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COUNTRY’S BIG BANG

30 Years of Myths, Theories and Revelations

T

he Big Bang Theory – the scientific term, not the hit television show –
centers on a period of time during which a rapid expansion of stars
created the universe as it is known today. Last year, Ken Burns traced
the larger history of country music back to its roots in his Country Music
docuseries for PBS, but most artists, radio and industry professionals in 2020
could better trace the underpinnings of their current careers to a set of stars
that came into view in 1989. Known collectively as “The Class of ‘89,” this
group of artists has been tracked, interviewed, cataloged and chronicled for
more than 30 years, but what may not be as evident to the casual observer
is how their careers influenced and were influenced by forces around them.
Together, The Class of ‘89 and the rapid expansion of country music created
the universe in which today’s artists and industry professionals orbit.
But, how do you define The Class of ‘89? In
keeping with a scientific baseline, The Class of
‘89 will heretofore be known as the seven artists
who charted their first Top 15 single in 1989, as
cited by R&R in December of that same year: Clint
Black, Suzy Bogguss, Garth Brooks, Mary Chapin
Carpenter, Lionel Cartwright, Lorrie Morgan
and Travis Tritt. While numerous listings and
publications have included Alan Jackson in this
class, for purely scientific reasons, he is not included
herein, as he did not crack the Top 15 until his
second single dropped in 1990 – despite being the
flagship artist signed upon Arista Nashville’s launch
in 1989. But, more on that later.
Picture it: Nashville, 1988. Just two years earlier,
Randy Travis had burst onto the scene, opening
the door for a more traditional sound amid
the pop-leaning tendencies of the then-current
country landscape. The Judds, George Strait, Reba
McEntire, Ricky Van Shelton and Keith Whitley were
experiencing success on the charts, but so too were
Anne Murray, Ronnie Milsap, Eddie Rabbitt, Crystal
Gayle, Don Williams, Rosanne Cash and Restless
Heart. “The sound at the time was pretty soft,”
explains KVET/Austin APD/on-air personality Bob
Pickett. “There wasn’t really a definable sound outside
of what Randy [Travis] brought to the table. The
majority of stations didn’t have a lot of personality,
because we weren’t really sure what the personality of
the format was at that time.” In a few years’ time, all
that would change.

Put Yourself In My Shoes

“It was January, and we thought we knew what
we were to taking to radio. I was out on radio tour

meeting people and playing ‘Straight From The
Factory,’ which is what [then-RCA label head] Joe
[Galante] wanted to go with as our first single out
of the gate,” explains Black. “I was sitting in [thenKZLA/Los Angeles PD] Bob Guerra’s office playing
him the music, and he thought it was pretty good.
I loved ‘Straight From The Factory,’ but I did have

I Feel Lucky: Mary Chapin Carpenter (l) and Suzy
Bogguss prepare for their role as presenters
during the CMA Awards in the early ‘90s.
concerns that the Western Swing feel wouldn’t play
everywhere, and I could see that might be the case as
I was talking to Bob. At that point, I figured I might as
well take a risk, and I pulled out ‘A Better Man’ and
played it for him. Bob looked at me and said, ‘That’s
different, that’s good and I’d play that out of the box.’

