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I wish to dedicate this book to Harlan Howard.

Inever had the opportunity to interview Harlan, but I find
that his words have lived on through everyone he ever
mentored and all who have appreciated his music.

He is missed.






TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgments ix
Foreword Xi
Introduction xiii

CHAPTERS:

Brett Beavers 2
Jason Blume 18
Chuck Cannon 36
Bob DiPiero 52
Stewart Harris 70
Carolyn Dawn Johnson 86
Gretchen Peters 100
Hugh Prestwood 118
Mike Reid 134
Steve Seskin 150
Allen Shamblin 166
Tia Sillers 184
Craig Wiseman 202

Index 220






ACEKENOWLEDGMENTS

I want to acknowledge the many people who helped make this
book a reality. First and foremost, this whole project would not have
been possible without the wonderful thoughts and experiences of the
hit songwriters who agreed to be a part of this book. I had a great
time talking with you about how you became successful in devel-
oping vour talents for songwriting. You are all magnilicent, caring
people, and I know that anyone reading this book will benefit
immensely from your insights.

I'wish to send a huge thanks to Kim Copeland, my business partner
in this endeavor. You were my sounding board and I could not have
done this without you.

Special thanks to Tracy Tucker, Scott Milford, and Greg Stoff for
your transcribing. Thanks for jumping on board and working those
long hours.

To my attorney, Steven Gladstone, you have always believed in
me. I appreciate your guidance in all of my endeavors.

Thank you to John Dotson and Kim Copeland for helping me take
my books into seminar form. Songwriters from all over the world will
now be able to experience the magic of hearing hit songwriters speak
live about their creative process and songwriting success.

And last, but certainly not least, to Tad Crawiord, Nicole Potter,
and all the fine folks at Allworth Press. Thanks for helping me share
these inspirational words with songwriters all over the world.






FOREWORD

BY RENEE BELL*

It all begins with a song. To me, this phrase says it all. I'm a song
groupie. Years ago, when I was working for MCA Records in Atlanta,
I remember sitting in my car playing Emory Gordy, Jr. a song off one
ol my favorite records for him to consider for Nicolette Larson, whom
he was producing at the time. I'd never heard of AR, but Emory
said, “You need to meet Tony Brown,” who was the head of A&GR at
that time for MCA. He said, “We need to get you to Nashville to work
in AGR.” I always loved country music. It always felt like it was such
a part of me, but I really never knew why until I moved to Nashville
to work for Tony Brown in A&R; it was the songs.

My first several years in Nashville T worked 24/7. 1 lived at the
Bluebird Cafe. I couldn’t get enough of the songwriters and songs.
I think the time I spent at the Bluebird made me a better A&R person.
There is nothing like hearing a song in its rawest form, right after it’s
been written, and totally being blown away by it. I'm in constant awe
of songwriters and how they can write exactly what I am feeling.

Great songs can cause any emotion in a person, just as long as
they cause an emotion. I love funny songs that make me laugh, story
songs that paint an incredible picture, and sad songs that make me
cry. We need them all in our crazy lives.

Songs define moments in our lives, as Hugh Prestwood said in
“The Song Remembers When.” Other songs that have totally
moved me over the last few years, and started artists” careers or
taken them to new levels, are: “Don’t Laugh at Me,” by Allen
Shamblin {The first time I heard it I started bawling—I've never
made it through the song without crying), and “I Can’t Make You
Love Me,” by Mike Reid and Allen Shamblin. Every word was so
perfect; Tia Sillers, “I Hope You Dance”—once again, a perfect song.
Every word killed me; Chuck Cannon’s “I Love The Way You Love
Me”; Craig Wiseman's “The Good Stuff”; and Gretchen Peters’
“Independence Day.” I remember where I was when I heard each
one for the first time.




I am so happy to see so many of my favorite songwriters included
in Susan’s new book and to hear them discussing, with great intima-
cy, the inspiration for these wonderful songs—these songs that define
moments in time for me.

We (record labels) spend a lot of money signing artists and mak-
ing records, but if we don’t have a great song, the chances of us
breaking an act are very slim. An artist is an interpreter of a song, so
once again, “it all begins with a song.” And the song begins in the
heart and soul of the songwriter.

This book offers an amazingly candid, insightful look into the
hearts and souls of some of the most gifted songwriters of our time!

Renee Bell
Senior VP and Head of AGR for RCA Label Group
RCA Label Group, Nashville, TN

* Harlan Howard was one of my dearest friends. Everything that
came out of his mouth was a song. He was so full of knowledge. He
taught me so much about writers and songs. To be able to have called
Harlan my friend is just one more blessing in my life. We miss him so
very much!



INTRODUCTION

You have picked up a book titled The Secrets of Songwrifing. 1 think 1
can make two basic assumptions about you. You are writing songs,
and you would love to hear your songs on the radio.

While conducting workshops and seminars over the last several
years, I have had occasion to talk with hundreds of songwriters. 1
think that, on a very elemental level, all songwriters are the same. We
all love music and words. We all dream about writing a song that is
going reach an audience of millions of people.

