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I hear down there its changed you see


Theyre not as backward as they used to be.


-Bob McDill,
   Gone Country
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THE PLAYERS








At what should have been a crowning moment in his career, Garth Brooks made a rare misstep.


He was wearing his black Stetson that evening and his lace-up ropers as wellthe signature accessories of American myth. As usual, his black Wranglers were three sizes too smallthe better, he confessed, to conceal his often unruly weight. (Truth is, he told me, I dont mind making fun of my body. That way we all know straight out of the box: Dont worry, guys, I dont have a hangup about how I look. Im not a sex god.) All together, with his puffy eyes, his chipmunk cheeks, and his dumpling chin, he looked a bit like a high school football coach who had gotten all dressed up to help chaperon the prom.


And now, to present the award for Favorite Artist of the Year, please welcome, once again, superstar Neil Diamond


The tuxedoed crowd in the red velvet seats of the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles applauded politely as Neil Diamond stepped to the Lucite podium fondling the trademark triangular envelope of the American Music Awards.


Thank you so very much, said the onetime pop idol who himself had just cut an album in Nashville in an effort to capitalize on the exploding interest in all things country. Its my privilege to present the final award of the evening, Favorite Artist of the Year. The five nominees represent the wide range of music, and they are: Hootie and the Blow-fish, TLC, Green Day, Boyz II Men, and Garth Brooks


As the cameras panned the faces of the nominees, Garth Brooks, sitting spread-eagled on the front row, bowed his head and clutched the arm of his wife Sandy. Having already claimed two awards that nightFavorite Country Album and Favorite Male Country Artisthe was having another banner evening, coming off another record-breaking year, and climaxing what had been the fastest rise to stardom of any artist in American history. In a little over six years, the thirty-three-year-old former college javelin thrower from Tulsa, Oklahoma, had captivated America with his modern-day version of an old-fashioned singing cowboyGene Autry with a social conscience. His songs, many of them self-written, were an irresistible fusion of James Taylor-esque youve-got-a-friend-in-me bear hugs and John Mellencamp-like lets-get-rowdy anthems that had people all across the nation saying, Hmm, I didnt know country could be cool. His shows were an eye-popping mixture of honky-tonk raucousness and arena rock pyrotechnics that coaxed even die-hard country music haters to call their friends and declare, If hes the captain, Im playing on his team. And play they did. In the span of half a decade, Garth Brooks sold an astonishing 60 million albumsone for every household in America and more than Michael Jackson, Madonna, Billy Joel, even Elvis Presley. Along the way, he was certified as the bestselling country artist in history, the bestselling artist of any genre in the 1990s, and the bestselling solo artist in North American history, behind only the Beatles in total sales.


Garth Brooks, in other words, was big. But like Tom Hanks in the movie of that name, Garth had achieved his status by acting like an innocent kid who accidentally struck it rich. It was all part of his charm. He read the Bible, thanked his mother, and, for all appearances, drank his milk as well. His imagery was so simple, so elementally Americanhat, guitar, mamas boy, a touch of evilthat in no time Garth had become Americas you-get-what-you-pay-for hero, our national Eagle Scout-at-Large. At a time of nihilism and unfettered cynicism, here was someone prepared to stand up with a straight face and deliver an unapologetically upbeat message. As he sang in one early benchmark song, The River: Dont you sit upon the shoreline/And say youre satisfied/ Choose to chance the rapids/And dare to dance the tide.


One reason Garth Brooks became so big was because of people like me. Though I was born and raised in South Georgia, I grew up hating country music. Nashville (and by that I mean the country music side of Nashville) embodied everything about the South I abhorredhay bales, banjos, overalls, bigotry. Most of all, as a teenager who was eager to escape the region and its choking stereotypes, I disliked what I viewed as the musics lingering attachment to outdated images and ideals. Four years at Yale, followed by three in Japan and one as a graduate student in England, only increased my distance from what I perceived as the voice of the obsolete South.


Garth Brooks, by contrast, embodied the New Nashville and, by extension, the New South. Born in Tulsa, where the South, West, and Midwest collide, Garth was smart, college-educated, and savvyas hip to Hollywood as he was to West Virginia; one part movie star; one part fraternity brother; three parts Home on the Range. No part hillbilly. Garth Brookss The Hits was the first country album I bought, and I loved itits fun-loving pop ditties (Papa Loved Mama); its soaring, sensitive-guy ballads (If Tomorrow Never Comes). I urged everyone I knew who mocked country music to buy it. I put the winding fiddle intro from one of its songs, Much Too Young (to Feel This Damn Old), on my answering machine. I even made love to the album on the floor of my apartment in Washington, D.C. (Actually, I tried to make love. My partner needed a dose of Mary Chapin Carpenter to finish the deed. Then she dumped me.) In short, I became obsessed with Garth Brooks in the way that only a recent convert can feel. In particular, I relished the promise he held for fallen Southerners like meyou could go home again and not feel embarrassed. That feeling only intensified when high-minded friends of mine, including a diplomat from Singapore, sat me down and told me politely that I was losing my mind.


I didnt care. As I reached my thirties, country music became a passion and, for someone who had spent so many years abroad, a way back into America, a real America, far removed from the cynicism and manipulation of New York, Los Angeles, or Capitol Hill. I decided to learn more about this world, which is where Garth Brooks came in. When I first visited Nashville in 1995, I was told that Garth was just coming out of a period of semi-retirement and was interested, if the circumstances were right, in opening up to a writer. Once I passed several rounds of screening (which included breakfast with his handlers at the famed Pancake Pantry and some heavy breathing on my part about my then-favorite Garth song, Unanswered Prayers), I was invited to meet him. In time we developed a friendly, intimate, though always professional relationship, and during the course of the next several years I was with him on a regularat times weeklybasis in what I later realized was a rare, and perhaps unprecedented, opportunity to witness a major American entertainer at the height of his stardom. Also, as it turned out (and though neither of us anticipated it), the time I spent with Garth coincided with a dramatic turning point in his career.


When I first met Garth, I was captivated by his magnetism. In person he was just as cordial as he appeared on television, with an aw-shucks charm and effortless good manners. It was almost as if he had stepped out of an episode of My Three Sons. Nice to meet you, sir, he said upon our first meeting. Yes, maam, no, maam, he replied to questioners on a radio show. And while being hurried to a press conference, Garth brushed off his handlers to greet a girl who was cowering in the corner. Hi, Im Garth, he said, locking onto her with his spellbinding eyes. Whats your name? Instantly the girl began to cry. Later, when prompted by a reporter to tell where he hoped to be in ten years, he offered an impossibly humble reply: Hopefully I see myself as a father, as a husband. I would still like to be a son ten years from now. And thats about all I know. If its music, then God has blessed me more than I could ever imagine, and if its not, I hope its something where I still get a chance to make a difference. The crowd erupted in applause.


