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This year’s CRS New Faces Show includes a Grammy nominee and multiple 
chart toppers. We spoke to the artists in the 2017 class to fi nd out what it 

means to be in the lineup of one of Country radio’s most coveted gigs.

FACE RECOGNITION
William Michael Morgan
Warner Bros./WMN’s Morgan came out of the gate 
strong with fi rst single “I Met A Girl” topping the chart 
and his album Vinyl debuting Top 5. With 49 weeks on 
the chart, “Girl” boasted the longest chart run to the top 
in Mediabase history.

When my managers told me I was in the New Faces Show, I freaked 
out. That’s one of the biggest honors you could receive. It’s unbe-
lievable that I’m right next to those other four.

Last year at CRS I sang the national anthem. We also ended 
up going to Espo’s offi ce [WMN Chairman John Esposito] with 
Michael Ray. We played all night – Haggard songs, Keith Whitley, 
Waylon Jennings and Mark Chesnutt. I remember John coming by 
and saying, “Keep playing boys! Everybody’s loving it.” So we just 
kept on playing. This year I’m looking forward to thanking all the 
people for nominating and voting for me. There were so many 
other artists out there that could’ve had this spot I’ve been given.

To remember names and call letters, I’ve written everything down 
in a notebook. A lot of these people I’ve also made friendships 
with, so it’s not that hard to remember their names. Some of 
these guys, I text every other day. But if you ask anybody, I am so 
horrible with names. Unless you’re my mama, it’s a given that I’m 
probably going to forget it once or twice. But I’ve been blessed 
with the gift of remembering faces. And I just keep a little note-
book with names of the people that I may not be the closest with. 

When I’m packing, I just throw stuff in my bag and pack it on up, 
baby. I make sure my guitar’s good and I’m hitting the road. Usu-
ally there’s Crown Royal on the bus, so I don’t have to pack that 
(laughs). Just my clothes, my toiletry bag with my colognes, and 
toothbrush and toothpaste. I usually carry on a bag with all my 
shirts and pants that I get starched and dry-cleaned. 

I’m a picky guy at dinner. Just give me a steak and some broccoli, 
or some French fries, and I’m good to go. What I don’t want to 
eat again is tofu. And oh my goodness, I cannot stand sushi. It’s 
gotta be fried or grilled. 

The best lesson I’ve ever learned in life is just be yourself. Go 
in with a big smile on your face, look them straight in the eye 
and say, “Hey, how are you doing,” like you would treat any hu-
man being.

Last year was huge. A personal highlight was when my baby girl 
Presley was born March 23. I had my fi rst No. 1 single and my fi rst 
album debuted in the top fi ve, which is just unbelievable to me. 
I played the Grand Ole Opry a bunch more times and I kicked off 
2017 by doing Today. That was unreal. 

My favorite places in Nashville are Winners and Losers in Mid-
town. But obviously if you’ve never been to Nashville, you have to 
do the lower Broadway thing – Tootsie’s, Legends. 

My engagement to Jennifer Wayne was one of my favorite social 
media moments. We just posted a picture of us holding hands. 
Her ring was showing and we didn’t quite say, “Hey, we’re en-
gaged,” but we let everybody fi gure it out. 

I would love for people in radio to get to be onstage. Feeling that 
love from the crowd is unbeatable. On the fl ip side, I love getting 
on the mic and talking. I love doing liners. I think it would be fun 
to be a DJ.
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Maren Morris
Columbia’s Morris is the reigning 
CMA New Artist of the Year. Her 
fi rst single “My Church” and follow-
up “80s Mercedes” from her debut 
album Hero propelled her to four 
Grammy nominations.

I was so excited when I found out I was on 
the New Faces Show. I remember last year’s 
being so powerful because a lot of them are 
my friends and you’ve seen what they’ve done 
this year after doing that showcase. It’s an 
honor to be on the bill.

