolin, acoustic guitar, dobro, and double bass—are allowed. There’s no skill level required to participate, so even beginners might find themselves picking along with a living legend of bluegrass.


  Jam admission is free and first come, first served, but, with just 200 seats, it tends to fill up. More seating often opens up at intermission, around 10:15 p.m. The bar opens with the door about two hours before showtime, so settle into your seat and dig into pizza, nachos, chips and salsa, popcorn, Daddy Bob’s pimento, GooGoo Clusters, or Moon Pies with cocktails or craft beer.


  402 12th Ave. South, Nashville; stationinn.com
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  THE ULTIMATE GUITAR EXPERIENCE


  GUITAR BRAND GIBSON HAS BEEN GIVING MUSICIANS the means to create their magic for more than a century. Founded in 1894, Gibson, maker of acoustic and electric guitars, mandolins, and banjos, is beloved around the world for its pioneering designs and user-friendly yet alluring aesthetic. Gibson’s flagship store in Nashville, the Gibson Garage, is a must-visit destination for players and music lovers alike.


  Orville H. Gibson was a luthier, a craftsperson who builds and repairs string instruments, working in the late nineteenth century in Kalamazoo, Michigan, when he invented a ten-string mandolin-guitar and his signature violin-inspired guitar with a curved top and bottom, and sides carved (not bent or pressed) into shape. He applied for a patent for his designs, and the brand was born. Gibson’s guitars and mandolins played louder and were more durable than contemporary instruments, and musicians flocked to his one-room workshop.
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  The Gibson brand has continued to make and market innovative stringed instruments well beyond Orville’s death in 1918. As the guitar grew in popularity, so did Gibson. Gibson introduced its first electric guitar, the ES-150, aka the “Electric Spanish” in 1936. The “Les Paul” guitar, named after the pioneering jazz, country, and blues guitarist, was introduced in 1952. The slimmer Thinline series was introduced in the mid-1950s. The modernistic Explorer and Flying V arrived on the scene in 1958, followed by the Firebird in the early 1960s. In the 1970s, Gibson relocated its operations from Kalamazoo to Nashville, aka Music City, USA.


  The 8,000-square-foot Gibson Garage, located in downtown Nashville, is the flagship and carries its entire range of brands, including Epiphone and Kramer, Mesa Boogie, and KRK. Experts here can help you find your next guitar or repair your beloved instrument at the on-site Repair and Restoration Center. At the in-store Custom Shop, players can select their wood, finish, pickups, and knobs, and Gibson’s expert luthiers will create (or re-create) the customized guitar of their dreams. And a small stage hosts an array of live concerts.


  If you’re interested in music history, check out the exhibit that displays beautiful instruments handcrafted by founder Orville Gibson, including an intricately carved guitar with an ornate butterfly inlay that he crafted in 1900.


  209 10th Ave. South, Nashville; gibson.com
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  GRUHN GUITARS HAS BEEN buying, selling, trading, and appraising vintage guitars, basses, banjos, mandolins, ukuleles, and amps since 1970. George Gruhn, an expert on vintage American guitars, opened the first store at 111 4th Avenue North with an inventory of twenty-two instruments; today, Gruhn’s 8th Avenue South location houses more than 1,100 instruments, making it one of the world’s largest collections of premier vintage and used guitars.


  2120 8th Ave. South, Nashville; guitars.com


  [image: image] NUDIE’S HONKY TONK

  
  LIVIN’ THE (RHINESTONE-BEDAZZLED) AMERICAN DREAM


  NUDIE COHN LIVED AND BREATHED the American dream. He worked his way up from a shoeshine boy to a boxer to a sought-after costume designer. His flamboyant, rhinestone-bedazzled “Nudie suits” were worn by celebrities across the spectrum of style. Elvis Presley, Hank Williams, Gram Parsons, John Wayne, Cher, Ronald Reagan, ZZ Top, Elton John, Porter Wagoner, Robert Mitchum, Glen Campbell, the Monkees . . . all strutted their stuff onstage or on-screen in a signature, always over-thetop “Nudie suit.”
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  Originally named Nuta Kotlyarenko, he was born to a Ukrainian Jewish family in Kiev, Ukraine, in 1902, a time when ethnic Jews were regularly subjected to pogroms—violent, mob-like massacres officially mandated by the local Russian authorities. By 1921, an estimated 100,000 Jewish people were killed, maimed, or tortured in pogroms in Ukraine.


  Nuta Kotlyarenko’s parents rightfully feared for their lives. So they made the heart-wrenching decision to send eleven-year-old Nuta and his brother Julius off on a ship bound for New York City.


  Young Nuta earned his living as a shoeshine boy, and later as a boxer. He soon married, and Nuta and his wife Helen supplemented their income by creating costumes and undergarments for strippers and showgirls, “Nudie’s for the Ladies.” No one knows exactly if Nuta changed his name to Nudie on his own, or if his name was a typo at the Ellis Island immigrant register, but no one could argue that the name fit Cohn’s early career to a tee.


  Country music star Tex Williams gave Nudie the nudge to start Nudie’s Rodeo Tailors. Williams, early in his career, wanted glitzy suits, but they were too expensive for the rising star. Legend states that in 1947, Williams sold a horse to fund Nudie’s first sewing machine so the tailor could make the singer’s stage suits at a price that fit his small costume budget. Williams became a singing advertisement for Nudie, and soon Cohn sold his signature suits at “Nudie’s of Hollywood,” on the corner of Victory Boulevard and Vineland Avenue in North Hollywood.


  Nudie suits weren’t just suits; they were spectacular statement pieces. Perhaps most famous was the $10,000 gold lamé Nudie suit worn by singer Elvis Presley on the cover of his 1959 hit album, 50,000,000 Elvis Fans Can’t Be Wrong.
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  Nudie’s Honky Tonk, Nashville’s largest honky tonk, is a mini museum dedicated to the inventive, over-thetop costume designer. In addition to live music, cold beer, cocktails, and Southern-style comfort food, the century-old three-story former Lawrence Records Building
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  [image: image] THE HISTORIC CENTER OF NASHVILLE’S AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY
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