The focal point of Garths charisma was his eyes. When he first burst into public view in 1989, Garths eyes were a constant topic of conversationamong friends, fans, and colleagues alike. They were dreamy, cerulean blue eyes with a hint of martial green. They searched the sky constantly for inspiration, and when they found it they locked on the spot with near-religious intensity. It was as though he was following a spirit that no one else could see, but Garth made it so believable that everybody else wanted to follow. And when he turned those eyes on youin person, onstage, or even in photographsyou couldnt help but be transfixed. As Jimmy Bowen, the head of Garths label and later his chief antagonist, wrote of the first time he saw Garth perform: Garths eyes got so wide and fiery, you could tell what color they were from twenty rows back. He looked out over four hundred people in one area of the crowd, and every person thought he was making eye contact with him or her. Garth Brooks had the kind of eyes that made you feel important, but also made you feel as if he was looking into the depths of your fantasies.


Over the years, though, Garths eyes began to change. They became less innocent, and more calculating. Instead of looking out at the world, they began to peer inward. The puffy-cheeked kid with the too-big baseball cap and the dream of becoming a singing cowboy became increasingly overshadowed by the hard-nosed mogul with the degree in advertising and the desire to extend his empire to all corners of the globe. Garth, of course, always had both traits in his personality, but all during his rise he had brilliantly straddled the line between the two. Sure, he strategized, but he did so in a way that made you root for him. Caught cheating on his wife early in his career, Garth and Sandy went on TNN (The Nashville Network), confessed, and discussed their commitment to rebuild their relationship. It was a brilliant act of self-effacement. When Garths video for The Thunder Rolls was pulled from TNN and CMT (Country Music Television) for its depiction of spousal abuse, Garth rallied support in battered womens shelters. Again fans backed him. Every month he seemed to be in the news for a different cause (saying he might retire after the birth of his first child; announcing his sister was a lesbian on Barbara Walters), and though some accused him of being a crass manipulator, more supported him. After all, here was a man who talked openly of old-fashioned dreams and throwback heroes. After winning country musics prestigious Horizon Award in 1990, Garth thanked four people: his father, George Jones, George Strait, and John Wayne.


Now, five years later, Garth was clearly beginning to strain under the pressure of trying to live up to his own image. Ive thrown up, cried, and passed out, he told Billboard magazine of his new album, Fresh Horses, his first in two years, everything physically possible you can do with a record. With another interviewer Garth went even further. It just got too loud in my head, he said of fears that became so intense that one day he blacked out on his farm. It just gottooloud. People were screaming, and I was one of them inside there: What are you gonna do? What are you gonna do? WHAT ARE YOU GONNA DO? If it doesnt work. He spent the first three days after turning in his album in a fetal position, worrying. I know this artists worst nightmare is being forgotten, he said to me in the odd manner he developed of speaking of himself in the third person. Im going to have to come face-to-face with that. Ive never been a fan of the backside of the bell curve.


All of which raised a series of questions that haunted his mind as he waited to hear the results of the American Music Award for Favorite Artist of the Year, questions that would play themselves out in a vivid and sometimes disturbing way in the months to come: Could it be possible that the reigning sovereign of American music, having almost single-handedly brought Nashville to an unprecedented primacy in America, had overstayed his welcome? Might it be true that his efforts to transform himself into a modern-day John Wayne would fall short? And, more importantly, what would happen if the public (especially those in Nashville) sent him a message that they no longer believed his humble, normal-guy image?


And now proclaimed Neil Diamond with a dramatic pause as soon as the clips of the nominees videos were complete, the Favorite Artist of the Year is He carefully slid open the triangular envelope as the fans in the balcony began to scream out their votesHootie, TLC, Boyz II Menuntil Diamonds own voice cut them off: Garth Brooks!


Sitting in his seat, Garth lurched backward and his eyes bugged out in surprise. Everything suddenly went white, he told me later. Sales of his new record had been disappointing. He had not performed publicly in over a year. Surely he didnt deserve this award. His mind was spinning. He felt sick to his stomach. Finally, after a moment, he leaned over and kissed his wife. He rose, hugged the other (startled) nominees one at a time, and finally scampered to the stage. I just kept saying to myself, Man, I dont deserve this. Man, I dont deserve this. Man, I dont deserve this Once in the light, he removed his hat, bowed, and collected the trophy from Neil Diamond. Arriving at the podium, he paused, looked directly into the camera, and delivered the speech that for months afterward would be viewed as the signal that Garth Brooks was becoming so consumed with own imageand with creating media stunts to enhance that imagethat he risked losing his effortless, common-man touch.


Thank you very much, Garth said in his familiar, small-town mayor tone of voice. So youll know right off the bat, I cannot agree with thisMusic is made up of a lot of people, and if were one artist short, then we all become a lesser music. So, without any disrespect to the American Music Awards, and without any disrespect to any fans who voted, to all the people who should be honored with this award He set the trophy down on the podium. Im gonna leave it right here. And with that he left the stage empty-handed.


The audience, stunned, sat still in its seats.


In Nashville, tired of such speeches, people clicked off their sets: Garth had already accepted two awards that evening. What was wrong with this one?


And by the following day word had spread around town: Garth Brooks seemed to be on the verge of a breakdown.






The first dime-store cowgirl with a camera and flashbulb slid on her knees to the front of the stage even before anyone appeared in the doorway. The second and third ones followed soon after. By the time the announcer turned on the microphone and unleashed his generic bass radio voice, nearly two dozen feathered-haired fans in creased Western shirts and slickly stitched boots were bobbing like schoolgirls in front of the cramped corner stage at Broncos Lounge, Central Virginias Number One Country Showplace.


Welcome to Broncos, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Cal, and were glad youre here. The squeal, even then, could not have been louder. Cals voice was as low as could go. And now, what youve all been waitin for


The roar in the room grew rowdier with each word. A few of the three hundred people overcrowded in back started to bang on the red-and-white tabletops. Is he going to come out of that door? a young woman asked as I emerged from backstage. When I nodded, she yanked her mother from her seat and took her picture in front of the closed door.


His first single, Old Enough to Know Better, has been on top of the K95 charts. Its been on top of the R&R [Radio & Records] charts. Its been on top of the Billboard charts for the last two weeks as the number one country hit in our nation. Youve heard it before. Youre going to hear it again. Ladies and gentlemen, give it up for Columbia recording star, Mr. Waaaaaade Haaaaaayes!


With a blaze of fiddle fire and a flash of Kodak light, the backside of Nashvilles newest hunk in a hat went streaking through the side door of the lounge and paused, momentarily, in the center of the stage.


