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      A NOTE FROM THE GRAND OLE OPRY

      The Grand Ole Opry has always had that special something that separates it from every other form of American entertainment:
         its people.
      

      This book is dedicated to the dreamers who, for going on a century, have made their way to the Opry stage, aspiring to lend
         their voices to the Opry’s song. Country music’s home has been built upon their dreams, their performances, and their undying
         commitment.
      

      This book is dedicated as well to those in the pews, cars, and living rooms around the world who have dropped by or tuned
         in over that same course of time, sharing in the Opry dream while laughing and clapping along.
      

      Indeed, the Opry is set apart by its people. Good people.

   
      FOREWORD 

by Vince Gill

      People call the Grand Ole Opry a “family show,” and that’s exactly what it is. A lot of my deep appreciation and reverence
         for the Opry is attributable to my parents, and the generation of my family that came before me. My mom was born the year
         the Opry started, 1925. My dad taught me how to play guitar and my mom played the harmonica, and my grandmother played the
         piano in church. That was the generation that sat around the radio on Saturday night listening to the Grand Ole Opry. Even
         though that era was disappearing by the time I was born, all the records I heard were by Opry stars. Jim Reeves, Patsy Cline,
         Chet Atkins, and so on. Respect for the Opry and all it stood for was bred in me.
      

      Thankfully, I got to know several of the performers who carried the show from the 1930s and’40s until quite recently: Minnie
         Pearl, Roy Acuff, Grandpa Jones, Bill Monroe, Jimmy Dickens, and Hank Snow. Every opportunity I got to sing with stars like
         Roy Acuff was a moment of pride for me because those were the heroes of my parents and my family. There’s something so much
         deeper in my connection with those artists than the fact that we’re all singers. I feel that I’m respected by the generation
         of Opry performers that came before me because I have reverence for them, and I back it up by being at the Opry every chance
         I can.
      

      When you bring as many artists onto a stage every Saturday night as the Opry does, it’ll never be right for everybody all
         the time. I hear people saying that the show isn’t what it used to be, but you’ve got to take the long view. History alters
         what we think of as country music, and that’s why the Grand Ole Opry is so important, because it’s every era of country music
         together on one stage. You can even make a case for saying that “country music” as we know it didn’t come along for maybe
         twenty years after the Opry was born. Before that, it was string bands, and those of us who love string band music and have
         some of that in our style—Alison Krauss, Ricky Skaggs, Marty Stuart, myself—owe the Opry a debt of gratitude for keeping that
         music alive through some pretty lean years.
      

      In these pages you’ll find the story of the Grand Ole Opry in the words of those who were there. As you’ll see, it wasn’t
         always smooth sailing, but if the Opry had always been perfect and well-oiled, I don’t think it would have lasted. The turmoil
         and struggles made people fight to keep it alive and keep it vibrant, and those struggles are the way in which every generation
         redefines what the Opry is.
      

      There are so many lessons that every artist can learn from the Grand Ole Opry. I started out as a picker, and I already knew
         the backup musicians there, and I saw at once that it wasn’t all about the stars. That’s why you treat everyone the same.
         Artists, musicians, backstage people. It takes a village, and the Opry taught me that.
      

      The Opry also helped me understand the difference between what’s really important and what’s trivial when it comes to making
         music. These days, our culture has become disposable. What’s the hip, cool, and groovy thing right now? The engaging thing
         about the Opry is that it doesn’t buy into that theory, and I don’t think it ever will. You can go out there and see fifty
         years of what’s truly important in country music history. What our music has been and what it is today. That’s a great way
         to spend an evening. Then there’s the unpredictability of the Opry. Jazz singer Diana Krall came out and sang with me, and
         no one expected it. Some nights there’ll be giant train wrecks. Someone will say, “Hey, come out and do a number with me,”
         and it just won’t work, but then you’ll get those moments that only happen at the Grand Ole Opry... and there have been so
         many. One night I remember in particular came toward the end of Roy Acuff’s life. He couldn’t see too well, so he’d get right
         up np1 to you while you were performing. He loved my song “When I Call Your Name,” and asked me to sing that, and he had a
         big tear running down his cheek. I still choke up thinking about it.
      

      It hurts me to see country artists who think they don’t need the Grand Ole Opry. On one level, I get it. Things are different
         today than they were sixty years ago. But the Opry can and will stay relevant because enough people have reverence for it
         and care about its future as much as its past. I had an afternoon with Roy Acuff many years ago and he shared things with
         me that I’ll probably never tell anybody, but he said, “I was a real big star back in the forties. Hollywood was after me,
         but the Opry needed me.” That stuck with me. I thought, “That’s what it takes sometimes. Somebody willing to set aside their best interests,
         and do something for the good of the cause.” When I do the Opry, they give me Mr. Acuff’s dressing room. I think it’s because
         I always leave the door open.
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      Vince Gill at the Grand Ole Opry.

      For the Grand Ole Opry’s eightieth anniversary, we took it back to Carnegie Hall. The Opry had been there twice before, in
         1947 and 1961, and people asked us how it felt to stage the Opry there. I’ve always found that people respond to great music
         wherever they are, but I was so proud to see our music in that venue. Carnegie Hall has an amazing weight to it. Even the
         few country LPs recorded at Carnegie Hall are landmark recordings. When you think how derided and looked down upon this music
         was at the time the Opry was born, it makes you realize how far we’ve come, and it makes you realize the Opry’s role in getting
         us there.
      

