Mom & Pop Shop: Scott and
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TO BIG WINNING

Celebrating BMLG’s First Decade

T

he day before Big Machine launched, Aug. 31, 2005, Scott Borchetta and
artists Danielle Peck, Taylor Swift and Jack Ingram sat with XM Satellite
Radio’s Jon Anthony for an interview. “I hope we are able to do for these
artists the same things we were able to do for Toby [Keith at DreamWorks],”
Borchetta said. “And that’s provide the platform and the arena for these artists
to communicate their message. It’s not about Nashville’s message, it’s about
the individual artists’ message. That’s where ultimately it will be decided
whether we were successful or not.”
Ten years later with five imprints, four promotion teams, 90-plus employees and a roster of gold and platinum artists that includes music’s biggest
global superstar, Big Machine Label Group is one of the most successful
platforms in the history of the business. Case closed. To mark the milestone,
Country Aircheck spoke with the group’s top executives for an intimate and
detailed look at the company’s earliest days.
Dream On
The Big Machine vision started at DreamWorks
when label chief Mo Ostin asked how the company
could compete in country with Sony and Universal.
“We’re going to need a second imprint,” says Borchetta,
who was heading promotion at the time. “I put a plan
together with myself as the guy running it. That was the
first time I pictured something like this. At the same
time, [Reba’s manager] Narvel Blackstock said, ‘When
are you going to run one of these things?’ If he thought
I could do it, I began to think maybe I could.”
DreamWorks was soon sold to Universal, however,
and Borchetta realized “there was no way that was
going to work long term.” So he began assembling a
prospectus, calling noted Nashville attorney Malcolm
Mimms for assistance. “He knew so much about what
I knew so little about – contracts, copyright, stuff we
needed to have as a foundation,” Borchetta says.

With Mimms and a local business manager, Borchetta started “riffing and brainstorming” while still
working at UMG/Nashville. “We had a great first
lunch and I said I was disgusted with the way major
labels are wasting money and the lack of a singular
vision across the platform.”
“It was the most interesting lunch I’ve ever had,”
Mimms says. “I was at the end of five years with Warner
Bros. and had become so disgusted because it was impossible to find people to ask permission to do things. It was
insanity. Scott’s question was whether it was crazy to start a
record label in this environment and I told him I thought
it was perfect. It was begging for somebody like him.”
The team started with a $10 million valuation, deciding that $4 million needed to be raised for a real running start. “If we could do that, I knew we could operate
for two years,” Borchetta says. “We’d have to have success
early, but we wouldn’t have to raise more money.”

Worst-Laid Plans
Mimms and Borchetta met with an investor who
pledged up to the full $10 million on a handshake. “I
get a call 45 days later that he’s invested $45 million in
a urethane plant in Morocco,” Borchetta says. “I’m like,
‘Okay. Congratulations? What does that mean about
our agreement?’ He says, ‘I’m out.’ That was as we were
starting. I’ve promised John Zarling a job. I’ve told Sandi
Borchetta we’ll be good. That was like, ‘Oh, f----.’”
At that point, Borchetta put the prospectus out
to other potential investors. “The gift [then UMG/
Nashville CEOs] Luke Lewis and James Stroud gave
me was releasing me from my services in early March
and paying me through September 1. I didn’t have to
do anything but write what I call my master’s thesis.
Malcolm and the business management team said I
had to put in all the reasons people should invest and
all the reasons they shouldn’t. I told everyone, ‘Give
me money you would go gambling with. If you can’t
afford to lose this money, don’t do it.’ What I didn’t
want is the guy who put in $100,000 and is calling me
every day: ‘Oh my God, you’re down a spin.’”
Scott’s wife Sandi, who went on to head creative
for the label, remembers a roller coaster of emotion.
“It was highs and lows,” she says. “He would get really
excited and write a lot, make copies, go to meetings
and be really hopeful. Two days later he’d be saying, ‘I
can’t get a call back.’ It was very frustrating.”
Repeatedly, interested investors backed out after
seeing the prospectus. A couple mentioned that the
numbers didn’t look right. “Malcolm’s guidance was
right on the money,” Borchetta says. “The business
team, their numbers were whack and I didn’t know.”
The final straw was a pitch to Mark Cuban’s group,
who Borchetta recalls were very interested in being
in the record business. “I put on a show,” he says. “I
walked out of there thinking if that’s not a million
bucks, I don’t know what is.” On his way to the airport
following a detour to Houston for a concert, he got a
call. “’Hey, Scott. We’re out. Your numbers don’t add
up.’ I landed in Nashville, went right to the business
manager’s office and said, ‘I don’t know what you sent
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Up To Speed

