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Introduction

“It really is a journeyman’s occupation,” says Rivers Rutherford, hit writer for country stars including Brad Paisley and Brooks & Dunn, about becoming a professional country songwriter. “The biggest piece of advice I give to new writers when they move to town,” Rutherford continues, “[is] go play your songs for anybody that’ll listen—anybody who will listen. Listen to as many people as you can, and write with as many people as will sit down with you.”

John Rich of Big & Rich adds some sage advice for writers as they begin to be invited to participate in writer’s nights and get a first song put on hold or cut: “to be successful in songwriting, you have to write because you love it, not because you’re driven to get rich doing it.” Longtime George Strait hit-writer Dean Dillon echoes this with his memory that, “when I hitchhiked down here when I was eighteen years old, it wasn’t because I thought I’d get rich off of it, it was because I loved it.”

In a business whose profit margins continue to shrink, courtesy of online music piracy, Nashville has remained one of the best-kept secrets in the record business: an affordable town for an aspiring songwriter or country performing artist to pull into, without much more than the clothes on his back and a guitar strapped around her shoulder, and try to make it as a singer or songwriter—without starving in the process. The great Sonny Curtis, writer of “I Fought the Law (and the Law Won),” highlighted songwriting as the vehicle that allowed him “to survive, doing what I love to do [while] making a living and raising my family.”

While most aspiring singer-songwriters never become famous performers like Curtis, their songs can still hit it big. A little-known norm of Music Row is that the majority of country stars historically do not write their own material, but rather record hits from songs created by an elite club of Nashville songwriters.

Even now, with a new generation of country artists who are more hands-on in cowriting their hits (like superstars Carrie Underwood, Kenny Chesney, Brad Paisley, and Luke Bryan), this town is filled with successful writers whose careers have lasted long after those of the singers who made their songs famous.

That isn’t to say that the road to becoming a hit songwriter is an easy one. Along the way, almost every success story in these pages is based on working even harder to top the last chart-topper. As one of Music Row’s most prolific hitmakers, Craig Wiseman—co-writer of the 2004 Grammy for Best Country Song of The Year for the Tim McGraw hit “Live Like You Were Dying”—attested, “When you [write] a lot, you do get better at it—you learn about yourself, you push yourself, you grow, and if you do it a lot, too … a lot of it is to just do it.”

[image: ]

Nashville Songwriter features first-time-ever-in-a-book interviews with many of today’s biggest hit writers who have penned, collectively, the majority of the No. 1 country hits over the past decade. Country music fans are treated to a rare collection of inspiring stories behind the writing of generations of beloved and timeless country classics, as well as huge modern-day smash hits, such as Willie Nelson’s “Always on My Mind”; Tim McGraw’s “Live Like You Were Dying,” “Southern Voice,” and “Real Good Man”; George Jones’s “Tennessee Whiskey”; Carrie Underwood’s “Jesus Take the Wheel” and “Cowboy Casanova”; Brooks & Dunn’s “Ain’t Nothing ’Bout You”; Lady Antebellum’s “We Owned the Night” and “Just a Kiss”; Brad Paisley’s “Mud on the Tires,” “We Danced,” and “I’m Still a Guy”; Luke Bryan’s “Play It Again,” “Crash My Party,” and “That’s My Kind of Night”; the Oak Ridge Boys’ “American Made”; George Strait’s “Ocean Front Property” and “The Best Day”; Rascal Flatts’s “Fast Cars and Freedom” and “Take Me There”; Kenny Chesney’s “Living in Fast Forward” and “When the Sun Goes Down”; Ricochet’s “Daddy’s Money”; Montgomery Gentry’s “If You Ever Stop Loving Me”; the Crickets’ “I Fought the Law”; Tom T. Hall’s “A Week in a County Jail” and “That Song Is Driving Me Crazy”; Trace Adkins’ “You’re Gonna Miss This”; David Lee Murphy’s “Dust on the Bottle”; and Jason Aldean’s “Big Green Tractor” and “Fly Over States,” among countless others.

For aspiring writers, the enlightening stories told by these hit songwriters include many jewels of wisdom about the process and craft itself. Pearls like the one Dallas Davidson, cowriter of “Crash My Party” and “Rain Is a Good Thing,” offers up regarding his recipe to songwriting success: “a good title and a good melody, and some honesty—there’s your formula for a hit right there.” Or a gem from Kelley Lovelace—cowriter of such monster Brad Paisley hits as “He Didn’t Have to Be,” “Start a Band,” and “Remind Me”—who shares his formula for creating memorable chart-toppers, hammering home the importance of staying as hungry for the next No. 1 one as you were for the first: “Being in the game, that’s what’s really fun, if you can have something in the game, something in the hunt. Still, seeing your song on somebody’s record that you can purchase is a lot of fun. I like seeing those titles on the records. All the same things that you think you would be excited about when you get your first cut are still the same things I get excited about now. That high never really changes—you just want more of it.”


“When a guy like me gets to hang out with a guy like Freddy, it’s always rarified air…. Not many people can say they know a guy like Freddy, and really know him, and really have written with him. He is a jewel—there’s nothing like him anywhere out there.”

