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I listened to everything on the radio growing up. There 
wasn’t FM yet (laughs), but it was really fun because it 
was personality driven. You could call up and request 
songs – it had such a great local feel to it. There were 
two stations in Oklahoma City: KOMA and WKY, and 
they were big. You could hear them all over the state. 
I guess I don’t remember thinking about it in terms of 
kinds of music back then, I just listened to whatever was 
on the radio and, if it was music, I liked it. I was just a 
sponge who loved anything, whether it was country, the 
Beatles or what have you.

For as long as I can remember, I wanted to play music. 
The first time I can remember carrying my guitar 
to play in front of people was second or third grade. 
They gathered the kids in the auditorium and I think 
I played “House of the Rising Sun.” I’m singing songs 
about houses of ill repute in grade school. That would 
explain a lot about me (laughs). Back in those days, 
nobody said anything. But if you tried to do that now, 
I’m sure they’d put a hurtin’ on you. 

I never remember not playing music. I always loved play-
ing an instrument; that came really early on. It wasn’t like 
I was 15 and trying to get girls to like me. That happened, 
too, but I already had a lot of years practicing. I played in 
garage bands in junior high school and few bands in high 
school and played some school functions. We started play-
ing the beer joints, festivals and things like that, and by the 
time I was in high school I was already out playing gigs.

I remember making a record with a band I was in called 
Mountain Smoke. I was about 16 or 17 and they used to 
play it on the radio. I couldn’t believe it when I heard my-
self singing on the radio for the first time. I was right there 
on I-40 near downtown Oklahoma City – I could drive you 
to the spot. I can’t even describe that feeling other than I 
was just awestruck, and I had a CB radio in my pickup and 
I got on there and said, “Hey! Anybody that’s listening, 
turn on the radio station, they’re playing our song!” It 
became somewhat of a regional hit in that area. 

I just remember what an impact that had for me, 
the hope it gave me just knowing I made a record and 
somebody played it. I am so grateful for that. I don’t 
know that it could happen like that today. I don’t 
think radio is quite so local and regional anymore. We 
had a regional hit and it was just an inspiration to go, 
“Hey, maybe I can do this.” 

The feeling you get the first time you hear your song 
on the radio never stops. Even today, it’s the neatest 

feeling. You can be as jaded as you want and pre-
tend, but trust me, everybody is jazzed every time it 
happens. I know I am. Sometimes I’ll get my feelings 
hurt, like if one of the satellite stations is only play-
ing Christmas music, and I’ll go, “Well, they haven’t 
played one of mine in a long time (laughs).”

I’ve had so many periods of my life that wound up 
getting some attention on radio. My first record I 
ever made as a 17-year-old kid was a regional popular 
song, so I was spoiled right off the bat. Then I started 

playing in some of the bluegrass bands and any time 
you got any kind of airplay it would be a bluegrass-
driven show or a college radio station that might play 
some bluegrass. And then Pure Prairie League in my 
youth in the late ‘70s had a few hits that got a lot of 
radio play. Then I started my solo career and didn’t 
get any for a while, and then I got a lot for a while, 
then I don’t get any anymore. Whatever it is, it’s okay. 

I got good advice a long time ago to be gracious on the 
way up and gracious on the way down. That’ll serve you 
well no matter what you do or what kind of business 
you’re in. I’ve always tried to be really welcoming of 
young artists, and it might be fun to look back and see 
how many artists’ first records I’ve played or sang on. It’s 
pretty neat to look back and see I sang on Patty Loveless’, 
Trisha Yearwood’s and other artists’ first records. And 
I’m flattered that I still get asked. I just worked on this kid 
Charlie Worsham’s record and he’s off-the-hook talented. 

Whether they want me to sing or play on the record, 
that’s kind of the reason I ever did it in the first place. I 
didn’t aspire to be an artist so much as I aspired to be a 
great musician. I was more drawn to the process of who 

was on the records in the supporting role than who was 
up front. And I wound up as an artist, but I never lost 
sight of the fact that I liked being part of the supporting 
cast, too. So I continue to do that and always will. Just 
because I hit a lick and had a nice career doesn’t mean I 
want to stop doing what got me here, you know?

I’m way too young to get this award. I’m flattered. I’ve 
had an interesting history with radio, periods of time 
where it was a struggle to get my foot in the door, and 
a struggle to keep my foot in the door, and it’s been all 
things. It hasn’t all been perfect, and that’s what makes it 
more interesting to me. I learned more in the years that 
I struggled than I did the years I was successful. So at the 
end of the day I’ve been grateful for any and all of it. I 
wouldn’t trade places. I’m grateful that I had those years 
to struggle. It made me better. It made me try harder. 
And maybe I wouldn’t have handled it as well if it had 
come easily. So I’ve been okay with all of it. 

It’s pretty heady that Rodney Crowell and Emmylou 
Harris are presenting the award. If it hadn’t been for 
them inspiring me I don’t know if I would have chosen 
the path that I chose. It was his songs and her singing 
and her first record that made me say, “I see my future. 

I see what I’d like to try to be like.” I thought if I could 
write songs like that and sing that good and have those 
cool records, that’d be awesome. It gave me an inspiring 
place to point. It’s so bizarre how I met them a couple 
years later. I think we opened for Guy Clark that night at 
the Troubadour and it’s the first place I ever played in 
southern California, and they’re both there. I sang one of 
Rodney’s songs, not even knowing he was there. He came 
up to me after our set and he goes, “Who are you? Where 
do you get off singing my song better than me?” Emmy 
was there, too; it was probably 1976 and I made two great 
friends. And over the last 37 years, the friendship has just 
gotten deeper and deeper and kinder and kinder. 

I’m proudest when somebody says I’m the same guy that 
they might have known 35 years ago. I’ve been traveling 
for 40 years and had a career of making records for 40 
years now. Were they all big hits and top of the charts? 
No, but I’ve gotten to do it and it’s all I’ve ever done 
and I’ve made a living doing it. If somebody were to say 
you’re the same guy today that you were when I met 
you when you were 18, that would be the compliment. 
That’s my favorite thing to hear.                               CAC   
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Achievement might be Vince Gill’s middle name, having sold more than 26  
million copies of his 17 studio albums, earning more Grammy awards than 
any other male country artist (20) and collecting 18 CMA awards. He has 

been inducted into both the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame and the Country Music 
Hall of Fame. As a songwriter, a singer, a musician and a producer, he’s certainly more 
than met the criteria of “making a significant contribution to the development and pro-
motion of country music and Country radio,” as his latest honor’s criteria states. But 
what he’s most proud of is the help he’s given to other, newer artists and his consistent 
personality through it all. 

Look At Us: 
Gill and Rodney 
Crowell talk 
business 
backstage.

Hair And There: Gill (and his hair) 
perform with Emmy Lou Harris.


