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LEt’s Do LUnch
UMG/Nashville SVP/A&R Brian Wright didn’t 

plan on offering his friend of 14 years a record deal 
during lunch. In fact, he’d tried to sign Mercury’s 
Chris Stapleton years ago and it didn’t work out. 
But one day the timing was finally right. “My usual 

morning routine is publisher 
meetings every 30 minutes,” 
he explains. “I kept hearing 
the same songs. Drum loops 
and dirt roads. All of a sudden 
someone played a demo with 
Chris’ voice on it. I was like, 
‘God, I miss that so much.’ I 
called Chris and he said his 
writing appointment had just 

canceled, so I asked him to lunch. We went to J. 
Alexander’s and talked for an hour and a half about 
kids, life and everything. I finally just looked at him 
and said, ‘You need to make a country record. Let’s 
make one.’ He said, ‘Um, are you offering me a 
record deal?’ and I said, ‘Yeah, I guess I’m offering 
you a record deal.’ 

“I didn’t plan it when I went to have lunch with 
him,” Wright admits. “We were just going as friends 
and talking. I remember getting in the car going, 
‘Wow, I just offered Chris a record deal.’ He didn’t 
say yes; he said he’d talk to his wife Morgane. But 
halfway down West End Avenue, Morgane called 
and said, ‘I cannot believe this just happened. Chris 
and I were just talking about this two weeks ago and 
I told him he needed to call you.’ Later that after-
noon Chris said, ‘Alright, let’s do it.’”

PokER FAcE
When there’s a buzz around an artist, it sometimes 

pays to act like you don’t hear it. BBRMG EVP Jon 
Loba played that game and won with Wheelhouse’s 
Granger Smith. Loba had been watching Smith, 
who’d come to Nashville, gotten a publishing deal 
and then had trouble getting a record deal. Smith 
returned home to Texas and with the help of his 
manager brother, DIY-ed a successful indie career. 
“When we signed him, he was on an 84-city tour sell-
ing out venues nationally, not just regionally,” says 
Loba. “I actually had a couple radio stations calling 
me – who had no idea we were in negotiations with 
him – saying, ‘This guy is amazing.’ Brian Michel in 
Atlanta [WUBL] said, ‘You’re a flipping idiot if you 
don’t sign this Granger Smith kid. I’m getting great 

research; he’s selling out shows 
and out-selling half the artists 
on my playlist.’ I just said, ‘Yeah, 
I hear he’s pretty good.’ I didn’t 
want anybody knowing we 
were chasing, so I kept pretty 
quiet about it. When the deal 
was done and the press release 
came out, I got e-mails from 
people at several other labels 

saying, ‘Gosh darn it, we wanted him.’ You have to be 
careful in that sense.”

URBAn REnEwAL
Label execs usually listen to potential signees in 

their offices, cars or a club. Warner Bros. EVP/A&R 
Scott Hendricks might win the award for most unique 

location: tractor. “One of my favorite things to do 
every weekend was get on my tractor and bush hog,” 
says the then-Capitol Pres./CEO. “Our business affairs 
person Ansel Davis sent me home one weekend with a 
cassette of a guy he said was off-the-charts talented. So 
one Saturday, I was bush hogging and put the tape in 
– and it was Keith Urban’s band, The Ranch. We went 
to see them and it was love at first sight. I knew right 
then and there he had to be on Capitol Nashville. He 

said, ‘I’m on Warner Bros. But 
you know, I’ve cut 33 sides and 
nothing’s happened.’”

Hendricks called his friend 
and mentor, then-Warner Bros. 
Pres. Jim Ed Norman. “I said, 
‘Jim Ed, you guys have spent all 
this time and money on The 
Ranch and Keith. I love Keith. 
Please, sell him to me.’ I bought 

all 33 sides and the rights for Keith Urban and The 
Ranch, knowing at the time Keith was still searching 
for his ultimate direction. But talent is talent, and I 
had the hope that he would figure it out. We can all 
safely say he has now. I’m very proud of that one.”

40 Is thE nEw 20
Producer Harold Shedd played then-RCA Presi-

dent Joe Galante two K.T. Oslin songs – “Do Ya” and 
“’80’s Ladies.” “Normally people would hit you with 
a picture, a little bio, but there was nothing – just a 
cassette,” says Galante. “I said, ‘I love this. I’m blown 
away. Tell me about her.’ He said, “Well, she’s a little 
bit older.’ I didn’t even ask the question. Does older 
mean 28, 32? I asked, ‘Why don’t you have a picture?’ 
He said, ‘Well, I just didn’t get a chance to do that.’” 