—JOHN RICH, 2013




CHAPTER 1




Freddy Powers and Merle Haggard: Natural High

Featuring exclusive commentary from Willie Nelson and John Rich of Big & Rich
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“A sk country superstars Willie Nelson, George Jones, or Merle Haggard who Freddie [sic] Powers is and they’ll probably tell you that he’s one of country music’s best-kept secrets,”1 the Los Angeles Times reported in 1985. The “Ol’ Blue Eyes” of country music started out in the business in the early 1950s, with the Times adding that Powers was “originally part of the same West Texas scene that in the fifties spawned Nelson and other country ‘outlaws.’”2

Powers got his start under the mentorship of legendary Texas musical fixture Paul Burkirk, who invited Freddy to appear on television with him in the late fifties, leading to the beginnings of the singer-songwriter’s success as a country-western star. Appearances on ABC-TV’s Hootenanny and a guest slot on the original Today show soon followed. Powers traveled the touring circuits throughout the sixties performing on both music hall and casino stages at legendary palaces like the Stardust, entertaining fans with his unique blend of vaudeville comedy and country songs, performed with his signature Dixieland jazz twist. Willie Nelson, who played the same live circuit while making his own rise to stardom, remembered feeling that “his [Powers’s] strongest suit, I always thought, was his rhythm guitar playing. He was a great rhythm guitar player.” Country Music Television noted in its official bio of Powers’s career highlights that he, along with Nelson and Buskirk, “demonstrated a dedication to broadening the perimeters of country-and-western, particularly in creating a fusion of country honky-tonk and swing jazz.”3

Powers built a name for himself on the country touring circuit with his band, Freddy Powers and the Powerhouse Four (consisting of a tuba and three banjos), which played a repertoire of a Dixieland and jazz. Performing eventually made Powers enough money to open his own nightclub in Arlington, Texas. His early spotlight moments also included regular appearances on NBC’s Today show and the Tonight Show.

By the early 1970s, Powers had established himself as one of Las Vegas and Reno’s top casino headliners. Las Vegas at that time, the Austin Chronicle reported in 2008, was “an entertainer’s paradise. Mob money flowed freely from the casinos, and artists were toasted like royalty. The glamour and attention was a world away from the rough barrooms of Texas, and Powers found himself right in the midst of it. He was hired to lead the house band at the Stardust, the flagship enterprise of Allan Glick’s Chicago Mafia–backed Argent Corp. In the plush red booths at the back of the lounge, Powers spent his evenings drinking with notorious gangsters like Lefty Rosenthal and Tony Spilotro, who were running operations at the Stardust behind titled fronts like ‘entertainment director.’ … Powers reveled in the perks but remained strictly focused on his music.”4

      FREDDY POWERS: Back home in the West I had become one of Las Vegas’s hottest live acts by then—even being awarded Nevada’s best lounge act. When the early eighties came along, I had already spent twenty years of my life on the music circuit, playing throughout the United States, mostly in Nevada lounges. At the time I had a Dixie band where I also performed comedy. It was a great bunch of road musicians. After years on the road we finally landed a dream sit-down gig in Reno at the Eldorado Hotel/Casino.

          One day while Willie Nelson was in Reno, I remember we’d gotten together with another friend of mine, Nate Green, for a golf game. I’d first met Willie back in 1954 when Paul Buskirk, my hero and mentor, had introduced us. Paul was a major influence over both my and Willie’s careers, and we all had some great times together traveling around the country. I’m sure Willie misses Paul as much as I do, God rest his soul.

      WILLIE NELSON: The first time I remember seeing Freddy, he was playing in a banjo band in Arlington, Texas, and it was like a noontime show at some club, that was many years ago. Then we ran into each other up in Houston when he was down there with Paul Buskirk, and he and Paul and I played a lot of music together and had a lot of fun.

      FREDDY POWERS: Years later, Willie and I got to talking about the old musicians we knew and soon got around to Django Reinhardt. The next thing I knew we were making plans to get some of these old guys together and make an album. Will, at the time, was as hot as the Texas rodeo, and Willie had asked me to help produce, sing, and play on that album, which became Somewhere Over the Rainbow.

Seeing something unique in Powers’s instincts for picking, Willie recruited Powers to not only play on his 1981 multiplatinum Somewhere Over the Rainbow LP, but to act as lead producer on the project as well.

      WILLIE NELSON: Over the Rainbow, which Freddy produced, is one of my favorite albums. We’ve been in the studio many times together and I enjoyed all of them. He’s a lot of fun to play with, and when Freddy was at his best, there was nobody better at what he did.

          I think Rainbow is one of the best albums I ever did because Freddy and Buskirk and Dean Reynolds were playing on it. Freddy’s strongest suit, I always thought, was his rhythm guitar playing. He was a great rhythm guitar player. I liked Django Reinhardt, and Django’s brother was a great rhythm guitar player, and Freddy and Paul Buskirk both were the two best rhythm guitar players—other than Django’s brother—that I’ve ever known.

Powers’s profile would rise to even greater heights after his talent as a song crafter began to take flight when another country music superstar, Merle Haggard, who he’d met through Nelson, saw a different gift altogether in Powers as a songwriter. Powers reflects on a friendship that has lasted for more than forty years:

      Of all the country singers I had ever met, Merle made the greatest impact on me when I met him. I was hanging out one day with Willie at Bill Harrah’s house where Willie’d been staying while playing at the Lake Tahoe Harrah’s. We were sitting around smoking a joint one day when none other than Merle Haggard walked in! I introduced myself, and Merle replied, “Freddy Powers—I love the work you did on Willie’s new album Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” He said that it was his favorite album, and I must say I was flattered so much so that I didn’t really know what to say. Little did I know that this meeting with Merle would be the start of a new career, and that Merle would bring out things in me that I never knew I had (like the ability to write hit songs). From that day on until now, Merle and I were never too far away from each other.

          I had my bass player and best friend Dean Reynolds with me—we called him Deanie Bird. The two of us were the rhythm section with Merle and Willie taking turns on lead guitar. Merle really liked our style of swing and Dixieland jazz. Willie had to leave to go and play his show, but the three of us—Deanie Bird, Merle, and I—continued to play almost all night long, which turned into days and days of picking. Merle just couldn’t get enough. I didn’t realize it at the time but Merle was learning jazz from us. Not far-out jazz but country jazz. The three of us became close and enjoyed playing so much together that if Merle wasn’t in Reno, we were on our way to Redding, California, to Merle’s home to play. Here I am at the top of the Nevada lounge circuit and about to chase around the world with Merle Haggard.

