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MY GRANDMOTHER SOLD ALL KINDS OF records in her music store in the mountains of Western Pennsylvania, so I grew up knowing about the classic country stars of the 1950s.

In Pittsburgh in the 1960s, country’s syndicated TV programs came on after the cowboy movies on Saturdays. On The Porter Wagoner Show, Dolly Parton gamely pitched ads for a health tonic or a laundry detergent and sang tenderly.

I pushed country music aside when I was a teenager; I was obsessed with the sounds of R&B. Grandma sold those kinds of records, too.

By 1971, I was living in St. Louis amid country fans. That was the year that Dolly released “Coat of Many Colors.” I wept the first time I heard it. I realized that this was soul music of another kind.

I was clerking in a St. Louis record store when Dolly released “My Tennessee Mountain Home,” “Jolene,” and “I Will Always Love You.” Then came “The Seeker.” Soul music, indeed.

It was a wonderful era to be reintroduced to country music. Dolly was part of a new generation of songwriters who were transforming the art form. Kris Kristofferson and Tom T. Hall were among them.

I thought to myself, “If this is what country music is now, I need to go to Nashville.” Once Dolly and her peers opened the door, I found a world of songwriting artists waiting for me on the other side.

I arrived in Music City to work at the Country Music Hall of Fame just as Dolly was embarking on her quest to conquer the pop universe. The first time that I interviewed her, I couldn’t face her. She was so beautiful that I was afraid I would forget my name if I looked into her eyes.

That didn’t last long. Over the years as a music journalist, I kept remembering why I’d been fascinated by her in the first place. It was her songwriting.

I raised my glass the first time I heard her empowering lyrics for “9 to 5” in 1980. This was a lyricist at the peak of her power.

In 1986, Emmylou Harris called from an LA recording studio to tell me that something extraordinary was being created. It became a stunning album called Trio, and there was Dolly in its center alongside Emmylou and Linda Ronstadt.

As the world transitioned into a new millennium, Dolly wrote songs that renewed her connection to her mountain roots. The insights about that music that she shared during our interviews made me admire her more than ever.

You can’t exist in the Nashville music community and not develop a profound respect for songwriters. Only the very rare and gifted among them continue to craft consistently creative works over six decades, as Dolly Parton has done. Just one example from each of those decades can illustrate: “Down from Dover” (1969), “To Daddy” (1975), “Appalachian Memories” (1983), “Eagle When She Flies” (1991), “Raven Dove” (2002), and “Why” (2018). In a town full of co-writers and collaborators, she impressively wrote all of those songs, and more, alone.

Over the years, I have interviewed Dolly for dozens of television documentaries, press kits, and magazine features. Those experiences always leave me filled with warmth, optimism, and, most of all, respect. And I still get a lump in my throat every time I hear her sing “Coat of Many Colors.”

Songteller celebrates what I like best about Dolly Parton. It’s the chronicle of one of our greatest American songwriters, told as only she can tell it.
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introduction

by dolly parton

MY NAME IS DOLLY PARTON, AND I AM A SONGWRITER.

That is how I express myself. In a song, I can go anywhere and do anything.

As a songwriter, I am influenced by everything around me—by the people around me, by the feelings of people I know, and by my own joys and sorrows. In my songs, I’ve touched on a whole lot of subjects. I’ve put so many songs out there, and they are there for anybody who wants to listen.

I write a lot from my own heart. But I also just have a big imagination. When I was young, we didn’t go to the movies, so I just created my own stories. It’s kind of embedded in me to make up songs and stories. I’d read something in a book or hear something and think, “What would happen next? What kind of story would that turn out to be?” And ever since I was a small child, I have had the gift to rhyme things.

I used to love to go to graveyards a lot. I’d read somebody’s name on their stone or see the grave of a little kid and wonder what their story was. I’d create lives for all of those people in the graveyard, just invent stories in my head for them. A creative mind just likes to do that, I guess.

These days, inspiration can strike at any time. I might hear a great title, think a great thought, see a great story on TV, or hear something on the news and think, “Somebody needs to write a song about that.” And that somebody is usually me. That’s why I always try to keep a little notepad or a tape recorder beside my bed or in my purse. Because I never know when something’s going to hit me.

People ask me, “Do you have to be in a particular place to write a song?” I don’t. I can write anywhere, anytime, any place. I don’t have to be in any particular environment. Noise or anything else around me can’t stop me. On my tour bus, on an airplane, in the bathtub, or just about anywhere, the writing comes all the time. Because it does, I always try to be open to it and always try to be ready. I stay close to my guitar or a tape recorder, so that I can always remember a melody if it comes to me.

