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As an artist manager at Red Light and Chair of the CMA
Board, Mary Hilliard Harrington has been at the forefront
of some of the industry’s greatest challenges over the
past year. While working with clients Dierks Bentley, Elle
King, Caylee Hammack and Tucker Beathard, she’s been
instrumental in CMA’s pandemic response. A Florida native,
she moved from
New York to
Nashville and
started her own
public relations firm, The GreenRoom – which she still coowns – a year later. Creating opportunity for herself in
publicity and subsequently management, and leading her
team and the CMA, has been fueled by a people-focused
mix of empathy and fearlessness.

THE INTERVIEW

Country Aircheck: From the management standpoint, what was the last year like for you?
MHH: I might compare it to treading water while wearing a weighted vest. I went
through the different stages of what was, in hindsight, probably grief. Once we
realized the shutdown was inevitable, I remember talking with Dierks about getting
employees at Whiskey Row paid. They were going to have no income, but we
thought it was going to be a short-term thing. He dug into his own pocket to give
people some money to keep going. A couple months went by, and it was like, “Oh,
wait. We’re not reopening.”
We had already decided we were going to pull back from the road a bit in
2020 and tour big in 2021. We still had some shows to cancel and tried the whole
rescheduling, pushing three months, canceling and then re-booking for 2021
thing – the same process everybody went through – but it was probably not as bad
for me in that area. It was a lot of counseling. A lot of us as managers frequently
find ourselves in that role for our artists and employees.
There were definitely major down moments. Any time I was feeling exhausted
with pandemic fatigue, I would try to find something to do with my daughter that I
wouldn’t have been able to do on any other workday. People talk about the beautiful
things to come out of COVID, and that was certainly one of them. The ability to
refocus and get my energy back was essential, because I was busier than I’ve ever
been but not fulfilled. There were no wins. Not just the income, but the big, joyful
moments we get to experience working in the music business – we didn’t have them.
You’re wading through with all this heavy emotional weight on you.
Was there a moment where it hit you how real it all was?
I had those moments almost every day. In this role, there are so many people
expecting you to have a crystal ball about when we might come back. I was living
it, following the news, and keeping up in real-time. The oh-God-we’re-stuck-here
moments happened every couple of months with Dierks, who was one of the few
artists who kept his band and crew on salary. Obviously, it was a major investment
into those people who he considered family, so it wasn’t ever a thought for him.
But in my position of being fiscally responsible, we had to stop and take a hard
look at it. What is this going to look like? When we come out of this, are we going
to have the money that we need to start up a new tour? Ultimately, we decided to
double down on our people and weather the storm. But it was a constant reminder
of the state of the business and where we were.
When did the reality of the restart hit you?
I’ve been frustrated that so many of the decision makers in the touring business
are in the New York and L.A. bubbles. I’m part of it, too, watching CNN and being
in that bubble. Back in March, I went down to Broadway with a friend at 6pm on
a Saturday, and it was insanity. Some people in masks, but a lot weren’t. I was like,
“Exactly! This is what I’ve been saying! We are in the bubble, and COVID is over
down here.” Those are our fans, and we were paralyzing ourselves.
Dierks and I were talking about a club run. What does that look like? What
could the fallout be? Obviously, we don’t want to get anyone sick. But once
everyone had the ability to get vaccinated – it’s go time. We could wait for
someone in the government to tell us it’s okay, or we could take control of our
own fate. Thankfully, he was right there, too. Someone asked him if stage-diving at
the first show was a good idea, and he answered, “I didn’t do a whole lot of virtual
shows or livestreams, because that isn’t really what I do. Not going into the crowd,
touching the fans or being close to them would be like asking a NASCAR driver to
do the whole race in third gear. I don’t know how to do that.”
We had to rip off the band-aid, and it was so liberating. I learned a word from a
podcast last week – “scited.” Half scared, half excited. That’s how I felt the day of the
first club show. The minute he walked out and started “Gone,” acoustic, at the top of
the show, I was like, “Nope. This is it. This is what we do it for.”
Where is the business when it comes to liability?
We’re all taking a big, calculated risk. There are a lot of really smart people
trying to figure that out, but I don’t know that there’s a clear answer. Having
done so much advocacy work with CMA this year, I’ve really come to understand
the number of people who rely on live events. Not just music, but all of it. It’s
hundreds of thousands of people, and we have to get back to work.