      MERLE HAGGARD: Fred had been working in Reno across the street from Harrah’s at the El Dorado, and he’d been doing mainly Dixieland up until that time, and was interested in trying to get deeper into country music, and I was wanting to play guitar. So he was doing the singing and playing rhythm guitar, and had a guy named Gary Church who was playing the clarinet and trombone, and a good friend named Dean Reynolds who we called Deanie Bird. So that became a little four-piece band that we called the Butter and Eggs Band. We got together there—I think the first time we actually played together, we played for eighteen hours up there at Harrah’s in Reno. We really enjoyed playing together because he knew a thousand songs and I wanted to learn them all, and he wanted to write some country songs, so we did.

      FREDDY POWERS: One night we were at Harrah’s hotel and casino in Tahoe in Merle’s room before a gig of his, and I grabbed his guitar and sang “I Always Get Lucky with You” for him. When I finished the song, he just stared at me for a moment saying nothing as if he didn’t know how to tell me it was a shitty song! But instead, he jumped up out of his chair and said something about how the title of the song along was a hit. When Merle said that, it was like a lightning bolt of confidence that hit me, and that moment, unbeknownst to me, was the launching point of my songwriting career.

          We took the song on the bus after the show and with some collaboration we rewrote the song and recorded it for Merle’s Big City album. One night not long after that, the phone rang and it was Merle’s office manager Tex Whitson. He said Merle had rewritten my song (“Lucky”), and played it over the phone to me on a little tape recorder. I couldn’t hear it too good over the phone, but it sounded awful good from what I could hear, and the album went on to become a No. 1. George Jones heard the song and liked it, so he also recorded it and he had a No. 1 hit with it!

      MERLE HAGGARD: There’s a lot to that. We were sitting in somebody’s bus, I don’t remember whether it was mine or his, and Fred and I wrote the song. Well, there were two other guys there, and being stupid, we gave them part of the song. I said, “Well, I’ve got publishing, so I’ll just go ahead and give you two the writers’ end, and I’ll take the publishing.” Well, I got beat out of the publishing in bankruptcy, and when I look down at that song after it was recorded by George Jones, and my name ain’t on it nowhere and I wrote most of the song. That’s the way life goes sometimes.

      FREDDY POWERS: We had been out on tour and pulled back in town to see a billboard saying, Congratulations Tex Watson! I Always Get Lucky with You. Merle and I walked in to find it was a party for Tex in his honor for writing this No. 1. Needless to say he never mentioned my or Merle’s name. One day he was bragging on the song and I handed him my guitar and told him if he wrote the song than play me an A augmented. Well, with that, the conversation was over and I rest my case. Sometimes you have to be careful what you do, because some people start believing their own lies.

As the roaring eighties revved up, Powers and Haggard’s professional partnership as songwriters turned personal—so much so that Haggard invited Powers to move into a houseboat next door to him on Lake Shasta so they could write regularly. Songwriting success followed: the pair cowrote “I Always Get Lucky with You,” a No. 1 for George Jones, and half the songs on Haggard’s 1985 It’s All in the Game LP. Powers also became a member of Haggard’s band, the Strangers, playing rhythm guitar while the band was on the road.

The two had an obvious chemistry; the Austin Chronicle noted, “Powers’s jazz guitar and poignant songwriting softened the hard edges of Haggard’s honky-tonk, resulting in indelible ballads.”5 Haggard would tap into that chemistry to write additional No. 1 country classics with Powers: “A Friend in California,” “Let’s Chase Each Other Around the Room Tonight,” “All I Wanna Do Is Sing My Song,” “Natural High,” “A Place to Fall Apart,” the aforementioned “I Always Get Lucky with You” by Haggard and George Jones, “Shotgun and the Pistol” (performed by Willie Nelson), “Little Hotel Room” (performed by Ray Charles), and many others.

Reflecting back on the “houseboat days,” when Haggard first invited him to move up to Lake Shasta and become songwriting partners and to play rhythm guitar for Haggard’s band the Strangers when the band was on the road, Powers remembers noticing that, in addition to Haggard’s interest in songwriting with him, musically speaking,

      Merle was enjoying learning Dixieland jazz and the style that Deanie Bird and I were playing. And I was learning a hell of a lot about writing country songs, so I made the decision to split up my band and relocated to the lake with Merle. I took two members of my band with me, of course: Deanie Bird, my bass player, and Gary Church, who played trumpet and trombone. Merle hired Gary and Deanie Bird and I into his band the Strangers, and for the next two years, we also toured with Merle as his opening act.

          After living nearly ten years next door to Merle, today when I hear one of his songs, I’ll remember the story behind that and know what part of his life he’s singing about. By 1983, Merle and I were living on the boats full-time, writing and partying. We called it the Spree of ’83. Everything was moving so fast and even in this hectic atmosphere, we were still turning out hit songs. Here we were, two single, middle-aged men, living in a near-paradise lifestyle. Merle was hot as a pistol and his career was at its peak. It was one big party for the next seven years or so. I traveled with that circus to every state in the country. From the beginning, Merle and I were almost inseparable. Where one went, we both went.

          Many of the songs we wrote during that time were about lost loves or love experiences. Merle wrote a lot of songs about his love and feelings for his ex-wife Leona. As well, I was writing songs about my past life, which gave us both a lot to write about. We wrote a few No. 1s and some that should have been No. 1s that just got overlooked in albums. Songs we wrote during that time were like an audio-biography of our lives. And of course, for me, writing songs with such a great writer was a terrific ego boost. With my confidence at this level, I was putting my heart into every song.

      MERLE HAGGARD: We kind of helped each other sometimes when we’d have songs pretty well finished, then we’d give them to each other, and use each other’s experience to see if we were on the right track. We did that a lot. Me and Willie were both in a position to influence him and to guide him a little bit. He didn’t need much—he just wanted somebody to assure him he was on the right track I think. After “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. Everything we wrote didn’t go to No. 1; a lot of them we threw in the goddamn lake, because [not all of it was] good.