      Even today, the Grand Ole Opry is the first thing people think about when they think of country music. It conjures up the
         history of our music. In this book, you’ll hear the words of those who went before us, and the words of those who make the
         Opry what it is today. When you step onto the Opry stage or sit in the audience, you feel the presence of those who went before
         and created the music that we’re carrying on. I embrace the ghosts. If they’re hanging out in the rafters, they’re most welcome.
      

   
      INTRODUCTION

      There wasn’t an empty seat at the Grand Ole Opry’s eightieth birthday celebration in October 2005. Among the cast members
         onstage that night, there was one—Little Jimmy Dickens—who’d first appeared on the show in 1948. Back then, he’d mingled with
         veterans of the show’s earliest days. At the eightieth, he stood backstage with Opry stars from the last fifty years. In the
         half-light, they formed a ragged, unbroken circle.
      

      Today’s Opry members coexist happily with the ghosts. No one who plays bluegrass can forget that Bill Monroe introduced the
         music from the Opry stage. Today’s Opry members know that the torch has been passed to them, and that they in turn must pass
         it on. Away from the Opry, today’s top stars can play to stadiums full of fans; at the Opry, they play to four thousand people,
         some of whom have little idea who they are. They have just a few minutes to win over the crowd while artists from the last
         fifty years watch from the wings. That’s what makes the Grand Ole Opry one of the premier stages in American music.
      

      Through the years, the legends of the Grand Ole Opry have become known by one name. Cash, Acuff, Hank, Patsy, and so on. At
         the eightieth anniversary, Garth was there. He emerged from a brief self-imposed retirement, and, in case he, or anyone else,
         was wondering, he’s still the most powerfully iconic presence in country music. Before joining Steve Wariner for some duets,
         he went onstage as the fourth member of a quartet alongside Little Jimmy Dickens, Porter Wagoner, and Bill An-derson. Backstage,
         every hand was shaken and every photo taken. Old-timers used to call it “shake and howdy,” and it’s a tradition that has almost
         disappeared. Garth, though, seemed genuinely pleased to carry it on. Ernest Tubb, who personified shake and howdy, would have
         smiled his big benevolent smile and approved.
      

      Country music venerates tradition, and the Grand Ole Opry embodies it. There is nothing remotely comparable elsewhere in music.
         No show covers all the bases, from street-corner blues to hip-hop or from rockabilly to heavy metal, but every night at the
         Grand Ole Opry four thousand people of all ages can hear the broad sweep of country music from the back porch to the stadium.
         No one performs more than a few songs per segment, so the show isn’t trapped in one time period. It’s breathlessly varied
         and fast-paced, faster and more varied by far than the very first show when Uncle Jimmy Thompson played the fiddle for one
         hour to the sole accompaniment of his niece.
      

      Brad Paisley, one of the current stars who has made a sustained commitment to the Opry, has a vision for the show. “Ideally,”
         he said recently, “people will come hear Porter Wagoner or Bill Anderson on a night I’m singing and walk away saying, ‘I like
         that new guy, too.’ And maybe there’ll be people who come to the show because they’ve heard my songs on the radio and they’ll
         say, ‘Boy, I didn’t know Bill Anderson wrote “City Lights,” or I didn’t know Jimmy Dickens’s “Bird of Paradise” is so funny.
         I need to go get their CDs.’”
      

      The Opry came into a world with few entertainment options; now, of course, there are so many. Every era had its unique set
         of problems, though. In its earliest days, the Opry’s managers had to contend with Nashville’s old-money crowd, who believed
         that the show brought disgrace to their community. Today, as the interstates approach Nashville, the offi-cial road signs
         say “Metropolitan Nashville, Home of the Grand Ole Opry.” The Opry has made Nashville synonymous with country music, and the
         country music business no longer has to trumpet how much it contributes to the city and its economy because the evidence is
         everywhere. Those entrusted with the future of the Grand Ole Opry contend with different problems, but the show will survive
         because too many people want it to survive. True, there are complaints that it isn’t what it used to be, but it never was.
         If it was what it used to be, it would have been fin-ished by 1930.
      

      So much has happened in eighty years, and here for the first time the story is told in the words of those who witnessed it.
         Some were in front of the microphone, some behind the curtains, and some in the back office. Some observed and some participated.
         Everyone was there. Occasionally memories conflict, but that’s as it should be. No two people have ever remembered the same
         event the same way.
      

      For help in preparing this book, I’m deeply indebted to Brenda Colla-day, curator of the Grand Ole Opry Museum and the vast
         archive that the Opry has accumulated along the way. The photo selection here is the tip of the iceberg. Brenda also compiled
         the list of Opry members by decade and assisted in many other ways. Thanks also to Melissa Fraley Agguini, vice president
         of Brand Development at the Opry’s parent company, Gay-lord Entertainment; to Gina Keltner, who helped arrange the interviews;
         and to Alex Smithline, whose idea this initially was. Finally, thanks to Steve Buchanan, president of the Grand Ole Opry Group,
         and Pete Fisher, manager of the Grand Ole Opry, who are steering the Opry into the twenty-first century with a vision that
         would appeal to those who originally conceived the show.
      

      COLIN ESCOTT

      Nashville, February 2006
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