We made it mandatory that if you want to work with us, you had to get vaccinated.
That was not an easy decision to make. We ended up losing one crew guy over it, and
it’s sad. But I can’t have one guy on a tour bus getting sick and taking down the whole
tour for two weekends worth of shows. Hard decisions have to be made.
Beyond vaccinations, have we lost people to other industries? Maybe gigs that offer
benefits in a way the touring world doesn’t?
That’s a good point, but it’s gone both ways. There are the people who’ve really
loved having the extra time with their family, and then there are those who
need the road. They’re wired for it, and being still at home is very hard. There
are mental health issues to consider. Then there’s the conversation we’re all
having about working remotely or going back to the office. That piece will be
fundamentally changed. I see my generation saying we need to be in the office.
There are things you learn in the hallway, in the break room or passing someone’s
office door that we’ve just lost. And I see the younger kids being like, yeah, I don’t
ever need to go into the office again.
I started having my whole team go into the office on Wednesdays just to get
the wheels turning again. Even if we’re only there three or four hours, it’s really
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beneficial. Part of my frustration is companies that
are expecting and will profit from artists putting
themselves out there in public but aren’t willing to
have their employees drive to the office and work in
a cubicle next to someone else. That’s frustrating and
feels very unfair.
How do you think the management landscape has
been altered?
The managers in Nashville are closer than we’ve ever
been. Right at the shutdown, a group of us started
Zooming once a week to compare notes. Me, Clarence
Spalding, Marion Kraft and Virginia Bunetta were the
main ones, and Kerri Edwards would join sometimes.
We talked constantly, and I learned so much. At times,
it was comic relief. We’ve started doing it again recently
as we’re starting back up, and I’m grateful to have had
them to lean on and for the camaraderie. In terms of
how we deal with artists, it’s become more apparent
than ever how many roles we play, professionally and
personally. Once the shit hits the fan, you realize how
much you rely on each other, not just them on us.