I walked out of there and called Joe and told him we
had to change the single. I guess that’s where it all
started.” And start, it did. The next month, RCA took
“A Better Man” to Country radio with early support
from 23 reporting stations; on May 19, “A Better Man”
became Black’s first No. 1. “From there, we just had
our head down running full steam ahead,” says Black.
In 1989, RCA had been the label of the decade, and
Black wasn’t the only act making waves for the imprint.
Morgan, who had previously released six singles with
modest success, also released a single in February of
that year. “Dear Me” became Morgan’s highest-charting
single to-date when it reached No. 10 in July. The success
came on the heels of personal tragedy, however, as her
husband – and labelmate – Keith Whitley died May 9 at
the age of 34. “It was a year of both highs and incredible
lows for me, and of course, the personal things
overlapped with the professional,” remembers Morgan.
“Keith changed everything – certainly for country music,
but on a deeper level, for my children and me. Losing
him was an earthquake in my life.” That earthquake
caused waves that washed over the country community
as a whole. “Thinking about the ‘what ifs’ could go on
for years,” says Galante. The loss of his voice opened a
gaping hole that no one could fill, but it allowed many
the opportunities to try. Realizing the impact Keith
made in such a short time with the power of his voice
gave hope to these young artists, like Clint, who came in
on his heels and helped push everything forward.”
Just one day prior to Whitley’s untimely passing, a
press conference was held announcing the launch of
Arista Nashville with industry vet Tim DuBois serving
as VP/GM. Two months later, DuBois unveiled the
label’s first five signees, anchored by their own “hat
act,” Jackson, and including Asleep at the Wheel, Lee
Roy Parnell, Pam Tillis and Michelle Wright. Jackson’s
first single, “Blue Blooded Woman,” failed to make the
desired initial impact at Country radio. “I write and
sing about things that are just a part of life, whether
it’s hurtin’ songs, cheatin’ songs, drinkin’ songs, lovin’
songs – to me, those things are all part of country
music,” says Jackson. “I never thought I’d have a career
that lasts more than five years. I couldn’t really see
much further than that. When I came here, I wanted to
carry on the tradition of real, hard-core country music,
and I knew even when things started happening that I
wanted to stay that way.” With his second effort, 1990’s
“Here In The Real World,” Jackson would find his way
into regular rotation on Country airwaves and solidify
his place there for many years to come.
While RCA built out its roster, Capitol sought the
opportunity to raise the profile of its artists. Black was
off to a running start – on his way to becoming the first

PAGE 3 • FEBRUARY 2020

artist to hit No. 1 with each of his first five singles –
while Brooks was slower to the line. His debut offering,
“Much Too Young (To Feel This Damn Old)” earned
a modest start with nine reporting stations coming to
the table upon its March 6 release; the single would
eventually peak at No. 10 in July. “If I recall correctly –
and I do, because I kept the evidence – Garth was just a
nice guy in the hallway at CRS in 1989,” says CRB Exec.
Dir. RJ Curtis, who was serving as KNIX/Phoenix PD
in 1989. “‘Much Too Young’ was just getting set up, and
he hadn’t been around on a complete radio tour yet,
so Garth ... not his team, but Garth himself ... stood in
the hallways at Opryland Hotel and handed out these
pin-back buttons to everyone who would stop and give
him the time of day. I wish I knew how many people
stopped and took those buttons. I took two. I also wish I
knew how many folks didn’t.”
By June, MCA’s Lionel Cartwright was releasing
his third single to radio. “Give Me His Last Chance”
ended its run in September, hitting No. 3 and adding
Cartwright to the list of artists cracking the Top 15.
“To be among those artists didn’t register then,” says
Cartwright. “We were all living and working in the
same stratosphere, but we didn’t see each other often.
Everyone was on his or her own individual path, and
everyone was working hard. Success came in different
measures at different times for everyone, but to be
able to look back at those years and know that I was
part of one of the biggest booms in the history of
country music is surreal.”
It was August before Warner Bros. unleashed
their contribution in the form of a gritty, soulful,
mullet-sporting Travis Tritt. Unlike Black and Brooks,
Tritt was unwilling to be labeled a “hat act,” and the
combination of his unique vocal delivery and workingclass lyrics sent his first single, “Country Club,” into
the Top 15 before Thanksgiving. Carpenter, who
released “Never Had It So Good” on Columbia as
her sixth single in June, also peaked the same week,
cracking the Top 10 for the first time in her career.
“What made this group of artists unique was that they

honestly occupied completely different lanes,” says
then-WSIX/Nashville morning personality Gerry
House. “I sincerely mean it when I say that each
of these guys and gals brought their own take to
the music, had their own personalities and offered
something different than everything else we had
going at the time. With Travis, you knew that you were
going to get a little bit of attitude, a little bit of that
Southern Rock lean mixed with some blues and it was
going to be country. With Mary Chapin [Carpenter],
you knew she was smarter than you – you just knew
that. Her lyrics were smart, and her delivery was smart

