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Intro Eyes Open

There is my childhood in Memphis, and that richness. There are the things I would have liked to have asked my grandfather. There is the music and the movies. The moments when an idea for a song just hits, when I put myself on the line, when I take a creative risk. There is my family, the one I came from, and the one I am creating. And there is the open green of the fairway, because that’s how I spend my free time, playing golf, the times I just go off and hit balls for an hour and a half.

I called this book Hindsight because it is a long look backward and a deep look inward into everything I am, and how those things connect to where I came from, who I am now, and who I hope to become. It’s how it feels when I’m onstage, and you’re seeing me, and I’m seeing you. It’s wanting to be more present, more soulful, and more humble. It’s the ways being a father changed things, and wondering how my son will see me and see himself as he grows.

Ten years ago, I couldn’t have written this book. Ten years ago, everything was about forward movement. About taking risks. About trying new things. I didn’t look behind me. I didn’t care about what was behind me. I cared only about what lay ahead.

Now I’m older. I’ve made more music. I’m a father. I’m still doing new things, taking creative risks. I have space within myself to look back, to see where I was: to understand what I absorbed when I was a child forming my earliest impressions about the world; to appreciate what I was learning as I became a man; and to reflect on the beliefs and values I am bringing with me as I move into the future.

What I understand now is that there isn’t just one thing that I am. There isn’t just one thing that I will become.

Every time I make an album, I always want it to sound at least slightly different from the last. I want to explore different genres, and I want to explore different parts of myself. What you hear in my music may not be what you would expect from me, and it may not even be what I ever expected to create myself. But when you hear it, you’ll get it; just like when I felt it, I got it.

That’s what happens when you forget about labels and look into yourself and make music you love. That was something I had to learn.


[image: ]

The Connection


“The mystery of loving is God’s sweetest secret.”

Jalal al-Din Rumi
from “Desire and the Importance of Failing,” thirteenth century



Connections are all around us, and they are inside of us. They inspire and they illuminate. They show us who we are and who we want to be. That’s why we make art and that’s why we go see it. When we watch, when we listen, we’re not getting away from the world. We’re actually digging in. You can’t help the fact that a song sounds like something you heard when you were a kid, or that you like it and you want more of it. You can’t help the fact that a character in a movie reminds you of yourself, or one of your best friends. Our senses and our memories are entangled. That’s why I love entertainment, in all forms: it’s connection disguised as escapism. That’s why we listen to music. That’s why we go to a movie, a play, or an art gallery. These experiences touch something within us, sending us back, validating who we are, and showing us something true about ourselves.


Roots
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WHEN I THINK of Memphis, I think of the people and the food and the heat and the humidity. Mostly, I think of the music.

Memphis isn’t an easy place to describe. It’s a city that is not quite like any other. It’s the capital of the blues. It is its own world, with its own way of life and its own sound, and that sound holds so many sounds within in it, just like Memphis holds so many kinds of people in it. Those are the sounds that shaped me and shaped my music.

There are different sides to Memphis.

It’s very Southern, and there’s not a lot of money there compared to other big cities in the United States, but there’s a lot of local pride. That’s what I’m singing about in “Livin’ Off the Land,” off Man of the Woods, the album I was writing and recording while I was writing this book.

We lived just outside the city, in Shelby Forest, where it was a little more rural. There was a creek and some woods behind my best friend, Trace’s, house, and we’d run around and play back there. Or everybody would get together and play basketball in someone’s driveway. There were a lot of girls on my block, and they all had blonde hair, except for one. She was three years older than me, and she wore Jordans, and she played basketball. I was obsessed with her. That’s one part of Memphis.

If you’re from Memphis, you’re proud to be from Memphis. I know I am. Growing up that way was a positive experience for me. Memphis is a part of me and a part of my family and a part of my music. It was the backdrop for all the sounds and sights around me when I was a child, learning what the world was, figuring out what I could be. Who I could be. And the music was all around me.

The first time I held a guitar, I was very young. I remember my grandfather, my mom’s dad, putting his Gibson in my hand and teaching me a G chord.

In Tennessee, acoustic was everything.

***

Stax Records was in Memphis, in an old movie theater on East McLemore Avenue. That label established a sound for Memphis, a particular kind of soul that is so intrinsic to my city. Hi Records was also in Memphis, and they put out Al Green, who was one of the voices that really influenced me as a kid. Another old movie theater on South Lauderdale Street became the Royal Recording Studio, where Al Green recorded “Let’s Stay Together.”

I loved listening to songs like “Let’s Stay Together” and “Love and Happiness.” When I found out that guy lived down the street, you can imagine the look on my face—“Wait, where? We’ve driven by his house!” Because you didn’t have any idea he lived there when you went by.