Among the keepers that wound up becoming some of Haggard’s biggest hits of the 1980s, one standout was Powers’s second No. 1 hit as a writer (following George Jones’s success with “I Always Get Lucky with You”), “Natural High.” The Powers original was a soaring love ballad that Powers remembered he hadn’t written for any love interest specifically:

      I got that idea from a great singer named Debbie DeFazio who was always the life of the party even though she never took drugs or drank.

      MERLE HAGGARD: “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. We thought we was on a natural high, although it might have been marijuana—I don’t know [laughs].

Recounting the inspiration behind two more of his and Haggard’s greatest cowrittten hits, the No. 1 “Let’s Chase Each Other Around the Room Tonight” and “A Place to Fall Apart,” Powers described how the latter, in particular, was a wonderful example of how cowriters push one another at times to chase a song idea they might never have pursued on their own. Remembering the roots of “Fall Apart” as growing out of Merle’s heartbreak over his breakup with wife Leona Williams, Powers recalled taking an unusual approach to push Haggard to start the song one night:

      We got to Nashville on time, and we were sitting around playing guitars. Merle had just finished writing a lot of songs about Leona Williams. He was working on one when I asked him, “When are you going to quit writing about Leona? Why don’t you write what you want to say and get it over with?” I come up with the idea that he write her a letter, saying once and for all everything he wanted to say to her and how he felt about the whole affair. He agreed and that’s how “A Place to Fall Apart” came about. The letter began: “Dear Leona, I’ll probably never see you eye to eye again, and this letter is meant to be my last goodbye. I thought everything was over until your phone call. That call turned my life around.”

      MERLE HAGGARD: We wrote “A Place to Fall Apart” right here at the Opryland Hotel. He got the song title from Willie, brought it up to me, and one day asked me if I’d ever written anything about my divorce, and I said, “No, I don’t want to write anything about my divorce, I want to forget it.” I said, “I’d like to write a letter,” and Freddy said, “Well, why don’t you sit down and write the letter?” and I sat down, wrote the letter, and the letter became the song. That’s how it came out.

      FREDDY POWERS: That song went on to become another No. 1 for us. It was on the All in the Game album. We had three No. 1 hits on that album. We wrote “Let’s Chase Each Other Round the Room” while we were on tour coming out of Canada and heading for Nashville to the BMI Country Awards. It was probably around three in the morning and we had our guitars out. My girlfriend at the time, Sherrill Rodgers, was singing in the band. She had said, “When I get to Nashville, I’m going to chase you around the room.” Merle and I picked up on that and it didn’t take us long and we had a song. That one also went on to become a No. 1 song with over one million airplays.

Another personal highlight for Powers came in the late 1980s when the legendary Ray Charles decided to record one of Powers’s songs, “Little Hotel Room.” Counting this among his proudest achievements, Powers recalled the surreal experience:

      We were in Nashville and Ray was doing an album with some of his friends in the music business, and Merle came in and asked me if we had anything Ray could do. I jumped and said, “Yes, I do!” I had written this song, and the first time Deanie Bird heard it he said, “That sounds like a Ray Charles song.” So I walked into the studio and sat down on one end of the piano bench and Ray Charles on the other, and taught him the song!

Looking back years later, Powers marveled at the decade he and Haggard wrote against the paradisiacal backdrop of Lake Shasta:

      Together, we collaborated on some thirty songs he had recorded on albums as well as some that I wrote by myself. We had five No. 1 hits, CMA Song of the Year and received the CMA Triple Play Award for writing three No. 1 songs in a twelve-month period. And have since become what is called members of the [BMI] Million-Air play club for over one million plays on the radio with ‘Let’s Chase Each Other Around the Room Tonight.’

Powers would continue entertaining, influencing, and inspiring fans throughout the 1990s, releasing solo albums, including the celebrated Country Jazz Singer Collectors Edition, which he released in 2000, and having success on television with Rogers & Hammerhead, a talk show (nominated for a CableACE Award) that Powers hosted with Bill McDavid on the Austin Music Network in the 1990s. Powers also continued to perform as a member of the Strangers, a position that allowed him high-profile appearances on The Tonight Show with Jay Leno and to cohost (with legendary University of Texas football coach Darrell Royal) his legendary annual Freddy Powers’ Pickin’ Party at the famed South by Southwest music conference. Freddy’s Pickin’ Parties attract many of Texas’s biggest country music stars and in recent years have been the stage for discovering upand-coming Texas country music artists like Kevin Ahart, whom the Austin Chronicle said, in 2011, “might be the best Austin singer you’ve never heard … discovered at one of Freddy Powers’ parties.”6

Ranked right up alongside Powers’s skill as a songwriter is his prowess as a guitar player. He has been recognized as one of the finest rhythm guitar players in the business, as Willie Nelson attested, saying, “Freddy’s one of the best guitar players, whether he’s playing jazz or blues or country—all of it.” Powers displayed his skill on his first and most famous solo LP, the The Country Jazz Singer, showcasing his famed Freddy Powers chords, up and down the fret board—a singular playing style that has been celebrated by peers throughout the generations.

      MERLE HAGGARD: Freddy was able to play whatever he needed to as a member of the Strangers. He played rhythm guitar real well, he had the ability to play a banjo lick with his right hand from his years playing banjo, and it worked real good. He kind of needed a banjo-type rhythm because it was a swing band, and banjo was always kind of like the drums because it played to the snare drum. Freddy didn’t play banjo anymore when he joined my band, but he played with a banjo rhythm on the guitar.