BMLG executives recall the tipping point moment(s)
when they felt the company gain real momentum.
Andrew Kautz
COO

When Taylor came in and sang all
those early songs. I remember thinking,
“I made the right decision.” The other
moments were when Toby’s team left
and I got the big office. I didn’t have to
share! Scott made me buy Quickbooks
so we could do our own accounting.
And getting the $3 million deposit. We
never looked back.
John Zarling
SVP/Partnership
Marketing & Promotion Strategy

Jack Ingram’s first No. 1 was eight
months in, but it was the first milestone
for the new promotion team after
parting with Toby. We’re moving some
albums and have a No. 1 hit. This now
has traction.
Kelly Rich
SVP/Sales, Marketing & Interactive

It was the moment Taylor’s first album
went platinum. I saw the numbers, went
running downstairs, grabbed Scott, Andrew came down and it was a three-way
hug in the hallway and high-fiving. We
were jumping around in a circle like kids.

Malcolm Mimms

George Briner

Chief Counsel/EVP

Valory SVP/Promotion

When Taylor’s first single went No. 1 I
went over to Scott’s office with a bottle
of wine. It was pretty special.
Jack Purcell
Big Machine SVP/Promotion

We were doing the morning show at
WYCD/Detroit and Grunwald had just
come back from the Amazon. Taylor went
into this zone and came back two minutes
later with a song she wrote about Grunwald’s experience in the Amazon that had
everyone rolling on the floor laughing. It was
genius. She so graciously dominated the
moment and charmed them so sincerely.
Scott Borchetta
President/CEO

Fearless. You knew it was going to be
huge. The record was amazing. After
the first week of sales, we were a real
record company. We were setting anchors down – Valory was on the board,
we did the record with Garth, Reba was
coming over. Now we can really play.
The next mission was getting Jimmy
back and starting Republic Nashville.
Having success ex-U.S. was huge, too.

I attended the press conference for the
launch of The Valory Music Co. even
though I was employed at another
label. Scott said he was introducing a
new imprint so each artist could receive
the undivided attention they deserved.
I knew I wanted to work with Scott
again and be a part of something that
was going to make a difference for the
music, the artists, radio, the community
and the industry overall.
Jimmy Harnen
Republic Nashville President
BMLG EVP

When ‘If I Die Young’ started to move
and I knew we were going to sell 52,000
first week. I saw them in New York and
saw the crowds building. I thought,
“Okay, this could make money.”
Allison Jones
SVP/A&R

Before I worked here, I remember
being invited to a Jack Ingram and
Miranda Lambert Crossroads taping
and seeing Scott and Sandi dancing. All the Big Machine people were

having fun and the other side of the
room, the Sony side, was not having
fun. I thought, “Aw, I want that.”
Jake Basden
VP/Publicity

I came from more of a corporate
background thinking I would be a
talent publicist. When I got here, I
was so fascinated by the people, the
company and Scott. Nobody was
doing corporate communications
and telling the story of BMLG, so that
has been my proudest work – getting
the Wall Street Journal and New York
Times to pay attention to this little
shop in Nashville.
Sandi Borchetta
SVP/Creative