Straight From The Factory: Clint Black (r) visits
KVET/Austin’s Bob Pickett.
and her brand was something like that of the girl next
door who was probably also the school valedictorian.”
Brooks’ labelmate, Bogguss, had been with Capitol
for a couple of years at that point, but her first five
singles had failed to make a significant impact on the
charts. “Radio tour seemed like it went on for years,”
says Bogguss. “The label never gave up on me, and
neither did radio. I’m not sure artists now get that
many chances, but I’m thankful I did.” When her sixth
single, “Cross My Broken Heart,” was released in June,
it garnered enough traction to crack the Top 15 when
it peaked in September. Her greatest successes were yet
to come, though. “When my contemporaries started
experiencing success, it felt like everything shifted at

The Power Gold Power Shift
From 1990 to 1992, seismic shifts in music affected multiple facets of programming,
including the Power Gold category, which saw only four songs – and five total
artists – making both the ‘90 and ‘92 lists, bringing the total artist attrition rate to
approximately 77%. Clint Black logged five songs in the 1992 Power Gold list with Garth
Brooks at four and fellow Class of ‘89 alum Lorrie Morgan with one; Alan Jackson,
technically a Class of ‘90 member though signed in ‘89, held on to two spots allowing
those four artists to comprise 40% of the 1992 Power Gold list.

1990:

Randy Travis – “Forever And Ever, Amen”
Dan Seals – “Bop”
The Judds – “Why Not Me”
The Judds – “Grandpa
(Tell Me ʻBout The Good Old Days)”
Kathy Mattea –
“Eighteen Wheels And A Dozen Roses”
Kenny Rogers & Dolly Parton –
“Islands In The Stream”
The Forester Sisters –
“I Fell In Love Again Last Night”
Alabama – “Lady Down On Love”
Roseanne Cash – “Seven Year Ache”
Alabama – “Mountain Music”
The Judds – “Mama Heʼs Crazy”
Eddie Rabbitt – “Drivinʼ My Life Away”
Alabama – “When We Make Love”
Ronnie Milsap – “Lost In The Fifties”
Ronnie Milsap – “Any Day Now”
Ronnie Milsap –
“I Wouldnʼt Have Missed It For The World”
Restless Heart – “Why Does It Have To Be
(Wrong Or Right)”
Anne Murray – “Could I Have This Dance”
Alabama – “If Youʼre Gonna Play In Texas”
Randy Travis – “On The Other Hand”
Don Williams – “I Believe In You”
Randy Travis – “Deeper Than The Holler”
Highway 101 – “The Bed You Made For Me”
Eddie Rabbitt & Crystal Gayle – “You And I”
Juice Newton – “The Sweetest Thing”
Alabama – “Tennessee River”
Mel McDaniel – “Louisiana Saturday Night”
The Gatlin Brothers –
“All The Gold In California”
Willie Nelson – “Always On My Mind”
Holly Dunn – “Daddyʼs Hands”
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1992:

Garth Brooks – “Friends In Low Places”
Clint Black – “Killinʼ Time”
Clint Black – “A Better Man”
Garth Brooks – “The Dance”
Randy Travis – “Forever And Ever, Amen”
The Judds – “Why Not Me”
Garth Brooks – “If Tomorrow Never Comes”
Alan Jackson – “Chasinʼ That Neon Rainbow”
Vince Gill – “When I Call Your Name”
Garth Brooks – “Unanswered Prayers”
George Strait –
“Iʼve Come To Expect It From You”
Dan Seals – “Bop”
Shenandoah –
“The Church On Cumberland Road”
George Strait – “ Love Without End, Amen”
Clint Black – “Nobodyʼs Home”
Kathy Mattea –
“Eighteen Wheels And A Dozen Roses”
Randy Travis – “Deeper Than The Holler”
Paul Overstreet – “Daddyʼs Come Around”
Clint Black – “Loving Blind”
Shenandoah – “Next To You, Next To Me”
Lorrie Morgan – “Five Minutes”
K.T. Oslin – “Come Next Monday”
Oak Ridge Boys – “No Matter How High”
Alan Jackson – “Iʼd Love You All Over Again”
Paul Overstreet – “Seeinʼ My Father In Me”
Mark Chesnutt – “Brother Jukebox”
Shenandoah – “Two Dozen Roses”
Clint Black – “Walkinʼ Away”
Alabama – “Song Of The South”
The Judds – “I Know Where Iʼm Going”

radio. There were more slots for airplay, and everything
was moving quicker. By the time I released Aces in 1991,
I felt like I had a strong base of support at radio and
the complete backing of my label.”