One, two, three, four. The drummer, a blond, rapped his sticks together. Five, six, seven, eight.


His friend, still hidden, turned to face his new life.




Dont make me come to Tulsa


You know I hate to fly


I aint been back to Oklahoma


Since you said good-bye.





Two weeks shy of his twenty-sixth birthday and sixteen weeks after starting from scratch, Wade Hayesguitarist, mamas boy, sex objectsuddenly awoke from the density of his dreams one night in the spring of 1995 and found himself in the unexpected role of Nashvilles startup superstar of the moment. Standing before his first sold-out crowdon the wrong side of Interstate 95 north of Richmondthe soft-spoken Oklahoman was startlingly tall in his creased blue Wranglers, dark flowered shirt, and standard-hunk-issue black cowboy hat. He was startlingly awkward, almost foallike. He could pluck his Telecaster guitar with admirable esprit de stardom. He could flick back his shoulder-length brown hair with insouciant sex appeal. But in his starehis dark callow starehe looked deeply unprepared. I just couldnt believe, he said later, that what they all wanted was for me to turn around, so they could take a picture of my butt.


Following the path newly widened by Garth Brooks, whose poplike success paved the way for a new kind of superstar to emerge out of Nashville, a sudden influx of young men and women began flocking to Music City in recent years with nothing but range-fed expectations and a handful of half-written love songs. Out of this pack, few would ever see the inside of a record label, even fewer would see the inside of a recording studio, and fewer still would have any music released to the fickle public. Those who do survive this gauntlet and achieve even a modicum of success are then forced to confront one of the most exhausting, and wrenching, personal transformations awaiting any young artist in American life. One day Wade Hayes was nervously standing before a microphone on his first-ever visit to a recording studio; six months later, a song from that session was the most-played record on 2,600 radio stations, reaching 70 million sets of ears in North America alone.


Stories such as these, with their timeless echoes of small-town heroes triumphing over big-city realities, are one of the principal reasons that millions of Americans have been transfixed by the stories coming out of Nashville recently. Wade Hayes was born in Bethel Acres, Oklahoma (population 2,505). His father moved his family to Nashville in the early 1980s after being promised a record deal himself. But when that deal proved fraudulent, the elder Hayes was forced to sell his home in Nashville and, with his family, slink back to Oklahoma. Ten years later when Wade dropped out of college and moved to Nashville, he was carrying not only his own ambitions, but those of his entire family. Like many young singers, Wade began his hunt for vindication by singing at Gilleys nightclub in the evenings and working construction during the daythe kind of one-two punch-and-hope that nurses many a failed ambition. Wade, however, emerged from that jam of hopefuls through an impromptu meeting with Don Cook, one of Nashvilles premier producers, responsible for boot-scootin hotshots Brooks & Dunn and ultrahip crooners the Mavericks. At the five-minute audition, Wade took out his guitar and sang a self-written ballad, Im Still Dancin with You, about a young man still in love with his ex-girlfriend. The following day he signed a letter of intent to be the first artist on Cooks new label at Sony Music.


Any of you guys ever heard of Merle Haggard? Wade asked after his second song. Blinking back shock in response to their cheers, he licked his lips and smiled at the front row. Well, gosh, hes always been my favorite, too. And if yall dont mind, Id like to play you a song of his.


Far from easing his burdens, Wades overnight success only heightened the pressures. If anything, his speedy startthe fastest and most promising of any artist in the Nashville Class of 1994raised the stakes considerably: Suddenly millions of dollars were on the line, lots of people were watching, and legions of rivals were hoping he would fail. Having first met Wade in early 1995 on the day his debut single reached number one, I spent countless hours with him over the next several years, going into the studio, out onto the road, and back home with his family, as he struggled first to define his ambition, then to achieve it. As a window into Nashville, not to mention the larger world of American celebrity, the view was unrivaled. Also, as a counterpoint to Garths ongoing battles with his success, Wades struggles to achieve success were, in many ways, even more revealing.


Unlike many of his contemporaries, Wade studied the marketplace around him, constantly reexamining his appearance (Should he get plastic surgery on his broken nose?), his reputation (Should he try to get in the tabloids?), and his competition (What should he do about his clean-cut counterpart, Bryan White, coming up fast?). Above all, his experience raised a dilemma: How does a young man, full of so many dreams, fresh from one of the tiniest towns in Middle America, who had never even been on an airplane before he had a record on every country radio station in America, possibly navigate all the opportunities and hazards of being an artist in the age of conglomerates? In Nashville alone, the examples of early success gone bad are legendary. For every Garth Brooks or Dolly Parton who persevere through early trouble to achieve acclaim, there are legions of artists like George Jones, who nearly squandered his talent on drugs, or Keith Whitley, who drank himself to death.


For Wade the questions were less apocalyptic, but no less pressing: Could he build on his early success to develop a long-lasting career? Could he withstand the corporate pressures that seem to overwhelm many young artists? And, most importantly of all, could he overcome his considerable personal insecurities to become a dynamic, full-fledged star?


Id like to tell yall a story, Wade said after finishing another song or two. Yall might know this song. Its our brand-new single. You might have heard it on the radio or seen the video on CMT. His voice was canyon-deep and rich. His smile was wry, with an occasional chuckle. He was clearly warming to the hour. I was sittin at home one night right before I moved to Nashville, Tennessee, from Oklahoma. And this girl and I had just broken up. I had dated her for three years. Two girls in front stood up to cheer. A few older women behind them nodded knowingly. They would want Wade Hayes as a son-in-law.


I want to tell you I was heartbroken, I was in bad shape. I set down on the couch one night and this song started coming out. I moved to Nashville and this song got me my record deal. Later it got me my publishing deal. Got me here in Richmond, Virginia, pickin for you guys tonight. He paused. And guess what: Im kinda over it by now, if you know what I mean.


The moment was solid gold. Wade Hayes was on a roll. And by the time he reached the end of his ninety-minute set, through stately, if predictable, tributes to Merle, George Jones, and Keith Whitley, as well as most of the songs on his first album, Wade handled the moment the crowd had come to see with precise and admirable grace.


Before we go, Id like to the thank all of yall out there in the audience for buying my record. Id like to thank my record label for getting behind me. But above all, Id like to thank my Heavenly Father for giving us our firstnumber one song!




Neon lights draw me like a moth to a flame


Mama raised me right


That just leaves me to blame


When I get a little sideways on a honky-tonk tear


Im old enough to know better


But Im still too young to care.






Even before he reached the end of the first verse, all three hundred people in Broncosincluding the men, the chef, even the jaded ownerwere standing on their feet and singing along. And when he came to the final verse, tossed his pick into the room, and slithered from the stage, the audience continued to stand and cheer. Wade. Wade. Wade. Wade! And wait for his return.