My video will be documenting my year, which 
has been the craziest year of my life. We’ll be 
paying tribute too, because all of this really 
wouldn’t have happened without Country 
radio and the fans. 

I’m trying to be better at [remembering 
names]. I’m great with faces. I’ve had some 
amazing moments with radio in the last 
year, and especially everything post-radio 
tour. I’ve had great relationships with the 
PDs and the MDs. I’m excited to see them 
on my tour. 

I’m really not good at packing. You’d think 
after two years of constantly being gone, I 
would’ve learned a system by now. But there’s 
always something essential I’ve forgotten that 
I have to ask the hotel to send up, like tooth-
paste. I mean, that should be the fi rst thing I 
put in there. 

At radio station dinners, I’m a Rosé gal. I 
feel like I always order a calamari. But the 
thing I hope to never eat again is steak. 
People love steak at those things – and 
steak’s great, but I think I’ve had more 
than enough.

The lesson I’ve learned this year is just be 
yourself. When you walk into a room, don’t 

go in and lay it on so thick. They can see 
right through that. They just want to have a 
real conversation with someone.
 
Winning CMA New Artist of the Year was 
a gigantic moment. It’s still sinking in. 
CMA Music Festival was so fun. I had never 
played a stadium before, so getting to sing 
“My Church” in front of 60,000 people was 
insane.
 
I’ve had a few “breakthrough moments.” Off 
the bat, everyone’s holding their breath for 
add week when it comes to the fi rst single. 
When we found out I broke the record for a 
new artist and got 107 adds, that was the day 
we all could exhale and realize, “I think we’ve 
got something on our hands here.” 

When you come to Nashville, there’s a new 
place in east Nashville called Public House. 
It’s in the back of a B&B called Urban 
Cowboy. It’s open-air with a gigantic fi re pit, 
with really great food, craft cocktails and 
beers. I’ve gone a couple times and I’m 
obsessed with it. There’s no host so you go 
in, and if there’s a seat open, you take it 
and order at the bar for everything. 

One of my favorite social media moments 
was when I won the CMA award and posted 
a picture of me with my award. Another one 
was the night I played Saturday Night Live. I 
got a picture with Bryan Cranston. It’s cool 
to share my life in pictures, and recommend 
music to fans that maybe they wouldn’t come 
across on their own.

If I switched places with someone at radio, 
I’d like to be a DJ. I grew up listening to all 
my favorite radio personalities, and they’re 
celebrities in their own right. If the roles were 
reversed for them, I think the writing process 
would be interesting. If we put three program 
directors in a room and asked them to write 
a country song, I’d be really eager to see what 
came out of the room. We should do that as a 
team building exercise.
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Jon Pardi
Capitol’s Pardi broke through 
with the No. 1 debut album 
California Sunrise, contain-
ing his fi rst No. 1 “Head Over 
Boots” and current single “Dirt 
On My Boots.”

I love when my manager tells me 
he’s got great news, because it’s gone 
the other way, too. He said, “We’re 
playing the New Faces Show. It’s a big 
deal.” And it’s a big deal for the Capi-
tol promotion team, for Program 
Directors and Music Directors. It’s 
their night, and I’m really excited. 

One of my favorite CRS memories 
was when I got to see Eric Church 
at the Ryman. That was a lot of fun. 
Then we ended up at John Rich’s 
house and it was crazy.

We played outside at a high school in 
Oklahoma when they were giving out 
$500. Nobody cared about us, they 
wanted that $500. They were like, 
“Jon Pardi’s coming up next after the 
winner of the cash giveaway!” And I 
sh*t you not, nobody stuck around 
after the raffl e.

When I pack, I weigh in at about 50 
lbs. on the dot. It’s almost like it’s an 
achievement, when the airlines can’t 
get mad at you because you’re not 
overweight. I’ve got it by feel now. If I 
had a scale, that wouldn’t be fun. 