Galante flew to New York City to meet Oslin, whose 
background was more Broadway than honky-tonk. “If 
you were checking the boxes of ‘42-year-old woman’ 
in a format, oh my God, no you don’t want to do 
that,” says Galante. “Someone from New York? No. 
Broadway background? No, you don’t want to do that. 
But we did. It wasn’t just about the songs. The music 
by itself without her? No. It was sexy, but classic. It was 

Behind most recording contracts is a unique and 
often life-changing story of how it came to be. 
We spoke to some of Nashville’s top label execs, 

past and present, to find out some of their favorite 
signing stories and discuss the art of the deal. 

Things get 
real when 
you want a 
record deal

Brian Wright

Jon Loba

Scott Hendricks
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a woman. It wasn’t a girl. She had lived life and you 
were getting that experience and that connection.”

ARE YoU tALkIn’ to ME?
UMG/Nashville VP/A&R Stephanie Wright had al-

ready heard the name “Sam Hunt” twice in one week 
at song pitch meetings. When she met Hunt a few days 
later at a Warner/Chappell Mu-
sic event and asked for a hold 
on one of his songs, he told her 
he’d rather keep it for himself. 
“I said, ‘Wait, what? You want 
to be an artist?’” recalls Wright. 
After Hunt’s performance of 
“Come Over” and “Ex To See,” 
she texted her fellow UMG A&R 
execs, VP/A&R Joe Fisher and 
Brian Wright. “I said, ‘We have to be in the Sam Hunt 
business. We need to sign this kid.’ I felt so strongly 
about what I had heard. It was so unique.”

Wright says she nearly messed up the official offer, 
which she made at the UMG offices after she and 
label execs had taken Hunt to lunch and introduced 
him to the staff. “As I was coming around back 
toward Brian’s office he said, ‘You better offer him a 
deal.’ I said, “Now? Oh my god, I’m so unprepared.’ 
I walked over to Sam and said, ‘So, now that you’ve 
seen the whole building and met some staff, we’d re-
ally love it if you were making music for us.’ He just 
looked at me. I said, ‘I mean, we want you to be on 
our roster. We’re offering you a record deal.’  He’s 
like, ‘Oh my God!’ We all looked at each other, con-
fused – and Brian laughed and said, ‘Well, you just 
messed that up.’ Later, I texted Sam and said, ‘I’m 
such a rookie. I totally screwed up your big moment.’ 
He laughed and said it actually added to the moment 
because it was his first offer and my first time making 
an official offer.”

sPAnx A Lot
“Jeff Bates was a hell of a singer, but he had some 

issues,” says Galante of the admittedly recovering 
addict whose voice recalled Conway Twitty. Although 
he had the voice, Galante says he thought Bates could 
stand to lose a little weight. Unbeknownst to the label 
head, Bates had crafted a unique and quite thrifty way 
to disguise the extra pounds. “We went through the 
whole interview and I could tell he was uncomfort-
able,” says Galante. “I just didn’t feel good about it 
– but again, he was an unbelievable singer and had a 
compelling story. I had a real sense of what we wanted 
to get done with him. 

“A couple days later, I was talking to him on the 
phone and I said, ‘I just want to find out, were you 
okay in the interview?’ And he said, ‘Well I gotta tell 
ya, I knew I was a little bit big, so I wrapped myself 
in Saran Wrap.’ He was sitting there the entire time 
perspiring, baking like a turkey. I mean, he was com-
pletely wrapped up, his whole body. I guess he was the 
original forerunner of Spanx.”

thE VoIcE
Hendricks once found more than his bags at the 

Nashville airport. He ran into then-Arista publicist 
Rhonda Forlaw, who introduced him to her boyfriend, 
Trace Adkins. “Trace said hello,” recalls Hendricks, 
“and I literally said, ‘Do you sing with that voice? I got-
ta hear you sing.’ Because I’d never heard a voice like 
that just talking. That weekend, I went to go see him 
sing somewhere in the middle of nowhere at some 
club, and signed him on the spot. He was so good.”