But Wade did not return to the stage that night. The audience continued to stand and cheer, but the stage door never opened. After a moment, the owner put on the house tape, and the road managerolder, brash, knowing that Wades new number one would mean he wouldnt play overcrowded honky-tonks like this much longerinsisted his charge not denigrate himself by returning to the stage after the house lights were on. Wade, frozen in indecision, capitulated. He took off his hat and returned to the bus. It was, under the circumstances, the wrong decision.


I hate to say it, but I got a bad feeling about him, the owner said as the rented bus pulled out of Broncos and returned with Wade to the road. Hes real nice. He can sure sing. But whos in charge of his career? Who is making the decisions?





After a two-hour delay, they were glad to see her.


Youre bad, girl, someone in the back shouted. Youre bad.


After a two-year absence, she seemed scared to see them.


Oh, Lord, she uttered. Oh, Lord.


Back they came, in revival style.


We love you, Wy. We love you!


And then she replied, in her own kind of prayer.


Oh, my God, I forgot how hard this can be.


With a strobe of blue light and shock of red hair, Wynonna Judd walked onto the stage of Nashvilles Sunset Studio on a Saturday evening in early 1996, flashed an utterly horrified expression in front of three hundred and fifty special guests and eleven swooping television cameras, and abruptly terminated in spine-tingling fashion an eighteen-month isolation from her fans, her music, and the epic oddness of her life. At thirty-one, with an infant son, a newlywed husband, a famous mother, a starlet sister, a father who turned out not to be her own, and a child in her belly conceived out of wedlock and soon to be deliveredlegitimatelyin the midst of a two-year world tour, Wynonna Judd was arguably the most famous woman in America about whom it could be said that everything known about her comes from somebody else: her mother.


Naomi Judd, ne Diana, and her elder daughter, Wynonna, ne Christina Ciminella, burst onto the mostly male country music scene in the flaccid-sounding early 1980s and rode a wave of dulcimer melodies, sweet-tongued interviews, and cloying Ladies Home Journal covers to seemingly overnight fairy-tale success. A high school dropout, occasional fashion model, and battered woman, Naomi Judd was the steely will behind the duo. She pounded the pavement, sweet-talked executives, and steered the stunning rise of her family from barefoot poverty to the glitzy heights of American celebrity. When at the height of their glory, Naomi suddenly came down with a mysterious liver diseasetook time off, returned to the stage, got sick again, announced her retirement, then led her family on the Judds interminable Farewell Tourfocus shined even more brightly on Mama Judd. That was followed by a best-selling book, a multicity book tour, a magical recovery, an NBC miniseries, another PR tour, and, as always, a drumbeat of cover stories documenting her every emotional high and low. Naomi Judd became a poster child for the Oprah Era, a Chinese menu of talk-show topics, ready and willing to be plumbed.


While Naomi was doing all the talking, meanwhile, Wynonna was doing all the singing. Though little noted at the time, the Judds meteoric risesix Grammy Awards, at least a dozen Country Music Association (CMA) Awards, and over 5 million albumswas based on the spunky vocals of Wynonna, softened by the harmonies of her mother. When Naomi decided to retire, Wynonna (thats WHY-nona)mimicking Madonnadropped her surname and went out on her own. Her self-titled debut album, released in 1992, became the bestselling studio album by a female country artist in history. It was also universally acclaimed by critics as the work of one of the countrys greatest singersa startling combination of Dolly Parton and Aretha Franklin, a sort of hybrid country soul. Wynonna, pundits proclaimed, was finally realizing her potential as the Female Elvis. A second album, released in 1993, was equally heralded, but sold less well. By then the tabloids began to catch up with Wynonna. Her mothers book portrayed Wynonna as a rotten brat. The man her mother claimed to be Wynonnas father admitted he really wasnt. And in a final, self-inflicted coup de shameat least in countryWynonna got pregnant out of wedlock and announced she was keeping the baby. Exhausted, she withdrew from public life in May 1994. This night, a year and a half later, was meant to be her carefully midwifed return to form.


I want to do that song again, she said at the end of the first number, just because I can. The audience laughed. A handful were friends and industry insiders; the rest were members of her fan club who had waited in line over thirteen hours to participate in this taping. The fan club members, naturally, were fawning, while the industry people sat on their hands and watched with skeptical curiosity, itching to pounce.


Now, dont you worry, Wynonna said to the audience as she paraded off the stage. I can do this. I know that I can do this. She stopped and brought her hands together as if in mock worship. Im a professional. Im a Judd. I can do anything.


At the moment that hardly seemed true. In addition to being over two hours late (the result, she told me later, of a crippling panic attack), Wynonnas opening song had been out of key. Her bodydressed in satin trousers, a teal shirt, and a long golden Captain Hook coatwas rigid. Her faceporcelain smooth, geisha whitewas visibly frightened. She looked like a ghost who had scared herself. The fans didnt mind. They would have stayed there half the night (and eventually, in fact, did; though most of the industry brass went home). But this debut was revealing a different side of Wynonna. Far from the reckless young woman her mother portrayed, she came across as a more fragile person, a deeply unsure performer. Settle down. Settle down, she said to herself over the microphone. Im just so nervous I cant stand still.


On second try (Now, everybody, you have to give the same kind of standing ovation or it wont match up on tape), Wynonna made it through the first song and into the next. Between each take, a team of hair curlers, blush applicators, and lipstick daubers would scurry onto the sprawling stage and prepare her for the next song.


I dont know whats wrong with me tonight, she announced three bars into her third song. When I do that at home, Im just moving all over.


Dont worry, were just like family, a woman called from the audience.


But you always want to do good for your family, Wy pleaded. To which a guy replied excitedly from the back, In that case, whens the barbecue?


The whole event was beginning to sound a lot like a twelve-step support group: Artists who Lost Their Mothers and the Fans who Support Them. This was country music at its mawkish best and the kind of story that Nashville has long told best. Patsy Cline, Dolly Parton, and Tammy Wynette have, at one time or another, all been the cover girl for troubled women in America. In the nineties, Wynonna inherited the legacy of those women, and how she chose to handle her afflictionsfrom a dysfunctional family to a stubborn weight problemwould determine her future as a viable artist. Moreover, as a very public woman, Wynonna faced a challenge over the coming two years that Garth and Wade could only imagine: trying to develop her own identity while battling her dress size, her hair color, her parentage, and her pregnancies on the pages of the National Enquirer.