For my first book, The Soul of a Writer, 1 interviewed thirty
songwriters. In that group there were writers with number one hits,
and some that were just on the verge of breaking in. There were
singer/songwriters, as well as writers that were far from mainstream
commercial writing. There was one who wrote themes for movies,
some who were pop writers, and several country songwriters. My
goal was to find the similarities in the creative process, for this diverse
group of writers. It was quite a learning experience to see the ways in
which evervone’s process is the same, as well as the ways in which
the process is totally individualistic.

This book, The Secrets of Songwriting, contains interviews with only
thirteen writers. But they are a/l hit songwriters, and you will see
some of the most notable songs of the last several years represented
here. This time, I was trying to find that mysterious ingredient that
takes a songwriter from being good, to being great.

If you will read not only all the lines of text written here, but also
read between the lines, I know you will find that piece of the puzzle.
In addition, you will find validation and inspiration, two qualities that
nurture creative souls. For example, when you sit down to write a
song, do these kinds of thoughts ever cross your mind?

» “That sucks. What do you think, you've got something to say?”

» “I've written the last song that I'm ever going to write in my life.”
» “Well that’s that; you're a has-been.”

* “I don’t know how I ever wrote a song before, I'll never write again.”



* “This is the time that the world is going to find out that I don"t
know how to do this.”

» “This is a piece of crap.”

Would it make you feel better to know that these are quotes from
the writers of such great songs as, “I Love The Way You Love Me,”
“No One Else On Earth,” “I Hope You Dance,” “The Good Stuif,”
“Independence Day,” and “The Song Remembers When?”

Whatever stage of learning you are at in your songwriting—and
we never stop learning—you surely have felt that invisible wall that
separates good songwriters from great songwriters. What is that miss-
ing ingredient or quality that is needed to break through that wall and
plant vour self firmly on the other side? Is it something that vou have
to be born with? Is it something that you can learn? I think it can
happen both ways.

So, assuming you are not someone who has been born with that
magic something, how do you go about learning it? We learn from
people who are successful. We study, observe, and question them and
learn from their mistakes and accomplishments. That is the basic prem-
ise for my two books on songwriting.

I know that when you reach the last page of this book, you will
be in a whole new place with your writing. Enjoy!






l

BRETT BEAVERS

Brett moved from Texas to Nashville in 1991 fo play in a frie af the Opryland
Hotel with long time friend Deryl Dodd. Within the year, he became a part of
Martina McBride's band and foured with her for four years. It was also during
this fime that his songwriting efforts began to pay off. Having started his owwn pub-
lishing company with good friend Alex Torrez, the pair of Texans began getting
Brett's songs recovded with acts such as Tim McGraw, Billy Ray Cyrus, Ricky Van
Shelton, Deryl Dodd, Chris Le Doux, and others.

In 1997, Brett helped put together Lee Ann Womack's first band. He spent the
rest of that year writing songs and touring and the follow year secured a publishing
deal with Sowny/ATV Tree Music Publishing. Some recent cufs include: “Out Go The
Lights” (Lounestar), “The Great Divide” (Tim McGraw), and “A Heart With Your
Nawme On It” (Billy Ray Cyrus). Brooks ¢ Dunwn fook Brett's song "My Heart Is Lost
1o You " to number 5 on the charts in 2002. Lee Anm Womack recorded “Something
Worth Leaving Behind,” which became a Top 20 hit and the basis for a book Brett
wrote for Rutledge Hill Press with co-writer Tom Douglas. Brett is also producing
Capitol Records artist Dierks Bently.
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How did you get into songwriting?

I started when I was lilteen, as soon I could play guitar. I never
made a conscious decision to write; it just seemed like the thing to do.
It was already in there, that creative juice or whatever it was. Having
that musical instrument in your hand is so expressive that, if you're a
creative person anyway, you're just bent to fall that way.

Through my teenage years I just, basically, wrote what was per-
sonal to me. When I was picking with my brothers on the back porch,
we wrote bluegrass. When I was sick in love, I wrote sappy love songs
to a girlfriend. When I was thinking about God, I wrote something
spiritual. It was just an extension. I did that all through high school.

When I got to college, I played in a contemporary Christian band
and a couple of country bands. I also wrote songs for them. The week
after T graduated college, T answered an ad at a music store, and got in
a country band. Of course, it wasn't long before I was showing the
ouys the songs I'd written.

That went on for about four years, until I just got really burned
out on the club circuit, four or five nights a week, four or five hours a
night. I was burned out, and I was engaged. My wife got a good job in
another town, so I put my guitars under the bed and we moved.

For a year I tried teaching school, selling fishing tackle, and stuff
that wasn’t musical. But actually, I wrote six or seven songs that year,
so I've always done it. I've never been able to not write.