DAtE nIGht
Galante says adding Lorrie Morgan to the RCA 

roster happened not in his office but over dinner 
with then-RCA star Keith Whitley, whom Morgan 
later married. “We were with [producer] Blake Mevis 
talking about Keith’s record,” he recalls, “and Lorrie 
was with us. Suddenly, Keith looks over at me and says, 
‘I think you ought to sign Lorrie.’ I knew she was a 
great singer, but it didn’t really cross my mind at that 
moment. I said, ‘Uh, Keith, I think we can do another 
pitch another way’ and he said ‘No, you need to tell 
me you’re going to sign her.’ Keith was charming and 
sweet, and had that little Kentucky twinkle in the eye 
that was just enough of a nudge. 

“It wasn’t a normal A&R signing process where some-

one comes in and sings and we talk about their career,” 
says Galante. “It was like, ‘I’m on a date and you’re going 
to sign my date.’ But certainly, he should have been 
given an override on the damn thing, because it was a re-
ally successful signing. Lorrie went on to have a remark-
able career and those records were just spectacular.”

It’s not YoU, It’s ME
Sometimes no matter what lengths an A&R exec 

goes to in order to entice an artist, they choose anoth-
er label. “I really wanted to sign Sarah Buxton,” says 
Galante. “It was Randy [then-Lyric Street President 
Randy Goodman] and I in competition and I abso-
lutely loved her. I thought I knew what to do with her.” 

Even when an artist signs, there’s no guarantee 
it’s the right fit at the right time. “We had Taylor 
Swift,” says Galante. “We did demos on her. She 
wasn’t ready to make her record and certainly there 
wasn’t a thing called MySpace when we had her. 
Then Scott [BMLG Pres./CEO Scott Borchetta] did 
an amazing job with her.”

“Sometimes it takes an entirely different A&R 
team,” echoes Loba. “We’ve been a really good 
example of artists that have had a successful run with 
other labels, but they cease to be a priority or they’ve 
had things in their lives that got in the way of them 
putting their best foot forward, or they just got caught 
up in internal politics,” he says, naming Randy Houser 
and Joe Nichols as examples. “We’ve had a nice track 
record. It’s [about] trying to find that right song and 
producer, that right sound that married with where 
the artist was in their life at the time. It can sometimes 
take a change in perspective to have that happen.”

Stephanie Wright resorted to Japanese poetry to 
ensure UMG/Nashville signed Hunt. “It was kind of 

a staff joke where we’d talk in 
haiku,” she says. “There were 
a couple [labels] that had 
also offered him a deal and I 
remember at one point, I sent 
Mike Dungan a haiku that 
said, ‘Please don’t let him go 
somewhere else.’ And I took a 
snapshot of that first text mes-
sage I sent to Joe and Brian and 

sent it to Sam. I said, ‘See, I wasn’t joking. I literally 
wanted to work with you from day one.’”

“Without saying names,” says Hendricks, “there are times 
where we have literally thrown roses at their feet and per-
fumed the air and everything you could imagine to the nth 
degree. Gone to New York and had them meet the interna-
tional team. Spent lots of money trying to get this artist to 
fall in love with us and feeling like we are falling in love, only 
to be left at the altar. I don’t think any label is immune from 
that. Our take on that is, it obviously wasn’t meant to be for 
that artist to be here and we will march on.”

AnALYzE thIs
These days, an artist is just as likely to be discovered 

on Spotify or YouTube as at a writer’s night. Hendricks 
says Warner Bros. has a person on staff now whose job 
it is to scour the internet for artists who are already 
social media stars. “We’ll see if that pays off or not,” he 
says. “Pop finds artists like that a lot, seemingly, in that 
fashion. Country’s a little different. Usually for us, it’s 
a word of mouth thing.”

Indeed, as much as the record deal game has changed, 
it’s also stayed the same. “This town is still based on rela-
tionships – publishers, producers, writers,” agrees Brian 
Wright. “We go to writer’s nights and attend showcases. 
We put interns on social media and our digital depart-
ment does a great job [monitoring] things like Spotify 
and artists who may have high numbers. But it’s always 
been about relationships, whether it’s artists or songs.”

“All I hear today are the analytics, the analytics,” says 
Galante. “But what were the analytics on Chris Stapleton? 
They probably weren’t very good. I’m just taking a wild 
guess in terms of what was coming at the label. But the 
man walked up onstage [at the CMAs] and rocked the 
house and the format. And continued to do it. We’ve all 
gotten comfortable with analytics, but at the end of the 
day, it’s still [about making] that connection.”         CAC

Got a good signing story for us? Let us know 
at news@countryaircheck.com.

Signing Bonus

Joe Galante

”

“

Stephanie Wright

It was like, 
‘I’m on a date 

and you’re 
going to sign 

my date.’
-Joe Galante
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