      JOHN RICH (OF BIG & RICH): Watching Freddy play the guitar was really something else—the guy rips jazz licks left and right that were Willie Nelson on kill! It was actually probably better than Willie, it was the real, real high-end educated jazz licks in these country songs. I asked Freddy the first time I ever saw him play, “When did you start putting jazz licks into country stuff?” And he said, “Always. I’ve always done it.” So next I asked him, “Is that where Merle got a lot of his sound and his style?” And Freddy wouldn’t take credit for that, but he said, “Well, we have sat around swapping licks for many, many years,” and I was so intrigued by Freddy at that minute that I decided this [was] a honky-tonk hero and I needed to dig down in him as far as I could and really understand this guy. I just had so much reverence for what he had accomplished in country music.

Rich’s respect for Powers is widely shared by generations of stars who have helped make Freddy’s songs standards within country music—and continue to do so. Millennium-era renditions of Powers’s hits read like a who’s who of the biggest stars in the business: “I Always Get Lucky with You” by Kenny Chesney, “Silver Eagle” by Tanya Tucker, “Natural High” by Gretchen Wilson, “All I Wanna Do Is Sing My Song” by Mary Sarah, and “One Less Honky Tonk in Texas” by Pauline Reese. Recognized in 2013 by the Nashville Songwriters Association International (NSAI) for Outstanding Achievement as a Songwriter and Musician, Freddy was also one of the two first inductees (with Sonny Throckmorton) into the Texas Heritage Songwriters’ Hall of Fame.

Putting the reach of Freddy’s influence today in perspective, John Rich of Big & Rich said, “what you realize is that what Freddy is, he’s a great-granddaddy of country music. He’s an innovator, and now generation after generation of country singers—including myself—has been impacted by his songwriting and playing, whether they realize it or not.” For his own part, the eighty-two-year-old songwriter is grateful that his songs have stayed alive in the country music consciousness for so many decades now:

      I can’t imagine my life without music. Most of all, the people I love best are musicians or people who solely love music and have respect. I am very proud of my songwriting career and thankful to all my friends and to those that I have never gotten to meet who have recorded my songs throughout the years. If I were to complain about anything, it’s that after I had my first hit people began to refer to me as a songwriter and somehow forgot I was a singer, too. I’ve spent most of my life as a singer and musician and love the stage and enjoy the satisfaction of knowing people like my singing and my style of guitar playing. Music is my life, and with the grace of God I think it will always be.

Postscript: In the late 1990s, Freddy Powers was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, which eventually robbed him of the ability to sing and to play his beloved guitar. This tragedy is a particularly bitter one because, as John Rich says, “there’s no crueler way to take a guy like Freddy out than with what he’s got: for his hands to go away and his dexterity, and he can’t really talk. And to be as great a singer and picker as he is, and a great people person—for that to be what takes you out is just a crazy irony to me. It is what it is, but I think the thing about him is, he didn’t say a word. They picked him up and set him on my bus the other night, and those old crazy, blue eyes open up and look at ya, and he didn’t have to say anything—you just start bustin’ out laughing because you know what he’s thinking. And if you really know Freddy, you can read him just by looking in his eyes and watching his expression; he’s a real communicator even now.”

Powers founded the Freddy Powers Parkinson’s Foundation with his wife, Catherine, in 2006. The organization’s live benefit concerts with friends like Willie Nelson, Merle Haggard, Sonny Throckmorton, and others have, to date, raised hundreds of thousands of dollars. The Austin Chronicle noted that, “perhaps the organization’s greatest achievement has been through its support of treatment research.”7 In 2011 Freddy wrote one of his most moving songs, reflecting on the impact Parkinson’s has had on his life and reminding fans why he remains as powerful a songwriter as ever:

Guitar on the Wall

(Freddy Powers/Gary Nicholson)

My old friend quit the cigarettes
and cut way back on the booze
But there’s some habits of a lifetime
ain’t that easy to lose
He’d been pickin’ guitar
since he was just a kid
Then one day the doctor told him
he’d never play again
And the saddest good-bye of all
was when he had to hang his guitar on the wall
If that six strings could talk
Lord, the stories we would hear
It was there to bring the songs to life
through the laughter and the tears
Now he knows his old guitar
has made its final curtain call
And the saddest good-bye of all
was when he had to hang his guitar on the wall
We’ve all lost things we love in this life
We’ve all said our share of sad good-byes
But the saddest good-bye of all
was when he had to hang his guitar on the wall
Yeah, the saddest good-bye of all
was when Freddy hung his guitar on the wall
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“I don’t really try to think about my process, just in general. I write so many different ways. I might see a sentence in a book, or hear somebody say something, and next thing I know I have a title, or at least a thought that starts me.”

—CRAIG WISEMAN, 2013




CHAPTER 2




Craig Wiseman: Master of the Three-Minute Movie

 

[image: ]

Photo courtesy of Amy Allmand Photography

 

Within Nashville’s country music circles Craig Wiseman is considered something of a songwriting shaman, after two decades behind the scenes composing signature smash hits for today’s biggest country superstars. He was honored by the Nashville Songwriters Association International (NSAI) as Songwriter of the Decade for 2000–2009, a distinction the NSAI felt Wiseman had earned after becoming “one of today’s most celebrated songwriters,” adding that Craig’s talent as a tunesmith “has played a significant role in shaping country music.”8

A quintessential example of Wiseman’s impressive work is Tim McGraw’s millennium-defining anthem, “Live Like You Were Dying,” which spent a record ten weeks at No. 1 and was the 2004 Grammy Award winner for Best Country Song, a truly inspired song that Wiseman wrote after learning about a friend’s health scare.

      My buddy Tim Nichols and I were writing, and 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 who took some more x-rays a week or ten days later, and told him “No, dude, this is a little birth mass that everybody’s born with; in most people it goes away, but 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 was demoed within a few days of that, and the rest is really history. The demo got to Tim, he immediately cut it as his first single, and boom, boom, boom.