The Dance

More slots for airplay? Everything moving quicker?
Maybe. But, not at first. “We weren’t moving quickly
on music,” notes Pickett. “Everything was still heavily
gold-based, and I don’t know that anyone was anxious
to give up playing Merle Haggard and Earl Thomas
Conley in favor of these young guys coming in, but
there came a point when the music was undeniable.”
What also became undeniable was the younger
audience being drawn to the music and the format as
a whole. Country radio benefitted from the identity
crisis happening within other formats between 1989
and 1994, namely the rise of the Rap/Hip-Hop
influence in CHR/Top 40 music and the transition
from the “hair metal” and “glam rock” bands gracing
Rock radio to the influx of “grunge” coming out of
the Pacific Northwest. “My all-time favorite band is
Def Leppard, and I love my hair bands of the ‘80s,
so when Nirvana and Pearl Jam came on the scene,
I felt displaced on Rock radio,” says Silverfish Media
Dir./Programming Jessica “Carsen” Humphreville.
“Then, in 1990, I saw this guy swinging from ropes
and lighting shit on fire, and they told me that was
country music. I was sold, and I’ve never looked back.
The Class of ‘89, and Garth in particular, brought me
to this format, and everything that followed has kept
me here.”
What followed was an expansion that shifted
perspectives for many in the industry. “Country music
found its identity, and it was up to Country radio to catch
up,” bemuses Curtis. “That’s when you started to hear
more talk of switching up playlists and imaging, and
suddenly it wasn’t so uncommon to hear a jock do more
than just intro or back-sell a song. Personality started
to take hold.” House agrees. “I remember when I left
Nashville and went to L.A. to do radio in the mid-’80s.
At the time, doing Country radio in Los Angeles was like
being a jock on a Classical station in Nashville – nobody
cared. ‘What’s with the jokes and the characters?’ was
not an unusual question for me to answer. Once the
‘90s hit, though, what I was doing didn’t seem so crazy.
I mean, I still seemed crazy – it’s me – but what I was
doing, and what I had been doing for years, made sense
and fit with the direction everything else was going.”
By CRS 1990, The Class of ‘89 was armed with radio
hits and album sales. Five of the seven were named
to that year’s CRS New Faces of Country Music Show –
Black and Brooks being the exceptions. “There was a
feeling of absolute camaraderie that night backstage,”
says Bogguss. “My dog had died earlier that day, and
I wasn’t particularly feeling up to performing, but
I knew that it was important, and it was an honor
to be named to the New Faces Show. When I arrived,
everyone backstage was so supportive, and while
we were all nervous, we also all felt such a sense of
pride in what we had already accomplished and a
confidence in what we were doing.” While Brooks
was not named to the year’s New Faces lineup, and
Jackson did not qualify, they performed during the
same CRS luncheon, where Jackson kicked off the
show with “Here In The Real World” and Brooks
went next with the debut of the soon-to-be-smash,
“Friends In Low Places.” Curtis notes, “I’d like to take
a moment and remind the world that someone had
to follow that performance. And, unfortunately, that
someone was a group named Billy Hill, who were
making their way up the charts at the time with a
song called, ‘Too Much Month At The End Of The
Money.’ I’d also like to point out that Billy Hill was
never heard from again.” That last part is mostly
untrue, as some of you may be familiar with former
Billy Hill members Bob DiPiero, Dennis Robbins
and John Scott Sherrill, all of whom went on to great
songwriting success collaboratively and individually.
The slow burn had begun, but Galante explains
it wasn’t a white-hot flame just yet. “When I left
Nashville and went to work in New York, no one
was paying any attention to what had been going on
in our city and our format,” he says. “In Nashville,
we knew we were selling records. We knew we were
having an impact, and we knew the music was
connecting. My sales staff was working in overdrive,
and units were moving. The sales charts didn’t always
reflect what we knew we were doing, though.” The
reason was equal parts simple and complex. Until
1991, sales charts were culled from reports given by
retail stores, often over the phone. Billboard Top 200
and Country Albums charts were tabulated by asking
whichever Chad or Jennifer answering the phone at
the local Camelot retail location how many albums
the store sold that week and of which artists. In a
pre-computerized era, human error and bias ruled,
and exact sales totals were often difficult to verify.
Enter, our Lord and savior, Soundscan. May 25, 1991,
the Billboard 200 and Country album charts officially
switch from retail, one-stop and rack sales reports to
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“Somehow he makes 70,000
people feel like they’re sitting
in the front row.”
Steve Geofferies, KNIX Phoenix