These pressures were written all over this night. If the key to Garths psyche was his eyes, the key to Wynonnas was her body. It was a big body, but one that was surprisingly malleable, even expressive. Particularly when she sang, Wynonna would sway back and forth as if part of a huge church choir. You could see the tension escape from her arms as the music consumed her being. It was in these moments that Wynonna seemed to reach out and embrace everyone around her: I see you, I hear you, I love you. Her comments between songs only echoed this theme. This ones for all of you out there who are totally in love Now, listen to me, if it doesnt work out, this is what you do Dont worry, you can survive. Just let me be your inspiration. I want to be your healer Wynonna was a modern version of the traveling preacher. Not a singing cowboy, but a singing talk-show host.


But as soon as the music stopped, Wynonna lost her composure. She became tense and unsure. Her body seemed to lose its shape. It was particularly noticeable when her mother entered the studio that night, dressed to perfection in a plum red suit and black pillbox hat. Wynonna bristled. Many in the audience, sensing the transformation, gasped. Good God, who could compete with that? Naomi was clearly the main ghost haunting Wynonna and the one demon she had yet to surmount. And for those around Wynonna, indeed for anyone with even a modicum of sympathy for the difficulty of contending with a perfect mother, it was in these moments that they felt the need to reach up onstage and embrace her: We see you, we hear you, we love you. And, most of all, we need you to keep singing.


You dont know how much this means to me that youre here, Wynonna, sensing the embrace, said after several more songs. This is a big fat hairy deal to me. Things are starting to feel better now.


But no sooner did she reach the comfort of that moment than the unsteadiness of her situation returned. After finishing several songs from her new album, revelations, Wynonna sashayed to the center of the stage and introduced her special guest. This was meant to be the climactic moment of the evening. Now I want to introduce you to a personal friend of mine, she said with her familiar sass. I met her last spring. I had the opportunity to work with her. I flew out to Hollyweird and together we sang. Since then I have been really blessed to know her as a friend. But you all know her as the wacky, the wonderful Bette Midler!


The entire audience quickly rose to its feet in the most spontaneous applause of the evening. The I LUV JUDD license plates and WYS MY GIRL signs started shaking deliriously. Even the industry snobs who knew it was coming looked around in admiration that Wynonna could rake in such pure star appeal. Man, she looks fabulous tonight, one normally cynical writer cooed. Nashville didnt need to go Hollywood; Hollywood was coming to middle Tennessee. Bette Midler strode up the three stairs and paused at the lip of the stage long enough to let the full impact of her shimmering lemon pantsuit and picture-perfect blonde curls linger in the air. Then she launched into the opening verse of her signature song, The Rose. Arriving at the chorus, she began to sashay herself in an elegant Broadway strut right toward the center of the stage, where Sister Wy was supposed to join her in a show-stopping duet.


When Wynonna opened her mouth, though, the voice that came was not the powerful vibrato she had been using for much of the previous hour. There was none of the lustiness of Aretha or the purity of Dolly. There wasnt even a hint of Elvis. Instead there was only a shadow of a former self, a whimper, a painful reminder of Wynonnas browbeaten past. Daughter Wy, not Mama Wy. As if to fill this breach, Bette immediately started talking when the song was finished. Unlike Wynonna, she was confident, brash, and eminently in control. Wynonnas supposed to chat with me, she said. Go ahead, Wynonna. Chat. I dare you.


I dare you, Wynonna repeated meekly.


The sign does say Chat, Bette continued. So what should we chat about? How about children? I hear youre going to have another. My advice is breast-feed as long as possible. The pace of this so-called chat was almost overwhelming. Bette didnt stop talking. She didnt wait for answers. She just kept going. Line after line. Punch after punch. Well, what are we supposed to do now? I cant rememberIve been in that trailer so fucking long Ive forgot what Im doingAnd dont go tell the papers I swore in front of you Eventually she proposed that Wynonna play the ukulele. Wy didnt want to. Come on, Bette said. Ill teach you how to do the hula.


No, Wy said meekly, Ive been down this road before.


But Bette persisted, just like Mother, and Wy relented, just like in the past. Bette started singing Ukulele Ladies, surely one of the hokiest songs ever written, then started doing the hula. Eventually the two women were kicking up their heels right next to each other in the middle of a soundstage, on the west side of Nashville, in front of television cameras that would beam this cornpone scene, as if straight from Hee Haw, to sweeps-month televisions around the country.


Until she blew.


Four steps into the dance, Wynonna had finally had enough. Im not going to do it anymore, she said. I had to do this stuff for ten years with my mother and Im not going to do it again.


Why dont I sing my solo now? Bette suggested.


Youre the boss, Wynonna replied and headed off the stage, more in regret than disgust. This was supposed to be my show, she said. I had so many things 1 wanted to do. I had so much I was going to say.
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THE OPRY










The sheets of rain were falling so hard and the rush of headlights was so expectant that it was easy to miss the cloverleaf exit that banks hard to the east off Briley Parkway and deposits the driver right into the heart of what the neon hails as MUSIC VALLEY, U.S.A. Turn here for Shoneys. There for Cracker Barrel. You dont even have to turn at all to veer into the WORLD-FAMOUS NASHVILLE PALACE, which appears to be a Dennys with an overly ambitious Vegas Strip sign attached. All these establishments, with their blinkety beacons and boppity billboards promising extra-fluffy biscuits and the BEST CATFISH ANYWHERE!, are to the east off McGavock Pike, which itself is ten miles east of downtown Music City, not far from the blue-collar outposts of town, and just up the road from the real countryside. In short, in the middle of nowhere. A fine place to recreate a small corner of Everywhere, circa Anytime At All.




WELCOME TO OPRYLAND, U.S.A.


TURN RIGHT FOR THE MAGNOLIA LOBBY.


LEFT FOR OLD HICKORY LOUNGE.




Unlike the ones across the street, these signs are written in soothing script. They are painted in white on handsome red boards that remind you of fairy-tale wholesomeness. And they unfold before the drivers eyes on a faux country tableau of fluffy green grass, a white picket fence, and dozens of sculpted storybook trees wrapped in thousands of twinkling lights. On this night, uncommonly cold and rainy, the normally idyllic entrance to the Opryland Hotel, with its churchlike steeples, plantationlike columns, and county courthouselike red brick grandeur, has been overtaken by an even more idyllic constellation of candy cane light poles and plush fir wreaths in a holiday vision out of Currier and Ives. Even the guardhouse has been rebaked as a two-story peach-colored gingerbread house complete with giant plastic gumdrops and bouncing marshmallow ladies who wave at every car that makes it through the valley and into the parking lot of Gaylords fantasy: WELCOME TO A COUNTRY CHRISTMAS. ALL SELF PARKING $4.00


Gaylord, in this instance, is Edward Gaylord, the Walt Disney of Southern culture and the aging, legendarily frugal proprietor of Gaylord Entertainment Co., which controls the dominant institutions in country music, the Opryland Hotel, Opryland Theme Park, CMT, TNN, and the gemstone in this hillbilly tiara, the Grand Ole Opry itself. All of these he has gathered in a 406-acre entertainment complex that draws visitors to an undistinguished plot of land not far from the airport with the paradoxical promise of unimagined wonder and old-fashioned small-town wholesomeness. Ironically, the hotel alone is larger than many small towns. With 2,870 roomsthe seventh-largest in the country and the largest outside Las Vegasthe hotel is an air-conditioned biosphere-cum-theme park complete with giant murals, dancing fountains, and a 6-acre, glass-covered interiorscape with over ten thousand tropical plants. The newest extension, known as The Delta, has a fifteen-story-high glass dome covering 4.5 acres and featuring a 110-foot-wide waterfall and a quarter-mile-long river. Move over, Mickey Mouse. Tom Sawyer is the new American icon here, and he has gone uptown.