Wiseman’s songbook over the past thirty years boasts an amazing span of chart-toppers that includes Kenny Chesney’s No. 1 title cut from his 2006 Summertime LP, which contributed to Craig winning the coveted Country Songwriter of the Year Award from the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP) in 2007; Brooks & Dunn’s No. 1 smash “Believe,” which took the Academy of Country Music’s Song of the Year Award in 2005; and LeAnn Rimes’s hit “Something’s Gotta Give.” The list goes on, encompassing more than 100 singles, twenty No. 1s, and a record 300 cuts and 80 million records sold featuring Wiseman’s songs.

In 2013, reflecting back on the roots of his incredible musical journey, Wiseman revealed that his musical beginnings developed from a painful experience:

      I guess it all goes back to when I was a kid, I lost my dad at age eleven and started skipping school and going out in the woods and writing poetry, so I guess that was the start of the poet in me. One summer at church camp some counselor brought a guitar and was showing us all these songs, and I thought “Man, that was great.” I loved that. Then the next year, they weren’t there, and about that time, my brother had gotten some secondhand guitar somehow and I borrowed it from him and learned a few chords from a friend of mine, and took the guitar to camp and kind of figured out that while playing rock and roll and “Stairway to Heaven” is hard on guitar, most everybody sings in G, and with three or four chords you could play a thousand of these church camp songs. Then I figured out you could play a thousand other songs, or really a million, and by later that summer, I figured out, “Man, you could write a million songs with these three or four songs,” so it was kind of that church camp eureka thing there—the campfire sing-along thing. So I’m glad I got that fireside standard/everybody sing-along kind of mentality right from the start. I think it served me well.

After Wiseman’s imagination was sparked in childhood, the proverbial three-minute movie of his ascent to “king of country music songwriting” status goes like this: He moved to Nashville as a young adult in 1985, worked the live writer’s circuit and knocked on publisher doors till he finally landed his first cut in 1989 on Roy Orbison’s final studio LP, Mystery Girl, with “The Only One,” which he cowrote with bandmate Wesley Orbison, Roy Orbison’s son. The following year Wiseman signed his first publishing deal, with Almo/Irving Music. If it was songs they wanted, Wiseman was just the writer they’d been waiting for: he worked his way within seven years to become, in 1997, both MusicRow magazine’s Top Songwriter and the NSAI’s Songwriter of the Year.

Reviewing some of the early hits in his career that helped garner these honor, including “If The Good Die Young” (1994) by Tracy Lawrence, “Everywhere” (1994) and “Where the Green Grass Grows” (1998) by Tim McGraw, Wiseman began with the story behind the writing of one of his biggest hits of the decade, 1997’s “She’s Got It All” by Kenny Chesney:

      I was actually trying to write this thing where you think this guy—it seemed like he was with this chick because she was all T and A, and I was actually going to go back and rewrite the verses, because I didn’t think I’d made that clear enough. I thought it kind of got lost. So I was going to do this thing where it seemed like this guy was just about to talk about how this girl has a big rack and is great in bed, but I wanted to get to the chorus and once again, not go there—so she has all these things that I have given her, or that you’d give somebody in love, so I thought it was an interesting way of what seemed like you’re heading right toward how she’s got a great body and all that stuff, and instead it’s “She’s got … my heart, my soul, my wishes ….” I was trying to do this bait-and-switch thing, just trying to have fun with a little concept, and I realized what happened was, people didn’t sense the satire in those verses, because those verses were supposed to be really kind of bullshit, kind of sarcastic, and that part failed. And I realized, you know, this is just a straight-up love song, where it sounds like the verses are just talking about somebody in love. I was trying to do something witty, and thank God I wasn’t witty enough to pull it off, because I think it would have ruined the song.

          That’s probably one of the biggest things I’ve changed through the years, is to try to tame my wit, because people don’t give a shit about wit, they care about life and about truth. If you can get some wit in there, you damn sure better sneak it in under the damn covers, because people aren’t interested in a bunch of witty shit. Because that’s your wit, and it’s funny to you, but other people just think you’re an idiot. It’s kind of like going to a movie that’s all special effects—and you can have a lot of special effects, but if there isn’t at least some story line holding it all together, at some point, you say, “This movie is nothing but a bunch of shit blowing up!” So if you’re going to have wit in stuff, there has to be a greater thing going on. It’s real easy for the writer to just chase that wit down all those blind alleys, and say, oh it’s witty, it’s witty—but there’s no resonance, there’s no depth, so basically, good luck with that.

“Where the Green Grass Grows,” the second No. 1 hit Wiseman penned for McGraw inside of two years, highlighted his gift for taking country music fans back home, in lines that authentically mirrored his own memories. Wiseman reflected on what inspired that song:

      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, you’re supposed to be able to build a Cape Cod or Fretwork box. In the specific case of “Green Grass,” I wrote that song with Jess Leary, and she was from Massachusetts, and she was looking into buying some property up there on this lake she’d grown up on, and at the same time, my wife and I were looking at buying some property outside of town. So there was a little bit of that feeling of, “Man, the city’s wearing me out, it’s kinda good to get back to some type of a roots thing.” So we both had some of that going on and were trying to touch on that—a little bit of being tired of the urban thing, and simplicity appealing to you again.

Heading into the millennium, Wiseman’s star continued to rise as one of country music’s premier hit songwriters. Amazingly, though his songs have seemed to fit perfectly the artists who made them famous, as a rule Wiseman avoids targeting his songs to specific artists as he crafts them, even if it might increase his chances of getting a single:

      I’m not into going, “Let’s try to write a song for Tim McGraw and this is what he says and does,” so I really don’t. A lot of people think that I sit down and think about these artists and think about who’s cutting a lot of stuff, and I never do that. In fact, that totally shuts down my creative process. I just have to write the song, because the idea of “I’m going to make money off of this, somebody’s going to cut it”—what the hell does that have to do with any kind of creative process? There are plenty of guys I know who need to focus on it. They need that thing to motivate them and get them energized. I get it. That’s fine, that’s their process. But it has nothing to do with my process at all. The idea of letting all that stuff come in—it just crowds the song right out of the room for me.