And then, I got a fateful phone call from a buddy of mine, in the
summer of 1991. Deryl Dodd, who had a record deal here and had
been around Nashville for a while, called and said that he had a
chance to play in a trio, here in Nashville, and he needed a bass player.
That was all it took. We came up and I auditioned, and I called my
principle from here and said, “I know it’s a month before school starts,
but I'm not coming back.” My wife quit her job and we had a big
garage sale. A U-Haul trip later we were here.

So, the first nine months I was here, I was playing the Opryland
Hotel several nights a week, working a day job at a video store, and
writing whenever I could. I'll never forget that first fall we were here.
I picked up a book on how to be a Nashville songwriter. One of the
things it said was, “Look at the charts, look at the publishers on the
charts, call them up, see if they’ll take a meeting.” So, I did that. I
popped open a Billboard magazine, and wrote down twenty or thirty
of the biggest-name publishers from the singles charts. I called every
one of them, and maybe six of them took a meeting with me.
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They all passed on the songs, so I got my first little taste of
disappointment and rejection then. Looking back, that was just a
sampling of the many vears of disappointment and rejection to
come. Fortunately, I got that in small doses right up front. But, as
always, I kept on writing.

Within a vear I had an audition with Martina McBride. I joined her
band when she was first getting started, and we went on the road that
summer of 1992, opening for Garth Brooks. So, within a year of me
moving to town from the school-teaching job, I was opening for Garth.
It was surreal. But it was nice, because the father-in-law, and the
parents, and everybody who told me I was crazy, all of a sudden now,
wanted free tickets. So, it was sweet.

I continued to write, on the bus, in the hotel room, in parking
lots. I'd take a lawn chair and sit up by the creek. It's very difficult to
write on the road. I'd wait till everybody left and went to the hotel
rooms, and I'd go back on the bus and sit there late at night and
write. I don’t remember consciously having a game plan or anvthing,
but I am just absolutely in love with my guitar and writing.

Looking back, if I had gotten a publishing deal, and had written in
the decade I had been here, I may have had more big hits up to this
point. But I feel like I've had a pretty good little roll, especially since 1
have been on the road working with platinum acts for nine of the
eleven vears [ have been here. I was never really in town full time
writing, which is extremely important for the competition level here.
I was with Martina for four and a half yvears, and I've been with Lee
Ann Womack, as bandleader, for five years.

I was in a demo session, probably in 1992, when I met a guy
named Alex Torres. I guess I was playing bass on it. We hit it off and
he said, “What do vou do?” I said, “I play with Martina, but I want to
be a songwriter.” And he said, “I play with Tracy Lawrence, but I kind
of want to get into publishing.” We said, “You know, what the heck?
Why don’t we start our own company?”

So, too stupid to know any better, we started our own little com-
pany called Homesick Cowboy Music. Of course, we had no money,
but I wrote them, he helped demo them, and then he pitched them
because he had good contacts; very political, loved rubbing elbows,
that whole deal, you know.

And I was dynamically involved in this community. I was not just
holed up in my apartment writing songs, calling myself a songwriter.
The fact that I now had a guy who was plaving them for people he
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knew, it was like that was the real deal for me. I was pitching my
songs to Martina, who 1 was working with at the time. She gave me
good listens. She actually sang one of my demos. And Paul Worley
heard a couple things early on, so I felt like things were happening. I
think the first cut I got was in 1994 or 1995, maybe after I'd written
fifty or sixty songs.

Somewhere along the way, somebody hooked me up with Philip
Douglas, who had a publishing deal, which was huge to me. I had this
thing I'd been working on, and I brought it in, and we wrote it. The
song ended up being recorded on Billy Ray Cyrus, so, that was neat, a
little income stream. Within the same year, Tim McGraw recorded a
song I'd written by myself, and so that was a 100-percenter. And Alex
and I owned the publishing, so that was pretty nice.

It made a lot of money, for me and for our little company. It gave
me a lot of confidence, because I had written it by myself. And it
opened a lot of doors for me. After that, people would say, “You
know, this guy wrote this song on Tim McGraw’s record by himself, 1
want to write with him.”

I've heard it said that if you come to Nashville and want to become
a writer, it takes five years before anything really positive’s going to
happen, like a hold or a cut, but it’s going to take ten years for you
really to have a foot in. That’s pretty close for me. I may have had a
couple cuts early, but it took five full years for anything to really lock
up. I can look back over a decade and I can see how, after ten, you kind
of figure it out.

There are over a hundred songs that Alex and I had, as partners.
I think we ended up getting eight or nine cuts out of that catalog by
ourselves.

How much of your encouragement comes from within?

The first thing is, I couldn’t #of write, especially in the early years.
I did it purely for the love of it. It wasn't until I got to Nashville that
the business part became a reality for me. Meaning, that there are
perimeters, and games, and lots of things that go on here that will
threaten to seep into that process that you grew up loving.

Secondly, I have a gift of being creative. I don’'t know how gilted 1
am at being a craftsman, but I have a gift to think, and be quiet, and
to ponder. To me that’s a very important part of the creative process.

When any disappointments came, my wife was very supportive.
She came here, left her family, took a job she didn't really like, but


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