When you’re at a radio dinner, ap-
petizers are good because they’re 
always an ice-breaker: “What’s your 
favorite appetizer?” I love calamari. 
I love pizza, but for a while at radio 
shows they’d say, “Come see Jon Pardi 
at lunchtime for free and you get free 
pizza.” That’s defi nitely the one food 
I could live without on the road.

I always say a radio tour never stops, 
it just gets lighter. I love going to din-

ner with people in Country radio and 
just hanging out. They want to be 
personal with you. When I was a baby 
act, [UMG/Nashville Chairman/
CEO] Mike Dungan said, “Don’t 
forget the people who say your name 
every day – ‘Here’s Jon Pardi’s new 
single.’” Mike’s always shocked that 
I remember things he said. (laughs) 
That’s why phone calls, Christmas 
cards, or even taking a picture means 
a lot. I never want to forget that. 

My fi rst No. 1 was a career achieve-
ment, especially after four years of 
being on the radio. I’m thankful for 
all the guys who stuck with me. An-
other highlight was at the Watershed 
Festival outside of Seattle when the 
whole place was singing “Head Over 
Boots” at the top of their lungs. 
And it wasn’t even a No. 1 yet. I was 
like, “We’re doing something! We 
doing it now!”

If you’re coming to Nashville, you 
have to go to Losers to soak up that 
“dive bar” vibe. Jeff Ruby’s steak-
house is really good. I would say go 
there, but it’s expensive. Make sure 
you’ve got the label guy with you.

It was cool to see on social media 
how much “Head Over Boots” 
impacted couples. So many people 
posted “Head Over Boots” as their 
fi rst [wedding] song. That was re-
ally sweet. What would I never post? 
You will never see me naked on 
social media.

I think running a radio station 
would be very hard and fun at the 
same time. Getting all the record 
rep calls, that’d be tough, with all 
the new artists trying to get played 
on the radio. That’s a hard aspect 
of being a Program Director too, 
and I get it. I defi nitely would like 
to put some Program Directors on 
a radio tour. (laughs) That would 
be a true test, like, “You go on radio 
tour, and I’ll run the radio station.” 
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Granger Smith
Wheelhouse’s Smith celebrated his fi rst major label No. 1 with “Back 
Road” and followed up with current top 5 single “If The Boot Fits.” 

Everybody knows about the New Faces Show. If we could gather the respect of radio 
and the appreciation from fans, we’re going to have a long and happy career. To 
know all of those years came to fruition and all those relationships mattered, really 
means the world to me. 

Last year was my fi rst CRS. I was coming in at the peak of my fi rst single. Now we’re 
coming into this CRS at the peak of my second single. This time around is going 

to be fun reconnecting. You see your friends in Sacramento in the same room with 
your friends from Florida, and that makes it easy for me to hug everybody and say 
thank you. 

Packing is an ongoing battle because we all live in Austin. So when we’re out on a 
Midwest run that then connects to a Northeast run, the buses stay out. I’ll bounce 
back home on the airplane with a small backpack. My big bag, which I call my moth-
ership bag, is always on the bus. Then when the buses do get home I wash every-
thing and restart the mother bag. It’s always a huge math problem to fi gure out. 

If I’m out with radio, I’m going to take advantage of a nice fi let steak, no butter, with 
some kind of light vegetable like a broccoli or green beans, and then a baked potato dry.

Being a new artist, it’s very much like school. What’s helped me is reaching out to 
my classmates. We’re going through the highs and lows together. We’re brothers 
and sisters of the road. When I broke these ribs, everyone was reaching out saying, 
“Hey, we’re there for you if you need anything.” And I’ll do the same for them. And 
if one of us gets a No. 1 song, we’re all reaching out to congratulate.

There’ve been so many highlights in this last year. I had a baby boy in May. I had my 
fi rst No. 1 in February. We played some amazing shows, like Today and Jimmy Kimmel 
Live, and the Luke Bryan Farm Tour and a Florida Georgia Line Canadian tour. It’s 
been a year I’ll never forget. 