Driving around the facility (24 MPH SPEED LIMIT), past the Conservatory, alongside the Cascades, under several neo-Georgian overhangs, I finally arrive ten minutes later at the backdoor entrance to a modest, unornate, redbrick theater that since 1974 has been home to Americas most beloved radio show, the Holy See of Country Music, the Grand Ole Opry.


Hi. May I have your name please, sir? The officer retrieves a portable stop sign that has blown over in the wind.


And who are you here with? He starts flipping through his clipboard.



Ah, well, Mr. Brooks is expecting you. Hes not here yet. Just drive up to the canopy and park wherever you can. The show starts in about an hour.


The Grand Ole Opry is as old as country music itself and is one of the few institutions in American life to survive the transition from radio to television to global satellite intimacy. Begun in November 1925 as one of a burgeoning breed of down-home variety shows popping up on newly formed commercial radio stations, the WSM Barn Dance was simply a marketing tool for the National Life and Accident Insurance Company to sell products to rural listeners. Broadcast from the studios of clear-channel WSM-AM (an acronym for the companys slogan, We Shield Millions), the show mixed banjos, fiddles, harmonicas, and string bands, along with homespun advertisements and a flamboyant host, George D. Hay, the Solemn Old Judge. It was Hay, in 1927, who gave the show its indelible name when he followed a network broadcast of opera classics by saying, Youve been up in the clouds with Grand Opera, now get down to earth with us in a performance of Grand Ole Opry. Its never missed a weekend since, moving to the legendary Ryman Auditorium in downtown Nashville in 1943, and then decamping to its current suburban roost in 1974.


Since moving to the suburbs, though, the Opry has lost much of its clout. Garth Brooks, like many new stars, may identify his induction into the elite cast of seventy-five performing Opry members as the highlight of his career (a position that is wise marketing, if nothing else), but his career no longer depends on the Opry. Simply put, he has outgrown it. As a result, it was something of a surprise that Garth chose the Opry this nightjust a month after the much-heralded release of his new album, Fresh Horses and still a month before his gaff at the American Music Awardsto break his year-long hiatus from public view. Under the circumstances, it was clearly designed to send a message. Having flirted with rock n roll for years, Garth had long been viewed with suspicion among some traditional country fans. MORE POSSUM [George Jones], one station in St. Louis had announced on a billboard, LESS GARTH. Those fears had only intensified in recent weeks after he released his new single, a manic version of Aerosmiths heavy metal song The Fever that tanked on the radio after only a month and became his lowest-charting single. Suddenly, it seemed, the fans were sending him a message: Dont get too high above your raisin.


I just dont understand it, he told me. I thought radio would jump all over that song. Thats why I released it. Nobody else wanted to. Not the label. Not anybody. Maybe I should start listening to the people around me. In particular the episode added to his growing fears that the public was tiring of him. Maybe he was losing his Midas touch. Maybe his forthcoming tour, slated for the spring, would also flop. As odd as this anxiety seemed for a man who had so completely rewritten the history of popular music, it was fast becoming the defining question Garth Brooks carried around in his head: What are you gonna do? What are you gonna do? WHAT ARE YOU GONNA DO?


If they dont love you anymore.




Once inside the building, I gave my name to a woman sitting underneath a blue and green acrylic painting of Minnie Pearl, Hank Snow, and Porter Wagoner (The Grand Ole Opry is as simple as sunshine, the painting quoted George Hay as saying), and she gestured me backstage. Instantly I was lost. The manicured opulence and carefully ordered charm of the hotel grounds gave way at once to casual pandemonium and random misdirection. People of all size, shape, and accent were milling about the halls with what appeared to be nothing better to do than gossip with their neighbors and nibble on deviled eggs. Three men with cowboy boots held fiddles above their toupees as they edged through the crowd. A woman with balloons of blonde hair and Wal-Mart crystal heels wiggled past some ogling teenagers. A group of high school tap dancers wearing lime green gingham skirts went clickety-clacketing toward the ladies room. Were they performers, background singers, or waitresses? The whole atmosphere reminded me of a small-town watermelon festival, except it was being held not outdoors in front of the hotel in what would be an ideal setting for such an event, but inside a cramped, fluorescent maze of hallways with linoleum floors and orange ventilated metal lockers that looked as if they came right out of the backdrop of Harper Valley P.T.A. The Mother Church of Country Music may have had stained glass and maple in its original downtown cathedral, but its current suburban cathedral-lite was decorated with vinyl burlap on the walls backstage and peanut-butter-cracker orange carpeting on the three stories of mock church pews out front.


No sooner had I paused to orient myself than the bustling crowd suddenly parted like two halves of a backlot sea, and a navy blue raincoat and black cowboy hat came shuffling through what appeared to be a cheerleading funnel. At first I mistook the body for a prop, but then I realized that the person was very much alive, shaking hands, and, even though I could not see his face, drawing considerable respect from the crowd. He pivoted back and forth with each step forward, shook the hand of each admirer, and mumbled something indistinguishable under his brim. I watched the scene with great admiration(A secret Opry ritual perhaps?) until I realized that this tradition was heading rapidly in my direction and that I would have to do my part to keep the whole spectacle moving. The shaking went onback and forth, left then rightand I surveyed the movements with nervous anticipation. Surely there was no way I would recognize this person. The Opry has dozens of elder luminaries, most of whose names I didnt know, and most of whose faces I couldnt recognize. Just the other day I had sat in a crowded room with the greatest songwriter in Nashville historya retiring man with no pretense at alland didnt know it until he had left.