Years later, in 2003, I went back home to Memphis to film Justin Timberlake Down Home in Memphis (yes, it’s a super creative title), a concert special at the New Daisy Theatre, a famous club on Beale Street. When the producers asked me who I would choose if I could pick anyone I wanted to come and sing with me, the answer was obvious: the idol who lived near me when I was growing up, the guy whose truck I used to see parked outside the general store, one of the musicians whose voice helped define the sound of Memphis: Reverend Al Green.

When Al arrived at sound check the day of the performance, he was so joyful, like he was as happy as I was to be there. I thought to myself, “Wow, Al Green likes my music, too? Or maybe he loves his hometown as much as I do.” Either way, he stepped forward onto the stage later that night with me, and we performed “Let’s Stay Together” as a duet. But, really, it was a group performance because everyone in the room was singing along with us. It was a truly gratifying moment for me as a solo musician. There I was, twenty-two years old, and one of my idols was tipping his cap to me. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face.

That’s how I think of Memphis.
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Hearing in Colors
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ACCORDING TO FAMILY lore, when I was two years old, I was in the car with my mom and her oldest brother, Denny, and an Eagles song started playing on the radio. I began singing in the back seat, and my uncle noticed it right away. That’s what they tell me, anyway. Don’t hold me to it. I was two. How was I supposed to remember?

As the story goes, he pulled the car over and said, “Do you hear that? Your son is singing harmony with Don Henley.”

Apparently, this was very unusual, especially for a little kid. I was tracking the note I was hearing and adding a third, creating something that felt and sounded good to me, but I wasn’t aware that I was doing anything at all. Harmonizing was part of the way I interacted with the world I heard around me. That’s how I’ve always heard music.

I never meant to be a singer. Singing was just something I could do. I could always hear the notes. I could always harmonize. My relationship with music was intuitive and completely natural to me. It’s like the way you don’t think about seeing when you look at colors. You just see them. That’s what music is like for me. When I hear one note, I can hear the other notes in the scale that create harmony with that root note.
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I was raised with music. Back when my parents were first married, my uncle Denny and my dad started a bluegrass band together. They called themselves the Not Brothers, because they weren’t exactly brothers. Dad jokes!

I remember wanting to be just like them. I had a little guitar that I would hold the wrong way, because I was trying to mirror what they were doing when I was standing in front of them.

I loved watching them play concerts. There’s a photograph of me, standing in front of the band, at age two (right). All you can really see are the guys’ legs, and me, with my toy banjo, standing in between them. We put the image on a T-shirt for the Legends of the Summer tour I did with Jay-Z in 2013. That tour was groundbreaking for me. Being outside and playing stadiums was something I had experienced before with ’N Sync. But that summer, the air reminded me of those hot nights when I was that little boy just watching his daddy play and sing.
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I loved standing in the front row. One of my mom’s favorite memories of that early time was watching my reaction when a little girl decided to stand in front of me at one of their shows. Apparently, I took my banjo and walked right in front of her, backing her up like I was Charles Barkley protecting the hoop, never losing sight of the band. My mom also says I almost knocked the poor girl over. She’s been known to exaggerate, at least when it comes to stories about me, but if I’m being honest with myself, this whole story could very well have happened exactly as she described it, because it’s always been true that as close as I could be to the music, that’s where I wanted to be.
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You Don’t Have to Be Related to Relate
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That feeling of being different is really what makes us the same.

MY PARENTS DIVORCED when I was two, and when my mom remarried, I lived with her and my stepdad. I was the only child.

I remember having a lot of fun in my neighborhood, but at school, I had a hard time relating to the other kids. Music was my favorite class, and when I was in middle school, the music program got cut, like arts programs in a lot of schools often do. This was a small school in a small town that didn’t have a budget for things like that. I wanted more, but there wasn’t more to have.

Now I realize that I probably needed more information and more stimulation than what was available to me. As a young person, I didn’t have the awareness to identify what was wrong, and the adults around me didn’t know, either. I dealt with it by spending a lot of time alone, and that time revolved around music. After school, I would go home and put on a cassette and absorb the songs that poured into my room. Music was my refuge. The way I felt when I listened to music was
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Church is the best place to get your start, like we say in the south, because even if it’s terrible, when it’s over the congregation still says amen.
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A Night at the Opera
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A Free Trip to Disney
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Thank You, Star Search
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M-I-C 
(See You Real Soon)
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We got reprimanded for that. It was worth it.
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A Free Trip to Europe
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Bring It on Down
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October 11, 2003 
Season 29 
Episode 2
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December 16, 2006 
Season 32 
Episode 9
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May 9, 2009 
Season 34 
Episode 21
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May 21, 2011 
Season 36 
Episode 22
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March 9, 2013 
Season 38 
Episode 16
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I’m not that kind of girl.
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