My preference is to take time off to do nothing but write. But that’s a luxury I don’t have much anymore. I used to have more time to do that, to go off by myself. I love to sit around for hours, alone with a good cup of coffee, and just do my thing. Because when I do, boy, I can really do some serious writing then.
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I just go into my “God space.” Most songwriters have a zone that they go into. I call it my spiritual zone. I feel like I’m closest to God when I write. I have to leave myself open for the songs to come in or go out. But God doesn’t hand you everything. You have to do the work. Still, every once in a while, something special happens. A great line will just come to me, and I’ll go, “Hey, thank You, Lord. I know I didn’t think of that.”

I know I’m skilled at writing, and I have been writing for, Lord, hundreds of years! But I just love it when that spark happens. I get so excited that I wish I could call somebody and say that new line to them. But I learned years ago that people aren’t interested in the process. You have to wait until the song is done.

I am a singer, an entertainer, and a businesswoman. But if I had to choose just one thing to be, I would choose to be a songwriter. I could happily just sit in my house forever, enjoy life, and write songs. The songs lead to everything else. Everything that I am starts with that song. No matter who you are as an artist, if you don’t have a great song, you’re not going anywhere.

I decided to call my book Songteller because that pretty much sums me up. I love songs, I love to tell stories, and most of all, I just love to write. It’s just who I am. I am a “song teller.”

I have often said that my songs are my children and that I expect them to support me when I’m old. Well, I am old, and they are!

But I do take my songwriting seriously. I am so proud that I am able to write. I know there are many songwriters in this world who are much greater than I am. But I know for a fact that no writer in this world enjoys it more than me.

At the end of the day, I hope that I will be remembered as a good songwriter. The songs are my legacy.
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No matter how often I sing my songs, I can still get lost in them on stage. This photo is from the late 1970s, but the feelings I have about my songs, my “children,” are always there.
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Dolly Parton was born January 19, 1946, in the Great Smoky Mountains of East Tennessee. This is a landscape of misty valleys, deep forests, bright meadows, lofty vistas, dark hollows, and abundant Appalachian flora and fauna. But in these scenic hills and vales are pockets of the worst rural poverty in America.

Dolly Parton was raised in small, unheated shacks and cabins without indoor plumbing, electricity, or running water. The family lived with no telephone, automobile, television, or other modern convenience, except for a battery-powered radio. Rural electrification and paved roads did not come to the area until the 1950s.

She is one of twelve children born to an unskilled, illiterate laborer and subsistence farmer and his wife in Sevier County. The Partons’ clothes, food, and toys were homemade. So was their entertainment.

Dolly began writing songs as a toddler. She started entertaining local audiences around age eight. At age ten, she began appearing on radio and TV in Knoxville. She launched her recording career at thirteen, which is also when she made her pilgrimage to Nashville to appear on the Grand Ole Opry.

These are the Dolly Parton compositions that reflect her hardscrabble upbringing. Also here are the songs that track the child prodigy’s journey out of deprivation and into the spotlight.
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I fantasized about being a famous country singer ever since I was a child. I’d put a tin can on a stick as my “microphone” and pretend the front porch was my stage. Then I’d sing to whatever was in the front yard—human, animal, or dirt.

	


Little Tiny Tasseltop 1952

DOLLY COMPOSED HER FIRST SONG when she was around age six. It was an ode to her corncob doll with corn-silk hair. Her mother, Avie Lee Owens Parton (1923–2003), wrote its lyrics down for her. Avie Lee saved dozens of songs Dolly wrote as a child. One of them, “Life Doesn’t Mean That Much to Me,” has a strikingly adult lyric mourning a fallen soldier. Dolly’s highly musical mother not only encouraged Dolly to pursue songwriting, but also influenced her daughter’s singing style.

Little tiny Tasseltop

I love you an awful lot.

Corn-silk hair and big brown eyes,

How you make me smile.

Little tiny Tasseltop,

You’re the only friend I’ve got.

Hope you never go away.

I want you to always stay.
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People in the mountains still know how to make corncob dolls. These ones in my museum at Dollywood look just like Tasseltop, the subject of my first song.

	

Ever since I was a small child, I’ve always had the gift to rhyme. So I was making up songs before I could even write. I would rhyme everything, whether it was whatever was on the table, what was on the floor, what the kids were doing.

I grew up in a very musical family, especially on my mother’s side. So it was just natural for my mom to always be singing. My mother had that old-timey voice, and she used to sing all these songs that were brought over from the Old World. They were English, Irish, Welsh folk songs where people tell stories.

Mama had this haunting voice, and Lord you would feel it. There’s a famous old folk song called “Two Little Orphans” about two little kids who come up to the door and are frozen to death because nobody’s answering. Mama would emphasize those moments in the lyrics when the two little orphans are “talking.” It was really like being there if Mama was singing it.