“Garth’s record-setting Eugene
show helped drive the Bull to
our biggest ratings of the year.”
MoJoe Roberts, KUPL Portland

“Wanna see an increase in meter
activity? Play 3 hours straight of
Garth songs after a concert.”
JoJo Turnbeaugh, KWBL Denver
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“The DIVE BAR tour created a
level of excitement for our station
that we’d never seen before.”
Steve Stewart, WWKA Orlando

“You can ask any of our
listeners, no one moves the
needle like Garth Brooks does.”
Brent Michaels, KUZZ Bakersfield

“We had the highest number
of new app downloads in the
station’s history!”
Nancy Wilson, WHKO Dayton

February 1989:
RCA releases Clint
Black’s “A Better Man”
and Lorrie Morgan’s
“Dear Me,” which go
on to hit No. 1 and No.
10, respectively

March 1-4, 1989:
CRS 1989 draws
an attendance
of approximately
1,100; Capitol’s
Garth Brooks greets
attendees in the
hallways of Opryland
Hotel while passing
out pin-back buttons
announcing his
upcoming debut
single; Alabama’s
Randy Owen
addresses the crowd
at CRS championing
St. Jude Children’s

Research Hospital,
and the Country Cares
initiative launches
soon thereafter
March 6, 1989:
Capitol releases
Garth Brooks’ debut
single, “Much Too
Young (To Feel This
Damn Old),” which
later peaks at No. 10
May 8, 1989:
Arista Nashville
launches with a
press conference
announcing VP/GM
Tim DuBois
May 9, 1989: RCA’s
Keith Whitley passes
away at age 34 after
releasing two albums
and a dozen singles

June 1989:
Capitol releases

KILLIN’ TIMELINE
“Friends In Low
Places” to attendees;
and Billy Hill, who
followed Brooks with
a song called “Too
Much Month at the
End of the Money”

Suzy Bogguss’
sixth career single,
“Cross My Broken
Heart,” which is her
first to crack the Top
15. MCA launches
career single, “Never
Had It So Good,”
which tops out at
No. 8

Lionel Cartwright’s
third career single,
“Give Me His Last
Chance,” which
ends its run at No. 3
August 1989:
Warner Bros.
releases Travis Tritt’s
first single, “Country
Club,” which goes on
to peak at No. 13
September 1989:
Columbia releases
Mary Chapin
Carpenter’s sixth

March 3, 1990: The
CRS New Faces

October 1989:
Alan Jackson’s
first single, “Blue
Blooded Woman,”
goes for adds; it
would peak at No.
44 on Dec. 2, 1989
Feb. 28-March 3,
1990: CRS 1990
draws approximately
1,400 attendees with
a theme “Road Map
for the 90s.” A special
luncheon features
Alan Jackson, who
played “Here In The
Real World;” Garth
Brooks, who debuted

of Country Music
Show features
Daniele Alexander,
Suzy Bogguss,
Jann Browne, Mary
Chapin Carpenter,
Lionel Cartwright,
The Kentucky
Headhunters, The
Lonesome Strangers,
Lorrie Morgan, Travis
Tritt and Wild Rose

August 31, 1990:
Clint Black becomes
the first artist to have
his first five singles
all hit No. 1 when
“Nothing’s News”
hits the top
May 25, 1991:
The Billboard 200
and Country album
charts officially
switch from retail,
one-stop and rack
sales reports to
Soundscan point-ofsale data
September 28,
1991: Garth Brooks’
third studio album,
Ropin’ The Wind,
debuts at No. 1 on
both the Country and
Top 200 album charts

becoming the first
country artist to do so
January 27, 1992:
KYNG/Dallas flips
to Country from AC
KRSR becoming
the first-ever
“Young Country”
branded station

January
1992-December
1993: Stations
nationwide begin
flipping formats,
bringing on a wave
of “Young Country,”
“New Country,”
“Wild Country” and
other monikers with
a handful of markets
– including Boston,
Kansas City,
Minneapolis and
Pittsburgh – seeing
two stations flip to
Country.

