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Steve Wariner

Steve Wariner’s impressive career has earned
him honors including
14 No. 1s, four Grammys, three CMAs, one
ACM and 15 BMI Million-Air awards. He is
a member of the Grand
Ole Opry, the Kentucky
Music Hall of Fame, the
National Thumbpickers
Hall of Fame, the Music
City Walk of Fame, and
one of only five guitar
players in the world to be
dubbed a “Certified Guitar Player” (CGP) by the
late Chet Atkins.

Country radio has been wonderful to me for years.
I’m lucky – I had my records played in the late ‘70s,
the ‘80s, the ‘90s and 2000s. It was always a dream, as a
kid, to hear your record on the radio someday.

it. Bob’s neighbor was Johnny Cash. Suddenly, “1976
Johnny Cash” comes out from the crowd and up
onstage. We played a bunch of his songs and the place
was going crazy.

My dad had a band and played the VFWs and
American Legion Halls. They would practice at
our house. I knew all the songs as well as they did,
because I would sit in on the rehearsals. He made a
few regional records. In my first-ever recording
session, I was in the seventh grade and played
on an album he recorded in Indianapolis. Back
then, my dream was just to be a player.

I played on that record and it was a lottery day for
me. Bob had heard some of my songs and wanted
to record them. We didn’t even have demos, so I
sang them for Johnny Cash in the control room. He

When I was 17, some friends invited me to
sit in with their band on the west side of
Indianapolis at the Nashville Country Club.
Sometimes the club would bring in a national
country act, and this time it was Dottie West.
Dottie heard me sing and offered me a job that
night – she said her bass player was quitting.
I was really a guitar player, but I said, “Yeah,
sure I’ll do it!” My high school let me graduate
early, I hightailed it down to Nashville and
joined Dottie’s band. I grew up pretty quickly. I
lived with Dottie for awhile; I was like another
one of her kids. I’d never been away from
home. I was so homesick. I’d never flown on an
airplane. My first flight was to London. It was
quite an eye-opener.
Dottie was really gracious with her time and
always promoted me. She knew I was going to
be a singer at some point and make records.
She signed me to her publishing company
and taught me a lot about songwriting. Dottie
would come to the office and have me sing
her all the stuff I was working on. She’d coach
me about lyrics: “Why did you say that?” I’d
say, “I don’t know” and she’d say, “Well you
need to know.”
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She also taught me a lot about persever(clockwise from top) with
ance. I saw some ups and downs in her life and
friend/mentor/producer/
watched how she handled them. She was always
fellow “Certified Guitar
reinventing herself. I learned how to treat my
Player” Chet Atkins, Dottie
band members, how to work with a band leadWest and Bob Luman.
er and run rehearsals through watching her.
I didn’t know it at the time, but these lessons
approved every one of them. Those were my first four
would come in handy later on. And Dottie introduced
cuts as a songwriter. The guitarist on that session, Paul
me to Chet Atkins.
Yandell, said if I got a tape together, he’d get my songs
to Chet Atkins.
Being a sideman for Bob Luman was incredible, too.
I’ll never forget, one night we were playing at a club
Chet was a good friend to me. I could call him
in downtown Nashville. Bob had been very sick, but
about anything, particularly about business stuff.
while we were onstage he told me he was making a
“The label’s wanting to do this, Chet – what should
comeback record and his neighbor would produce
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I do?” And he’d tell me. There was nothing I could
throw at him that he didn’t already know about. On
the road he was like a big brother, almost a father
figure. He always looked out for me. In the studio he
treated musicians with respect. I didn’t even realize
it until later, how big of an icon he was. Not only
as a musician, as the head of RCA and as a record
producer. But he wanted to be one of the guys.
He never forgot where he came from over in East
Tennessee. We’d be on the street walking to a
restaurant and the average Joe would say, “Oh
my gosh Chet Atkins, how are you sir?” And he
would stand and talk to them like they were
best friends.
There were so many people in Country radio
who helped me and went above and beyond
when they didn’t have to. Charlie Morgan was
always a dear friend and very kind. Whenever
I’d land in Bakersfield, I’d call Buck Owens and
he’d bring me out to his station and play my
records while we hung out. It was heaven.
It took me a while to get comfortable visiting
radio stations, though. I remember trying so
hard to impress the PDs and MDs, especially
in the early days when I just had one hit out.
I finally realized, “Hey, I just do what I do,
and hopefully they like it.” And I had some
wonderful promotion people who took me
under their wing.
For a while I was called the Susan Lucci of
country music, because I went a long time and
couldn’t win any awards. I was there, I kept
being nominated ... but never did win. So when
we finally did get lucky and start winning some
things, the ones that meant the most to me
were the Song and Single of the Year awards for
“Holes In The Floor Of Heaven.” My wife Caryn
was running my publishing company, so she
got an award, too, for being the publisher. That
really made me happy.
I wish my parents were going to be at the
Country Radio Hall of Fame ceremony. My
dad passed away last July. It was a dream of his
to do what I’m doing. He was with me when I
was inducted into the Grand Ole Opry, and he did get
to see a lot of cool things, but this honor would have
been another good one for my parents to see.
I’m a lucky man. I’m grateful and I wouldn’t trade
anything for the path I’ve been down with Country
radio. It’s something I don’t take lightly and I’m
very appreciative.
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