In the early millennium, Wiseman’s songs congregated at the top of the charts, including “Tell Her” by Lonestar in 2000 and “The Cowboy in Me,” his third No. 1 for Tim McGraw, in 2001. Wiseman pointed to “Cowboy,” which he wrote with Jeffrey Steele and Al Anderson, as the perfect example of the happy accidents that inspired writing sessions can produce:

      We were at Al’s house on his back deck one day, and with Jeffrey things just fly out, so we had three or four songs going, and Al knows all these rock-and-roll chords, so finally I think I just started rolling that D, and all of a sudden we started this thing. We just sort of stumbled onto that hook. I do remember thinking with that chorus, “Here’s a country song by a cowboy, great.” And so we were saying “Well, man, if we had to make this chorus language real fresh…,” and there was a little bit of that self-loathing thing at play, too, where at some point, you eat the bear or the bear eats you. So there’s a little bit of that human nature thing, where sometimes you just officially get over your own shit.

          So we were trying to come up with a really fresh chorus on that—really push some good language to counter this thing of, here’s a country song by a cowboy. So what can we do to push as much into that and make it more than what would be a real typical somebody picking up a country album going “Cowboy in me, great,” and then so when somebody put it on, they’d be going, “Wow, that isn’t what I was expecting.” When we started that song, it was, “Okay, let’s not make this the typical bar experience,” and I didn’t realize that story and everything was coming in that day.

In 2002 Wiseman took the number-two slot on Billboard’s top country songwriters of the year list and “The Good Stuff” performed by Kenny Chesney topped Billboard’s 2002 country music chart. In 2003, Wiseman was named ASCAP’s Country Music Songwriter of the Year, based in part on the wild success of the aforementioned Kenny Chesney hit. That song was born from the kind of real-life experience on which country music ballads thrive. Craig recalled that the song was a salute of sorts to his significant other:

      I was writing for RCA at the time, and there was a security guard there and we got to be friends, and I was trying to figure out what his story was, and his wife had died of cancer and all this, and I was just getting to know him and he was a really nice guy. So I was late one day, and my cowriter Jim Collins was out there talking to him for a while, so by the time we got in a room together, we started talking about his wife’s situation, and “God, how wild would that be to sit there and watch your wife fade away in front of you?” Jim had that title, and I had been thinking at first we’d write one of those kind of western bar-rompy things, but as soon as Jim said “The Good Stuff,” that song just kind of came out. It was a Friday, and I think we wrote till 7:30 at night, didn’t go to lunch or get any coffee or anything. We pretty much sat down for about seven or eight hours and the day went by and the next thing you know, there was the song. Our play on that thing was always, Jim’s been married forever and so have I, and Rusty the security guard has been married for about twenty years and lost his wife, and I thought, “You know, this song came from three good marriages, and two of them are still going on,” so “The Good Stuff” wasn’t Rusty’s story or anything, but [his] circumstances just sort of inspired creating these two people who sort of interacted with that knowledge of that.

Wiseman’s platinum plaques continued to stack up, and in 2003 he took the reputation he’d built as one of the most successful hit writers in Nashville history to strike out on his own, starting his music publishing company Big Loud Shirt, launched on the strength of “Live Like You Were Dying,” which became one of the biggest crossover country hits of the decade. Soon after, Wiseman wrote another of Tim McGraw’s most popular Top 10 hits of the millennium, “My Old Friend,” which originated with a lyrical exercise in wordplay. Wiseman explains the process behind writing it and how that process also inspired the Kenny Chesney hit “Summertime”:

      I wrote that song with my old friend Steve McEwan, and we went to London in the summertime for about a four-day trip and one night we wrote a few songs, and he had that little chord progression for the line “My old friend.” And it was one of those perfect things, like “That is really melancholy—what’s up with that thing?” So I started playing with that, and it was funny because I was like, “It would be cool to start with ‘my old friend,’ but whenever you end a stanza and say ‘my old friend,’ it’s the start of the next stanza already.” So, “My old friend, I apologize,” where every time you say it, you seem like you’re ending a line, you’re starting a line—we thought that would be a good little poetic device.

          And we had tried to avoid writing it, had written a few other songs, and were back to working on that by probably midnight or one in the morning, and we actually stepped outside to clear our heads and I’ll never forget walking outside and the grass had just been cut—smelling all that—and I looked at Steve and said, “Summertime: they’ll love it.” So we woke up the next morning, started banging on the guitars, writing that whole song, and singing, “… just like a long-lost friend you ain’t seen in a while/ … And can’t help but smile.” It was just that, and trying to capture that, because like I said, we’d been inside for like ten hours, and walked outside and just got hit with that summer night, it was great.

          A lot of times, you just pick up a guitar and start playing something, trying to figure out what color it is—just what you’re playing because a lot of times you play something and go, “Man, this is kind of neat and cool because there’s almost like a little bit of a melancholy in this little progression I’m playing—this little feel I’ve got going. There’s something kind of cool and maybe ‘summer nighty’ about it, but also something a little melancholy.” So maybe that’s the song you’re going to write about driving around thinking about some old love. So trying to kind of get your colors right is one of the main things with songwriting, trying to figure out what color thought and theme is going to go with it. If you do have music, it’s about trying to figure out what room that music belongs in. Trying to identify that—it’s hard to describe, but if you’re strumming your guitar, a lot of times, it’s like, “Man, this is just like one of those sitting on the back porch at five o’clock, got your girlfriend here right beside you, got a couple of beers going—this is just a nice little straight-up summer evening love song thing.”