Source: R&R archives via AmericanRadioHistory.com

point-of-sale data, which fairly and accurately reported
exact sales figures nationwide.
“The results were shockingly positive in favor of
country artists,” says KILT/Houston PD Chris Huff,
who began his radio career at KPLX/Dallas in 1991.
“On the last sample-based chart May 18, 1991, Garth’s
‘No Fences’ was No. 16 with a bullet, hot off five wins at
the recent ACM Awards. On the first Soundscan-based
chart the following week, it moved to No. 4 while his
debut self-titled album moved from No. 40 to No. 22.
Likewise, Clint’s second, and then-current, album, ‘Put
Yourself In My Shoes,’ jumped from No. 50 to No. 38.”
The advent of Soundscan and the growing starpower of The Class of ‘89 were combining to create
waves large enough to wash over the globe. “Album
sales were good at that time, more country artists
were playing arena shows, sponsors became a gamechanger and radio was playing both traditionalists and
newcomers while several country acts had crossover
hits,” explains Morgan. “Dolly [Parton] brought even
more attention to country by brilliantly expanding
into television and movies. Country was just huge.”
Riding the wave created by The Class of ‘89 and the
addition of Jackson, artists including Brooks & Dunn,
Trisha Yearwood, Shenandoah, Joe Diffie and Pam
Tillis were breaking through. “I can’t honestly say the
country boom of the ‘90s wouldn’t have happened
without The Class of ‘89, but I can say with some
degree of confidence that it wouldn’t have made radio
move as quickly without the push from those core
artists,” says Curtis. “By the time I went back to KZLA
for my second stint as PD, the industry was buzzing
with the fact that we had some changes to make.”
In a classic case of metrics proving the music, album
sales and ticket sales continued to skyrocket for country
artists as Country radio tried to figure out what to make
of it all. In 1991, the number of artists earning their
first Top 15 rose to an all-time high of 19, and each
member of The Class of ‘89 produced a Top 15 hit in
1991 and 1992. Only Bogguss missed Top 15 in 1990.
Simultaneously, a cultural shift began, as line dancing
caught fire, televised concert specials began popping
up and country artists continued to make guest
appearances on television and in movies. Fan clubs and
merchandise sales reached a fever pitch. “Nashville had
always been an interesting destination, and Opryland
theme park was still considered a family attraction
for summer vacations,” notes House. “But, suddenly,
tourists were coming to town to learn to line dance and
try to get on television at the Wild Horse. At one time
or another, I think every artist had their own gift shop
or mini-museum in town. The Nashville Network was
on cable television, and we were all the rage.” It was
time for radio to capitalize on the expanded audience,
national exposure and global marketplace country
artists were creating.

Country Club

January 27, 1992, AC KRSR/Dallas flipped to
Country as KYNG and launched the first “Young
Country” branded station. “It was about attitude,
delivery and image,” says Huff. “Dallas went from
having three CHR stations in 1988 to having three
Country stations in 1992. Once the ‘Young Country’
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stations started sweeping the nation, the old-line
Country stations couldn’t drop the old stuff fast
enough. It was like whiplash; you didn’t want to be
caught playing some old George Jones record when the
station across the street was playing Clint, Garth, Reba
or Brooks & Dunn.”
From 1992 through 1994, the surge of stations
flipping into the format and rebranding continued,
with WYCD/Detroit, KYCY/San Francisco and
KYCW/Seattle leading the “Young Country” troop.
A handful of markets, including Boston, Kansas
City, Minneapolis and Pittsburgh saw two stations
flip to Country, including notable moves by KNCI/
Sacramento; KKCJ/Kansas City; WBCT/Grand
Rapids, MI; KATM/Modesto, CA; KKBQ/Houston;
WCFB/Orlando; KJJO/Minneapolis and WYGY/
Cincinnati in 1992 alone.
“Once the ‘Young Country’ brand took off, it was
a tidal wave,” says Pickett. “More jock chatter, more
personality, edgier imaging and attitude.” But, it wasn’t
just the delivery that was changing. With the addition of
“Young Country,” “New Country” and “Wild Country”
stations came a push to flip the amount of gold titles
being held in libraries. “At KPLX in 1992, we had a
gold catalog of around 800 titles,” notes Huff. “By
1994, we were current-based with 60 or 70 currents in
the library, and we were only playing one or two gold
titles per hour.” As that programming philosophy took
hold the seismic shifts were evident in R&R’s year-end