In the spring of 2005, I was at an
art show with my sister. I bought a print
to bring back for Scott’s birthday that
year called “The Prophet.” Because
I’ve just always believed. There was no
big tipping point. I just believed.
I have always felt that if anyone
could lead the music industry it was
Scott. If anyone could be successful
as a maverick in the music industry
it was Scott. I believed he had a gut
instinct and could envision what was
needed for the future of the music industry. The print fit in 2005 and has
felt fitting in many situations since.
It’s emotional and sentimental for us
both, although I never pulled it out
to frame and hang it because I don’t
want to jinx it.

Beginning To
Big Winning

me into battle with, but you’re fired.’”
Already underway with the label and paying Zarling
out of his pocket, Borchetta says, “I have a real problem now.”
How Do You Like Me Now?
Against this backdrop is Toby Keith, who publicly
announced his departure from DreamWorks/Universal
at CRS in 2005. Keith called Borchetta the Monday after
CRS and proposed a partnership to share a promotion
staff. “‘I’ll do my records and Scotty Emerick’s, you do
your two or three things and we’ll keep costs low,’” Borchetta recalls. “And Toby made me a promise. ‘I’ll make
sure you get the same distribution deal I get. And I’ll put
in up to $1 million.’” Another investor put in $100,000,
while Scott Swift – Taylor’s father – also invested. But it
wasn’t anywhere near the $4 million target.
Meanwhile, Keith was signing artists – Rebecca
Lynn Howard, Rushlow, Lindsey Haun – and Borchetta
didn’t have the capacity to work all their music. “I said,
‘Toby, I know you don’t need this to work. I don’t have
a choice. This has to work. We can’t handle this many
records. We decided in early November that by April 1,
2006 we would have separate promotion staffs.”
The initial staff went with Keith to Show Dog, but
the well-documented split with Toby only extended to
the working relationship. “Toby absolutely delivered
on the distribution deal,” Borchetta says. “He’s a man
of his word. Everything he said he would do, he did.”
“Those first 90-120 days were absolute insanity,”
he continues. “Now I have to hire a staff. I’ve lost the
promotion team I put together.” Not to mention the
still-looming question of finances.
“I was aware to a certain extent,” Zarling says. “There
was definitely pressure to deliver, especially once the
promotion team went with Toby. We were mid-chart
with Jack Ingram and Danielle Peck. We had to keep
those records going as they were the potential next six
months of revenue.”
“For a minute it felt like The Bad News Bears,” Borchetta says. “I need somebody with a glove to stand at
first base.” Even Sandi was calling radio for adds.
Soon, Jack Purcell was brought on board to head
promotion. “It was great timing,” Purcell recalls.
“Scott called and we thought we were sneaking off
somewhere on a Sunday having lunch and [the late]
Wade Jessen was there, so that blew our cover.”
“I just had to get people on base,” Borchetta says. “Jack
and I found Bobby Young working as a day trader. Jayme
Austin was waiting tables. Rick Barker had never worked
one day in promotion. We stole Nancy Johnson from
Jimmy Harnen at Capitol. It was like The Blues Brothers.
We’re getting the band back together – get in the car.”

