Martina
McBride
Artist Career Achievement
To quote Martina McBride’s debut
single and album title, the time has
come. McBride recalls the early
days of her 25-year career, lessons
learned and why she’s thankful to
be on Country radio.

For me, this award represents a long relationship with
Country radio. Whether it was naive or not, I always
felt that my relationships at radio were important – it
wasn’t just a transaction. If I’m going to put in the
time to go to dinner and visit and keep up, this is
not about airplay. It’s about real relationships. This
award is a nice recognition of all the time we’ve put in
together, and a long career, lots of singles and a lot of
work. A good partnership.
We always had the radio playing in the car – KFDI/
Wichita. I was in a cover band when I was a kid [McBride’s father Daryl Schiff’s family band, The Schiffters], so I was listening with an ear for what I wanted
to sing. I covered “Can’t Even Get The Blues” by Reba,
“The Sweetest Thing” by Juice Newton, Janie Fricke
songs, Patty Loveless’ “Chains” and “Timber, I’m Falling In Love.” And I listened to Waylon, Hank Jr. and
all the great outlaws as well. It was a cool time.
I learned a work ethic from my family band. When I
was a teenager in high school, we would play dances at
these big community events. We’d just rent a building
and people would come from miles around because it
was a very rural community with little tiny towns dotted all over the place. All my friends would be at the
dance hanging out, and I’d be onstage singing, sometimes wishing I was hanging out with them. So it was
a good lesson in work ethic. I remember feeling like
it was what I was meant to do. That’s just what I did. I
sang and played music. I learned songs and practiced.
All my friends were doing sports and other things.
John and I met and married in Kansas [McBride’s
husband is now owner of Nashville’s Blackbird Studio
and The Blackbird Academy]. I was singing, bartending
and waiting tables and John had a sound company that
did sound for local concerts and traveled a little bit. We
got married in 1988. I sang all different kinds of music
on the way to figuring out what I wanted to do. When
I went back to sing country in my dad’s band, that was
it. I was like, “This is what I want to do, and I want to
move to Nashville.” It was very sudden. And John said,
“Okay.” He moved his whole sound company, and we
moved down here not knowing anybody – and not
knowing a thing about the music business. There was
nobody we knew from our area who’d done it before
us. We tackled it together. He’s always been such a huge
supporter of me in so many ways. He just really believed. Having that kind of support is super important.
Also important is the fact that we’ve been able to
share it together. When you’re in this business and
traveling all over the world and you’re the center of
attention, it takes a strong person to handle that. It’s
also sweeter for both of us that we get to have those
experiences and build that life together. I’m just lucky
he’s a talented sound engineer (laughs). And also, his
dream of having a studio – which he’s had since he
was very young – has now come true. We’ve also started the recording school. Luckily, our interests and our
careers compliment each other and we’re involved in
the same business. It’s fate, really.
Being a part of Garth’s organization and watching
how he was with his fans and the energy he put out

onstage ... it was a family out there. [The McBrides
both worked for Brooks. John ran sound; Martina
first sold t-shirts and later opened for Brooks after
being signed to RCA.] That definitely made an impression on me as a young artist. Overall, it was just
a great introduction to touring. I didn’t know how it
was supposed to be. I was the most green artist. I had
no idea what it was like to be on a bus and be on the
road. John and I traveled on different buses. He traveled with the sound crew and I was on the other bus.
It was kind of like dating. I would wake up and go see
him in the morning. That was kind of fun.
The advice that Garth gave me was to take time and
soak it all in. Live in the moment. Don’t wish it away;
don’t want it to go faster. Just really enjoy it and relish
it. That was an important piece of advice.
With my first record I had to make a decision really
quickly about what kind of country artist I wanted
to be. So my first instinct was, “I want to be a traditional country artist, like the female Alan Jackson.”

In My Daughter’s Eyes: Above,
McBride and father Daryl Schiff
in his band, The Schiffters.
My Baby Loves Me: With
husband John in Kansas before their move to Music City.
I loved that first record and it’s a huge part of who I
am. But with the second record, we took a step back
and started finding songs that were not quite as
one-dimensional. We had “My Baby Loves Me” and
“Independence Day” and some real country stuff on
there, too. It felt like a step forward and embraced
all the sides of me as an artist. The Time Has Come
was very on-the-money of what I wanted to do. So I
don’t look back and say, “What was I doing?” I knew
exactly what I was doing. But I felt like I grew and
evolved – and that’s what you’re supposed to do as
an artist. And luckily I had people around me that
got that, and encouraged it.
I can remember my husband saying, “You know, you’re
in charge.” That was a huge realization for me. When you’re
young and you come into this world that you know nothing

about – all you can do is sing and choose songs – and you
really don’t know anything about the business. All these
people have more experience. They have all kinds of ideas
and opinions. You have to really know yourself, which
is hard to do at 24. It takes a lot of strength to stand up to
people. And John saying, “You’re in charge. This is a business” – it was a revelation. I started thinking, “Yeah. I want
to work with people, but I have to stand up for who I am.”
There was a time when my record label wanted me
to go for more of a pop audience, to cross over. I said,
“What makes you think I want to cross over?” They were
like, “Uh ... because that’s what everybody wants to do.”
(laughs) I said, “Well I don’t really want to do that. I want
to be like Reba [and] be at the top of this game.” Looking
back, I think I was afraid of losing control of my career.
I’d just had my daughter Delaney, and it just wasn’t right.
That decision probably changed the trajectory of my career
– and I don’t regret it, because I don’t know if I’d still be
here otherwise. Everything works out like it’s supposed to,
but it deﬁnitely surprised the label, for me to say no.
I’ve had long relationships with a lot of people in Country radio. Jeff Garrison was always a supporter. Gregg
Swedberg was always really honest with me. And that’s
important. I can remember playing Kerry Wolfe “Wild
Angels” on my bus before we’d even mastered it.
I want to thank my promo team at RCA for all those
years. I’m still close with all of them, going all the way
back to Mike Wilson up to Keith Gale and his team. They
worked very hard. We traveled all
over the country and put in a lot of
hours together. I really appreciate the
work they did. And I need to thank Joe
Galante. If I’d had a different record
label head I would’ve had to ﬁght
harder to get songs like “Concrete
Angel” and “Independence Day” released. But he was always supportive.
He let me have my vision and believed
in what I did. And he fought for those
songs. He was really open to the idea
of putting out something that might be
risky, or might not be easy at radio. He
believed in my passion for those songs.
He’s a big reason why I have the catalog I have. I couldn’t have asked for a
better partner at the record label than Joe.
One of the most special moments for me was the ﬁrst
time I won CMA Female Vocalist of the Year in 1999. That
was such an “arrival” moment. I was seven years into my
career, so at that point it was like, “Is this ever going to
happen?” (laughs) So when it did, it was really gratifying
– a nice pat on the back from the industry. I’d watched that
show since I was a kid and dreamed of walking up those
stairs. So many people had worked so hard to make it happen, so I felt like I was sharing it with a lot of people.
To my friends in Country radio – thank you for believing
in me and for giving me not only a chance at the beginning,
but for all of the support over the years. It really means a lot
to me. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have that support and
belief from Country radio. I’m very grateful.
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