Still, like a test, the moment arrived. The shuffling body advanced through the line and finally reached where I was standing. All eyes were following his every step. People around me were snapping pictures. I stepped back to let him pass. Instead of moving on, though, the daunting vintage hat slowly lifted to reveal a set of shocking white sideburns, a gentle nose, and the most benign, almost luminous face that I had ever seen. It was the face of peace, of total consolation, of a man who had lived a life of such exalted dreams that he floated above the worldliness around him. He knew who he was. He knew where he came from. And he inhabited his status as lightly, and as comfortably, as any luminary could.


Good night, he said, raising his hand first.


Good night, I repeated. We shook hands.


Though I had been coming to Nashville for several years, though I had met plenty of superstar artists before, it was not until that momenton that dreary night in winterthat I truly understood the almost spiritual effect that country music artists can have on their fans. I had been at the Grand Ole Opry for five minutes. I had just met the Father of Bluegrass, Mr. Bill Monroe.




By the time Mr. Garth Brooks, the Father of New Country, arrived backstage, the broadcast was already under way. Seventy years after it debuted, the Grand Ole Opry is still, at its essence, a radio show, performed live before up to 4,400 fans and broadcast simultaneously over dozens of AM stations to a listenership estimated at 3.3 million people. There are two shows on Saturday nights and, depending on the season, one or two on Fridays as well. (On this Friday night, there was only one.) Each show lasts three to four hours and is divided into half-hour segments. As in the old days, each segment has a sponsor, whose advertisements are performed live from the Opry stage. The props these advertisers use all litter the offstage areas and look, quite frankly, like ramshackle props from an elementary school production of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. To the right was a yellow ranch bell on wheels for Cracker Barrel restaurants and to the left a gray signboard several feet tall painted to look like a bag of Goo Goo Clusters, the signature candy item of the Grand Ole Opry, a cloyingly sweet yet irresistibly chewy hamburger-sized concoction of marshmallow, milk chocolate, and peanuts. (Though the name of this candy mimics the acronymous nickname of the Grand Ole Opry, GOO, the Standard Candy Company insists that its only a coincidence.) To a newcomer, what was most remarkable about these props is that most of them represented companies I thought no longer existed: Dollar General Store, Martha White Flour, Goodys Headache Powder. One segment was even sponsored by a product called Jogging in a Jug, a mystery elixir that reminded me of stories I had read about miracle unguents and shady cure-all balms that advertised on early Opry broadcasts. The only difference now is that every advertisement for Jogging in a Jug began and ended with a grave caveat: There is no scientific evidence to support medical claims of Jogging in a Jug.


Garth Brooks, making his first appearance at the Opry all year, was scheduled to be in the fifth segment, sponsored by Dollar General Store. Like other members of the Opry family, he is technically required to perform at least twelve times a year (it had been as high as twenty-six times a year), though he, like other newer stars, rarely meets that obligation. As a result, most weekly shows at the Opry seem like the Seniors Tour in Country Music, with long-forgotten stars singing once-begotten hits for mostly octogenarian audiences. (Bill Monroe, at eighty-four the oldest member of the Opry, was inducted in 1939.) Garth (1990) was scheduled to appear during his segment along with Jean Shepherd (1955), the fiery traditionalist from Oklahoma, and Hank Snow (1950), the legendary Canadian crooner known for his flashy suits and squirrelish toupees. Appearing in the same segment, however, does not require coordination. In fact, by the time Garth strolled into the backstage area a little after nine oclock, he had no idea of the schedule, nor what his band would play. If anything, he was more interested in boasting about the Christmas present he had just received from his wife: a brand-new, six-wheel 4x4 Chevy truck. Its color, he bragged, was autumn wood.


Did you see that baby? Garth cooed to the band, several members of his staff, and the manager of the Opry, all of whom had gathered in a private office to discuss Garths set for the night. Its a dualie, with lights on top and this great stereo. Man! I slipped in a CD of George Strait, and I was happy as could be.


Garth was wearing blue Wranglers and one of his freshly pressed navy blue and cardinal Mo Betta cowboy shirts that he helps design. His Stetson was tan tonight.


Why not wait until Christmas? someone asked.


We couldnt hide it, Sandy said. My mother drove it over this afternoon.


It has that extended cab, Garth continued. Real nice seats.


With three kids were going to need the extra room, Sandy said as she sat down on the sofa. Two days earlier, Garth had hinted on CBS This Morning that Sandy might be pregnant with their third child.


Three kids! Garth exclaimed. What are you talking about? He walked over and started massaging her neck. I want seven.


Everybody laughedexcept Sandy, who dropped her head.


Ive already been pregnant every year this decade, she said. I dont want to go into next decade, too.


Mr. Brooks The call came from just outside the door. Mr. Brooks, youre on in five minutes.


As soon as the call came, Garth snapped into work mode. The members of the band started hurrying to the stage as Garth hooked his guitar across his shoulder. Sandy got up and started fidgeting with the collar of her husbands shirt. She looked nervous, as did he. He started licking his lips. She gave him a quick kiss and headed through the door. I dont know what to do, he said, partly to himself, partly to the room, which was empty now except for me. Its traditional at the Opry, if youve been away for a while, to play your next single and the one that got you here in the first place.


So what is your next single? I asked.


I dont know, he said. After what happened with the The Fever He shook his head. You spend a lot of time trying to surround yourself with people you trust, but Im not sure if I can trust anybody these days. Im still trying to figure that out. He picked up a bottle of Evian and walked through the door.


Ladies and gentlemen Porter Wagoner stepped to the center of the Opry stage and grabbed a portable microphone. He was wearing his fabled magenta rhinestone jacket with the flashy inner lining that says HI! The audience usually loves it when he flashes the lining, but at that moment the crowd couldnt care less. The fans had already begun to squeal. Hes the biggest star in country music today and one of the most decent men Ive ever met. Please welcome my friend Mr. Garth Brooks




The stage of Americas longest-running radio program is unlike any stage in the world. Its slick floorboards are hardly extraordinary. Its sound system is not unusual in the least. Along its base sit sixty-three 40-watt lightbulbs and at the rear stands a sixty-by-thirty-foot painting of a bright red barn. But what makes the atmosphere of the stage so electricso unexpectedly exhilaratingis its casual informality. When Garth walked onto the stage for his first time in a year, the audience burst to its feet. Old men. Young women. Mothers and grandmothers all spontaneously left their seats, hobbled, hopped, or skidded toward the stage, took photographs, waved, offered up little envelopes and gifts, and generally acted as if the reigning master of American music was coming directly into their living room. It wasnt the applause that was a surprise or even the cameras flashing. (Though how many theaters still allow that?) It was the complete lack of pretense or even showmanship. Garth took several steps toward center stage, removed his hat, and bowed to the audience. He collected up several of the gifts, waved to the balcony, then slowly made his way toward the microphone.