I’m Gonna Be Somebody: Travis Tritt (l) and
KPLX/Dallas’ Chris Huff backstage before a show.
Power Gold reporting. From 1990 to 1992, the move
to embrace newer artists and their music led to only
four songs – and five total artists – making both the
1990 and 1992 lists, bringing the total artist attrition
rate to approximately 77% (see sidebar). “The biggest
difference wasn’t just that there was an exciting bunch
of new artists, but that they practically wiped the
format’s slate clean in a matter of a few short years,”
Huff states.
A new golden age was written upon those newly
cleaned slates, and throughout much of the ‘90s,
country music and Country radio continued to
experience quantifiable growth. “Ultimately, it does
come down to the music – it all starts with a song,”
Morgan declares. “Good music lasts. Things are
always changing, but it’s gratifying to have been part
of that window of time when our music was so wide
and deep.” Beyond the music, The Class of ‘89 have
created lasting brands, long before doing so was a
requirement for music industry success. “I don’t think
we thought about it at the time – in fact, I’m certain
we didn’t – but creating a brand was real,” says House.

“Before the internet and social media and everyone
sticking their phone in their face all day, you had to
know who an artist was when you heard them. Maybe it
was something in their voice, or a style of production or
something in the way they wrote or delivered a lyric. But,
you had to know, and you had to connect to them. This
group did that, on their own terms, and you can tell still.”
The Class of ‘89 is still making music and touring
on various scales. Brooks now holds the record for
best-selling solo artist of all time and continues to
pack arenas and stadiums, while Black only recently
surrendered his singles throne to Luke Combs,
who has taken his first seven singles to No. 1. Black
also spent 2019 on the road celebrating the 30th
anniversary of his debut album while releasing new
music incorporating some of today’s hitmakers on
a song entitled “This Old House” – an ode to The
Grand Ole Opry House. “It feels like nothing short of
remarkable, all that I’ve accomplished, everything I’ve
seen and done in 30 years,” says Black. “I didn’t always
feel like a member of the community back then, but
looking at the legacy now – wow! There’s no doubt
what we did out there changed things.”
Morgan is still making new music and often tours
with Tillis. Bogguss has also remained close to fellow
female artists from the era. “It’s not uncommon
for me to get together with Terri Clark, Matraca
Berg, Kathy Mattea and some of the other girls to
have lunch or to sit around and pick,” she explains.
“There’s a sorority of sorts among us all, and I hope
there always will be. I hope that other artists coming
up right now have that same sense of community
with their peers; it’s irreplaceable and invaluable.”
Cartwright went on to compose themes for television
series, has launched a podcast and became a worship
pastor at a Nashville-area church. Carpenter tours
regularly as well, uniting with folk artist Shawn
Colvin this coming summer for a national tour. Tritt
also continues to draw crowds and has embraced the
resurgence of ‘90s country and the accompanying
nostalgia by joining Dierks Bentley’s Hot Country
Knights for a single at radio now, “Pick Her Up.”
The renewed interest in ‘90s country music has
reflected in ratings for stations now considered Classic
Country. Additionally, the influence on current
artists, including the aforementioned Combs, has
not gone unnoticed by both programmers and the
artists themselves. “It was last year at the Country
Cares For St. Jude Seminar when Michael Ray came up
to me and told me how much he appreciated my
music,” recalls Black. “Seeing younger artists embrace
the work we did and cite it as an influence or an
inspiration has been eye-opening.” Today’s arena
headliners frequently take the stage donning vintage
tees emblazoned with the faces of those in The Class
of ‘89, and college students who weren’t born when
the songs charted still raise a red solo cup to tunes
from the era. A quick check of Country radio playlists
shows many titles made famous by The Class of ‘89
are still testing in gold libraries. Programmers, radio
personalities and industry executives enjoying career
longevity and continued success today often draw
straight lines to The Class of ‘89, and the genre as a
whole would be hard-pressed to find a portion of itself
that doesn’t directly link back to that era and all it
has affected in the past 30 years. And to think, it all
started with a big bang.
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