Getting that No. 1 was a huge breakthrough. If you’re mowing the grass, you look 
back and see the work you’ve put in. But music, it’s not like that. You look back and 
sometimes wonder, “Have I done anything at all in 10 years? I can’t tell.” But when 
I got that No. 1, I thought, “Wow, forever on this day I had the No. 1 song in the 
country.” That’s something I could talk about to my grandkids.

If you’re coming to Nashville, go to Loveless Cafe out on Highway 100. It’s one of 
my favorite restaurants in the world. It has the best fried chicken and biscuits. 

Social media has been a big part of my career. These days I’m cutting back. And I’m 
not going to push my politics on social media. I’m in the spotlight because I sing 
country music. It doesn’t make me know more about politics.

If I could work in radio, what an incredible feeling to speak to listeners on a morning 
or afternoon drive, to control the songs that are essentially the emotions of the city at 
the time. If a radio person could be in my shoes, they’d get to see that emotion I’m 
describing in a concert. Either way, music is not ours. We’re just the conduit. 

Drake White
Dot’s White is having a great year, thanks to the success of his debut 
album Spark and being named the 2017 Grammy “Artist of Tomorrow.” 

I was at home when I heard the news. We’ve been doing this a long time, and I’ve 
loved the whole relationship-building process. So when my manager called me, I 
was ecstatic. 

I’ve been to CRS for the last four years. The fi rst year, I did that UMG show at the 
Ryman. I walked out onstage just solo acoustic. On the last chorus I stepped out 
from behind the mic and sang a cappella. This was a check off my bucket list.

CRS is a marathon, not a race. Keep the drinks to a minimum. For every libation you 
have, have a glass of water. And make sure you’re eating and sleeping. I’ve got rela-
tionships with all these folks at radio now. I just love the opportunity to make music.

To remember names, I’ve got an association thing I do. Like if it’s Ginny from ‘KLB 
in Boston, I’ll say, “Ginny Wenny Bo Benny Banana ... .” The same way I studied for 
a sixth grade history test, I just made a song out of it and rhymed it. 

I’m a pretty diverse eater. The only thing I don’t like are olives. My go-to, as lame as it 
sounds, is just a soup and salad for lunch. I have to keep my fi gure.

I am the fastest packer in the world. I’ve got two pairs of jeans, fi ve pairs each of 
underwear, socks and t-shirts, two shirts, a blue jean jacket, a hat, Ray-Bans, neck-
laces and bracelets, and my toiletry bag. I’ve got a backpack, a roller and my guitar. I 
got a pair of workout shorts and my sneakers in my backpack and I wear my boots. I 
don’t check a bag unless it’s Southwest ¬– and in that case, I check both my bags so I 
can have my hands free to drink coffee. 

On a radio tour you’re meeting real people with real families, real problems. At the 
end of the day, they need great music and you need them to play your songs. I just 
want to have a good time and eat good food and maybe you’ll play my song. 

The highlight of the past year was in early December 2016. We played this place 
called the 40 Watt Club in Athens, GA and sold it out. From the fi rst note to the last, 
they were in it with us. It was one of those spiritual moments. It just made us very 
hungry for more in 2017.                               

When you get to Nashville, you’ve got to go to Robert’s Western World downtown. 
And there’s a little place called The Old School in west Nashville. Come out to The 
Old School and see some old-timey music. To have dinner or a Sunday brunch at 
The Old School is to go to heaven.

My favorite social media moment has been our Freestyle Fridays. I’ve been doing 
that since I was a kid, rhyming off the top of my head, just making stuff up. Fans 
want to know that you have a beer and pet your dog. 

I’d like to trade places with someone in radio on the day when they have these 
meetings with all the big heavy players who are dictating what’s on the radio. I’d 
love to get that education. And then I would want them to feel the way I feel when 
I walk out onstage in their markets and they’ve been playing our song, and the fans 
sing that song back to you. I’d love for them to feel that unbelievable joy.           CAC