Meanwhile behind him another and, in many ways, more extraordinary aspect of the Grand Ole Opry was being played out. When Garth walked onstage from the sizable offstage waiting area, about a dozen of the people who had been waiting with himincluding the manager of the Opry, Sandy, and even me, pulled along unknowinglywalked onto the stage with him. The manager just stopped behind the drummer. Sandy, who effortlessly transformed herself from sassy equal to dutiful wife, sat on a stool behind the backup singers. And I, feeling awkwardly out of place, hurried to sit down on one of the four old pews from the Ryman that had been placed for hangers-on in front of the red barn backdrop. An elderly couple welcomed me with a nod as we all watched Garth make his way to the honorary six-foot circle of maple that had been transferred from the Ryman and embedded in the floor. It was as if we were settling in for an afternoon hayride to no particular destination. Finally, after what probably wasnt very long but seemed like forever, Garth arrived at the microphone with the call letters WSM on the placard around its stand, hunched his shoulders in that earnest way that only serves to heighten his pent-up energy, leaned forward on his Justin toes, and began to sing his own sermon for the night, the tale of a woman whose husband dies on a rodeo bull and who then kills herself on the Beaches of Cheyenne.


Garth wasnt halfway through the song, though, before the members of the audience slowly built up the courage to resume their own intimate exchange with their leader. Some did listen to the song. Others closed their eyes and nodded along. But a surprising number just continued calling out greetings, snapping pictures, and generally ignoring this much-ballyhooed only Nashville appearance of the year by the bestselling artist in American history. The truth is, they didnt appear to want to hear him sing at all. They certainly didnt want to listen to his band. They wanted to talk, to tell him things, to chat, and to call out declarations of love that were deeply meaningful to them at that moment. I love you, Garth! Nice shoes, buddy! Do you like my coat? Say hi to Taylor. All in the middle of one of the most desperate songs he has ever written.


Finally the song ended and the declarations could be unleashed even more. Garth, naturally, soaked in all this affection like a sponge. He waved to the audience, giggled at some of the questions, and picked up a few more of the stuffed animals (for some reason, they all seemed to be green). Then, in an extraordinary exchange that long afterward came to epitomize, for me, the odd intimacy that country music superstars share with their fans, a man halfway up the orchestra section in the most expensive ($17) seats, lifted his voice above the crowd.


My wife loves you, Garth! he called, and the people around him giggled. Garth, who was just preparing to launch into his second song, stopped, smiled in the mans direction, and called out, Whats your wifes name?


Karen! the man replied with gusto.


I love you, too, Karen, Garth said, and you could hear the women swoon. A moment passed, then Garth continued. And by the way, whats your name, sir?


There was a pause. Brian, he said. Now you could hear laughter; he had the men as well.


Well, I love you too, Brian.


He nodded for the drummer to start.




Though it seems anachronistic today, it would be hard to overstate the importance of the Grand Ole Opry to the identity of the American South. While not the first Saturday night barn dance, nor initially the most prominent (that honor belonged to WLS in Chicago), by the late 1930s the signal of the Grand Ole Opry reached over thirty states, helping it to become the defining cultural program for millions of rural Americans, many of whom walked miles to their neighbors houses to hear their favorite show or rigged radios up to truck batteries. Those performers fortunate enough to be invited to join the broadcastRoy Acuff, Ernest Tubb, Minnie Pearl, Bill Monroesaw their careers rise with the success of the show. By the mid-1940s, Roy Acuff had become so well known as a result of his appearances on the Opry (as well as a few movies that spun out of the show) that Japanese soldiers trying to psych out American soldiers fighting in the Pacific shouted, To hell with Franklin Roosevelt! To hell with Babe Ruth! To hell with Roy Acuff!


Central to the success of the Opry, and to the music it helped promote, was an overwhelming sense of place. Especially after the show moved to the Ryman Auditorium in 1943, with its upright church pews in front, cramped dressing areas in back (which spawned the habit of wandering onstage), and internationally acclaimed lack of air-conditioning, the Opry oozed humid huckleberry tradition through every staticky receiver it reached. You listen to the Opry, and pretty soon you have a place in mind, wrote Garrison Keillor in a famous New Yorker profile, a stage where Uncle Dave sang and told jokes and swung the banjo, where the great Acuff wept and sang The Great Speckled Bird, where Hank Williams made his Opry debut with Lovesick Blueswhere Cousin Minnie Pearl calls out, Howdee! Im just so proud to be here! And eventually, you have to go and be there, too.


Even as late as the early 1950s, when Paul Hemphill, a Birmingham teenager and later a Nashville chronicler, made his first trip to the Opry, it was a moment of transcendence for the lifelong baseball and country music fan. Mama and my sister made up fried chicken, potato salad, and beans on the night before, he wrote, and all during the five-hour ride to Nashville the next day in our new Dodge Coronet sedanover twisting asphalt back roads my father knew like the back of his hand, Daddy keeping the car radio tuned to country stations, so as to heighten the anticipationI tingled. Wonder wholl be there. Hank? Naw, they had to fire him for something. Little Jimmy Dickens really that little? Wish I had an autograph book. And when he finally arrived on Fifth and Broadway: That imposing shrine of fierce redbrick that is the Ryman Auditorium might as well have been Yankee Stadium.


But within months of Hemphills visit to Nashville, the importance of the Opry started to erode. Elvis Presley, told to return to truck driving after his only Opry appearance in 1954, landed the first blow with his upstart rock n roll revolution. The rise of television (so key to Elvis) further undermined the centrality of radio, not to mention the front-porch tradition it represented in the South. Within a year after that visit to the Opry, Hemphill recalls, my father was buying our first television set. That black-and-white nineteen-inch screen brought promises of another world into our living room in BirminghamCalifornia beaches, New York skyscrapers, Yankee Stadium, the Rockies (much more impressive than our Appalachians), the World Series (So why go watch the Birmingham Barons play?)and for the next twenty years, I would try to cover up my roots and engage in a quixotic search for those promises.


A decade and a half later, when the Opry finally succumbed to reality and sought relief in the suburbs, die-hard fans proclaimed the end of an institution. As I awoke, slowly, on Saturday morning, Garrison Keillor wrote of the day the new facility opened, it dawned on me that I didnt know where Opryland was, or how to get there. By midafternoon, I knew that Opryland was eight miles from the hotel by freeway and six by river, either way as practical as the other. There was no bus to Opryland; a rented car could be returned on a Sunday only at the airport, and I was leaving on the Sunday train; the route by road was not direct, one would have to hitch two or three rides to get there; and my boots werent made for walking.


The Opry, and with it an important part of the Old South, seemed to be waning. And though many lamented this passing, othersmyself includeddid not. As a child growing up in the Television Era South, the Opry, and the country music it represented, embodied a South I didnt like. Far from anchoring
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