Check, Please
“I’m only using Toby’s money to cover overhead
and salaries, using as little as possible to keep as much
[equity] as we can,” Borchetta says. “I’ve got a little bit of
money, comparatively, that I’m putting in. JZ is saying,
‘Dude, we need more money for this or that.’ I’m like,
‘Okay. Make sure we are getting a result. I’m dying here.’
“I’m laying in bed thinking, ‘Get to warrior. Why
aren’t you out of bed yet? How are you going to win
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Story Of Us: The 2007 crew with Taylor Swift (center).
this day?’ I had to fight to get out of bed.”
Keymarket/Pittsburgh radio exec Frank Bell, who
had introduced Borchetta to the Swifts, called about
Ray Pronto, an area businessman who was seeking to
start a label around Dusty Drake. Bell secured a meeting between Pronto and Borchetta. The former played
the planned single from Drake, “Love You.” Borchetta,
of course, was planning to release the same song on
Jack Ingram and, because the song had been previously
released by Trent Summar – “Jump ball,” Scott says.
Pronto said, “Why don’t we do this together?” To
which Borchetta replied, “’I’m glad you asked.’ I hand
him the prospectus and tell him the numbers are
being fixed but everything else is right. He’s just sold
his company for $100 million and he’s got swarms of
sharks around him trying to protect his money. On a
conference call the next day his guys are saying, ‘The
numbers don’t add up!’ But Ray says, ‘We are going to
do this deal.’ Whew. We had $3 million wired within
48 hours and we had a record company.”
But not in the generally accepted sense of corporate largess and red tape. “We didn’t spend crazy
money,” says Andrew Kautz, who was handling all back
room functions. “I remember the day we got the $3
million – we said we could run for two-and-a-half to
three years without putting out a record. I don’t think
I ever had a day where I thought it wouldn’t happen.”
Budgets were done on a project basis, not by department. “I came from working at a major label where
if you don’t spend your budget you lose it,” says Kelly
Rich, who came aboard for sales and marketing. “Scott
said if it’s the right thing to do, do it. If not, don’t.”
Harnen joined the company later, but noticed the
difference. “We couldn’t use iPhones at Capitol,” he
says. “Company policy. You had to get 15 signatures if
you found the right person. That’s the reason I came
here. I thought, ‘We can’t beat them. They can move
faster and are gearing for the future. That’s when I
realized this whole business was changing.”
Allison Jones, who came over to run A&R, brought
her own furniture. “Not having to get a company issued Blackberry and computer was big,” she says. “Little things like that were the most exciting. I remember
asking if I need a pen, what do I do? Kelly was like,
‘If you need a pen, go buy a pen.’ My orientation was

three minutes long. Just start working.”
“The company culture, to this day, is that whoever is
going to get it done should get it done,” Zarling says. “Everyone has their lanes, but Scott has always encouraged
us to think outside of that. Part of that was out of necessity
– Andrew was our IT guy as well as office manager and
accounting. I was helping promotion and taking care of
new media. All of us were forced to do whatever – clean
the bathrooms. That helped build the culture.”
“You saw it in how we would celebrate victories in
the office,” Purcell says. “Scott would come in, shot of
tequila, bam, and then all of us would put our heads
back down and continue plowing through. We won –
check. Back in the game. Next mission.”
Even the artists ... or their moms ... pitched in. “One
day I came back to the office and noticed we had furniture,” Scott says. Sandi adds, “Andrea Swift actually bought
it. She said, ‘It’s time you have furniture in the lobby.’”
Speak Now
“My favorite part is the business plan we put together
came true,” Mimms says. “They never come true. The
thing that rings in my ears was that we were going to
sign a new female artist who is going to change the face
of country music. That was a pretty bold statement.”
The rise of Taylor Swift is an oft-told story, with one
notable error. “It’s written up everywhere that Scott discovered Taylor,” Sandi says. “But I was at a video shoot
helping out a friend and ran into Frank Bell, who was
involved with the artist they were shooting. He told me
all about Taylor and played me music. He wouldn’t give
me the CD, but I went home and told Scott about her.
Four days later, I saw her package on the kitchen table.”
Scott adds, “The fact Sandi was raising her hand on this
was a big deal because she is a staunch critic.”
The rest is history ... much of which has yet to be
written. “You’re going to see us in a lot of different
places,” Borchetta says of the future. “The doors
opened through American Idol are going to continue
to change the game. I am really confident that streaming is going to go the right way. We are going to have
premium services that prevail. When that happens,
there will be a sea change. And at its core, this is an
artist development company. If you don’t have that
right, nothing else matters.”
CAC
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