That’s how I try to sing, too. I want you to feel it when I’m telling you the story. Mama singing all those old-timey mountain songs was just embedded in my soul, in my psyche. I call it my “Smoky Mountain DNA.”

Early on, I would listen to all of those songs and all of those stories. I started to write songs, I guess, because I picked up so many things.

My first song was called “Little Tiny Tasseltop.” It was about a corncob doll that my mama had made me and put a little dress on and put corn-silk tassels on for hair. Daddy made eyes with the fire poker from the fireplace. But I loved that little doll.

I expressed myself and my feelings through writing—I’m sure what I was thinking was, “Well, Tasseltop has to have a song about her.” So I wrote, “Little tiny Tasseltop, you’re the only friend I got. Big brown eyes and corn-silk hair, how you make me smile.” You know, whatever feelings I was experiencing about that doll.

Mama wrote that down, because Mama would encourage me. She said, “That’s really good.” I must have been five or six when I wrote “Little Tiny Tasseltop.” We found it years later in a shoebox. Mama kept a lot of stuff I wrote that I don’t even remember.

Later on, when I started playing guitar and writing more serious songs at age seven, whenever somebody would come around Mama would say, “I want you to hear this song this little thing has made up. It’s really good.” And that just made me want to get more attention. Because there were so many of us, any special attention was good. So I learned early on to get attention through my songwriting. Because Mama was very encouraging.
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I Believe in You 2017

THIS IS THE TITLE TUNE of Dolly’s children’s album. When she was eight, her uncle Bill Owens replaced her homemade instruments by giving little Dolly her first real guitar. This aided her early songwriting efforts.

Just like that little story that we’ve all read about

That says I can, I think I can, and I am here to shout

That there’s a little engine inside all of us

That says we can do anything if we just don’t give up.

CHORUS

Woo-woo, woo-woo, woo-woo-woo.

I can do it, so can you.

Woo-woo, woo-woo, woo-woo-woo.

I believe in you.

Now this big ol’ world is full of dreams and possibilities,

And the train of life is filled with hopes and opportunities.

So stay on track and don’t look back.

Just learn the rules and know the facts.

Clickety, clickety, clickety, clack

I believe in you.

REPEAT CHORUS THREE TIMES

I always had something inside me that believed I had something important to do. I didn’t know exactly what that was.

One of the first little books I remember is The Little Engine That Could, which talked about “I think I can, I think I can.” Well, since that time I’ve always thought that I am the little engine that did.

By the way, that’s the first book that we give out through my Imagination Library program. It’s all come about because of the faith instilled in me by Mama saying, “Through God all things are possible.” And because of the message of that little book. So when I got ready to write songs for my children’s album I thought of “I believe in you. I can do it, so can you.”

I think it’s so important to instill in children to have faith and to know there are great things out there. Greatness is out there, greatness you can tap into. But it has to start from in your heart.

My uncle Bill was one of Mama’s younger brothers. He loved music, and he loved playing. He used to come to our house all the time . . . when it was time to eat on Sunday or when he needed a place to flop.

He was fascinated that I loved music just as much as he did. I would sing my songs to him, because I knew he wrote songs, too. So he was like a kindred spirit. He saw that I had potential.

We always had just old instruments around with the strings busted. But I would make anything work. Uncle Bill thought, “If she’s that serious about this, she’s gotta have a real guitar and learn to play it really good.”

I remember I got these deep old blisters and calluses from practicing. Oh, it was so painful trying to learn. I kept saying, “It hurts.” And he kept saying, “No, you’re going to have to learn. You gotta wait until those ol’ calluses harden until you won’t feel it anymore, and that’s when you’re going to be serious. You can’t cry and complain about that. You’re going to get blisters.”

But I loved that little baby Martin Guitar. I remember loving that thing like it was a piece of my body, a piece of my soul. I just made friends with it.

Uncle Bill had this big ol’ red Gretsch electric guitar, and he was good. He kind of fancied himself that he was going to be a star. He was a very handsome boy, with black hair and a spit curl. So he had this billing as “Little Billy Earl with the Spit Curl.”

So Little Billy Earl with the Spit Curl used to take me around to places like the county fair or to where a local radio station was going to have some sort of little musical thing on a truck bed outside of a store, different places.

That’s when I thought, “Well, I have to believe in me.” And I believe that all of us can do whatever it is that we set out to do.
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I love seeing the expressions on kids’ faces when they meet me. I guess because I’m blonde and sparkly, they think I’m a character from a fairy tale come to life. So when I made my first children’s album, I decided I should look like a fairy princess on its cover by wearing this dress, complete with wings.
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