Escaping into the lyrics of a song and getting lost in its mood for a few precious moments is one of the most rewarding and comforting aspects of listening to music. Wiseman’s mastery at pinpointing the mood of a song and transporting the listener comes in part from this being among his favorite aspects of songwriting. He has said that his favorite songs are those where

      I can write and capture that thing where, when I go back and listen to them, they put me there, like “Live Like You Were Dying” or “The Good Stuff”—songs that takes me to the place I was trying to get and capture. But at the same time you hear “Hillbilly Bone”—that’s just supposed to be fun—and like “Summertime,” where we’re just trying to capture that mood, like “Wow.” I think everybody has that every year, when they realize, “Man, the season’s changed—here we go!”

          That’s all I want to do, is if I can just capture that moment, where that emotion stays and that snapshot stays correct—that’s all I want, I just want it to be correct. And there are higher-minded ideas, and stupid ideas about beer and titties, but if when you hear the song, it makes you think beer and titties and smile, well good job! It takes just as good a job to capture that as it takes to capture some profound life moment, and I just told the truth. If I just told the truth in that song—shit, that’s a good day! So you might get a conversation started where your cowriter says, “I saw a movie last night and it sucked, and this girl that was in it reminded me of this crazy chick I dated in high school,” and you start talking about that, and before you know it, you’ve stumbled onto some little life truth, and maybe you’ll just kinda pursue that. So just pursue some little honest snapshot.

As he laces those snapshots lyrically into a broader roadmap for the song’s verses, Wiseman tries to weave a few surprises into the lines of his songs. He explains, delving into his method, beginning with his love for “surprising the listener and trying to push yourself to get beyond clichés”:

      There’s nothing like having a cliché, and then you got other tools—take “Hillbilly Bone” by Blake Shelton. “Hillbilly Bone” came about because I got Pro Tools and was playing around with some really urban rap loops one day. I wrote [“Hillbilly Bone”] with Luke Laird, and I asked him one day, “How can I make that work?” So the idea was that, we have something this urban, we should throw something really hardcore country against it to try and get it to balance out, and that’s where saying “Hillbilly bone-ba-bone-ba-bone-bone” in the chorus came from—to counterbalance—so, how can we get away with using this loop and this weirdness?

          I’m a student of that. I really got, in college, into taking a lot of classes—I took a lot of lit classes and a lot of poetry. And I’ve just always admired really great writing, love romantic poets, and have always been drawn to lyricists and love rap because of that—people who are good with lines and good with images, all that. That’s just part of being a songwriter, otherwise it’s like saying, “I’m going to be a carpenter but I’m not going to have a hammer.” You need to know your way around that stuff, and need to push yourself for fresher language.

          When you are given something, and you go “Nah,” because so many people are given an idea and they bypass it either because they’re artistic and go, “No, I have to do something better than that,” or because they want to overthink the damn thing to death. It’s like, “No, you were given this, so go with this! How do you make this work?” So I really try to not question. If you’re writing, and get something weird, then do something to try and stabilize it. If you’ve got a hole, put a hill next to it; if you get something really boring, then do something really freakin’ weird to make it interesting. Just try to push a little bit, because it’s really easy to be cliché, and do that over and over.

Over the past twenty-five years, Wiseman has grown used to continually having to make room on his trophy wall for new accolades and awards. While he’s grateful for the acknowledgements, he has made sure not to let any of it go to his head or affect the fundamentals of his creative process. When he was a new songwriter, he greeted critical nods with open arms, as any new name to the game would, but these days, Wiseman quips matter-of-factly:

      The weird thing is—that’s the thing about writing for so many years, where you ignore all that stuff. … I’ve found that once I had some success, the self-awareness that comes with that can be a killer. In fact, I know a lot of songwriters that are really great songwriters, they develop and start doing pretty good, finally write a hit, and that check shows up in the mailbox and ruins them. Because everything from that point forward is “I want a check in the mailbox,” as opposed to “I want to do the best work I can do.”

          I had to grapple with that some when it first started happening for me, and you keep coming back to, man, I just want to write songs, I need to entertain myself in this room if I expect to entertain anyone else. And it’s just that simple, and I’m not going to entertain anybody sitting here talking about what kind of car I’m going to buy with the next check I get. Nobody is going to dig that shit at all! So if that’s your sponsoring thought, good luck, but there is so much real life going on, it doesn’t matter how much money you make.

          You can piss your life off in a heartbeat. You can still think about all the high school friends and miss them, but some people get so caught up in all this, “Now I’m so different,” and, yeah, if you take that money and take it in terms of how it distances you from everybody, well, good for you, there you go. Look—everybody’s got a tremendous amount of something they can look at in some way that they think distances them from everybody.

One opinion that does means the world to Wiseman in reaction to new songs he writes is that of his beloved staff at Big Loud Shirt. He feels the ears on staff at his publishing company are so sharp, they are his best barometer, ahead of anyone other than his cowriter, as to whether a new song is working or not:

      That’s the good thing about having a company too, where I’ve got a staff at my publishing company, Big Loud Shirt, a great professional manager, song pluggers—but I’ve also got [employees like] Kimberly, who I’ve worked with since the mid-nineties, and Amy, so all these people are hearing all these songs. When I’m playing new songs, I don’t even have to ask anybody, I can put on a song and look around the room, and in about ten seconds, just look at people’s expressions and know whether I need to keep playing it, or hit stop and go to the next one. I don’t even have to ask. So I might have a song I’m not crazy about, but if two or three people are going, “God, I love that song,” I go, “Okay, okay, cool”—just as long as it’s not my radar alone. It takes other people hearing it, too, to make sure we’re not really missing anything. So you always have to run your stuff by people.

          I think one of the things that makes me a better writer is that I get it to people. I’m always looking for publishing companies, and there are people there and they’re challenging me—making me rewrite it. So as soon as you write a song, the whole point is to get it in front of people and see what they think about it—for people to judge your work. When all is said and done, that
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