THE INTERVIEW
How are the artists doing?
It’s all over the board. If you just pay attention to
social media, you think everybody is completely
pumped to get back on the road, and it’s going to be
the best summer ever. But the truth is, they’re coming
out of a fog. The thing they have worked so hard to do
– what they’re fueled by – that fire was turned off and
dimmed for a year-and-a-half. Some are doing better
than others, but the switch just needs to be flipped
again. They’ll light back up and be ready to go.
When Dierks and I have talked about this year, I’ve
been referring to 2021 as the on-ramp. Let’s not try
and go back and hit the interstate at 80 miles-an-hour.
Let’s step up, do these club shows and make sure we
all remember how to do this. The band and crew need
to remember what they do. I need to remember how
to market shows. Then we’ll do a bigger tour later
in the summer. And then we’ll get to next year. That
takes some pressure off the notion of putting your
game face on and going full bore.
What did we learn about media – legacy media, social
media, all of it?
It’s more important than ever. Having access and ability
to communicate with fans through the internet was
irreplaceable. But even if you had the most special thing
going, there was such a barrage of digital assets that was
tough to break through. We became numb to it.
Did we learn there’s no substitute for in-person?
There were notions we’d never do radio tours again.
I just don’t buy that. The chill bump moment you get
when you see an artist who’s really great singing with
an acoustic guitar – you don’t get that over Zoom.
How did you win the lottery to be a CMA board
officer – and now chair – in this special moment?
Quite a lottery win, wasn’t it? CMA board leadership
positions are a three-year deal. You start as PresidentElect, move on to President, then to Chairman. My
President-Elect year was smooth sailing. Jody Williams
was Chair, and Kurt Johnson was President. The
biggest thing I had to worry about was what kind of
cocktail I was going to have at Music Fest. There were
a lot of meetings and work to do, but more strategic
planning, big picture conversations and marketing ...
things I really love doing. My years as President and
Chair have been way tougher. I tease [CMA CEO]
Sarah Trahern asking why I didn’t do this in 2013. But
I’m sure they had problems back then, too.
My mom and dad tell me if there’s going to be a
natural disaster or terrorist attack, they can pretty
much count on me being there. And it’s been true for
September 11 and Route 91. But I do feel Charlie
that I am
supposed to be here in this moment. I’ve been
able to
Morgan
really dig in with Sarah and her staff to create MICS
(Music Industry COVID Support) and what I think are
important, impactful and lasting programs.
Last summer, when people were really starting to
hurt, we got someone from every sector and type of
company, put them in a room and started talking. They
told us how a food bank was underway that had fed
2,000 crew people and their families that week. All they
had to do was pull up, pop their trunk and the people
at Soundcheck put a box of food in their trunk. And I
was sobbing. I knew we had to do something.
I know you’re covering a lot of things about women
in this issue, and I do think it needed to be a woman
in this role at this moment. I don’t know why except
for probably some sort of maternal instinct. I’m super
empathetic, so I really feel all these people who are
hurting. Then I get fired up. Let’s go to work! As hard
as it’s been, I think I’m here in the right moment.
What are the moments relative to CMA that stand out
to you over the past year?
The first time we canceled Music Fest was a big decision
that affects a lot of people. That event funds the CMA
Foundation and all kinds of music education, so being
aware of how it affects these kids and their programs
was a hard call to make. We figured out how to pivot
into the Best of Fest show, which ended up being great,
and ABC was really happy.
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By the time we got to the awards, we’d seen so many
shows doing Zoom versions with no audience. We
all put our hands in the middle and said we’d try to
celebrate these artists as safely as we can with people in
the room. The community needed that. We got a lot
of comments online about masks, but what Sarah and
[Exec. Dir.] Robert Deaton pulled off in terms of safety,
testing protocols and the bubble we were all living in –
there wasn’t a safer place on the planet than the CMA
Awards. I’m really proud of that. It was a gamble, but in
the room that night, the artists were so grateful.
How have you approached the controversy around
Morgan Wallen’s video?
As sad as I am that the Morgan Wallen incident
happened, I do feel that some positive change has
already come out of it. The industry is way more
tuned in to the DEI needs our community has and the
tremendous work that we must do as format. There
are so many blind spots, and it’s a really tricky thing to
walk through. As a white woman, I’m not always going
to get it right, but my heart is in the right place. The
big systemic change that folks are looking for is not
going to happen overnight; it’s going to take time. In
my day job, I’ve hired people of color to go on the
road. I’m putting Black artists in support slots on shows
and festivals where I can control that, and I’m in the
middle of creating some TV opportunities and projects
that will be able to help expose some of these artists.
My idealistic hope is if we all start taking steps like
those in our own businesses, they eventually add up to
something greater for the industry.
Whether it’s speaking out like Maren Morris and Luke
Combs at CRS, or deciding if it’s up to artists to deal
with the confederate flags that sometimes pop up
at country shows, what’s the right balance between
addressing social issues and just being entertainment?
I thought that CRS panel was awesome. And I also
know this stuff is really hard. I don’t want anyone
to feel uncomfortable at one of our shows or events
because someone is displaying some form of racism.
And it’s very difficult to police. Some really iconic
vintage t-shirts have a confederate flag on them. Can
you tell people they can’t wear a Lynyrd Skynyrd,
Charlie Daniels or Alabama shirt? I have to hope
people can and will self-police; that this moment
we’ve had over the last year has opened a lot of
eyes. Maybe that’s giving them more credit than
they deserve, but that’s my hope, because I don’t
think it’s our job to regulate what people wear, in
particular. But it’s a hard place to be, because I want
everyone to feel comfortable.
Your career is a pretty good testament that there’s
opportunity for women in country, and yet we see
convincing data – in this issue and elsewhere – that the
challenges are real. How do you reconcile those realities?
For better or worse, I don’t think of myself as a
woman. That’s not a qualifier for me. When you talk
about opportunities, as a human being you have to
create your own. If you’re sitting back waiting on
someone to give you the opportunity, you’re probably
not doing everything you could be doing. I’m wired to
go create those for myself as a person, not as a woman.
When you say nice things about my career, that’s
what I think about – not being afraid to take risks.
I didn’t know how to be a manager, but there was
a bit of a fearlessness to it, though I have certainly
made plenty of mistakes. I feel weird talking about
opportunities for women, because I believe there are
opportunities for everybody if you go and make them.
The other day, somebody I’m close to introduced
me in a group of people as the best female manager
in Nashville. Am I supposed to be offended or proud
of that? I don’t think about that until it’s pointed out.
Okay, right. I’m a female. Forgot.
And, of course, I’m really proud. I have so many
young girls working for me at Red Light, on the road
and at The GreenRoom. So, I’m proud to be able to

lead by example and to have people look up to me as
a role model and a woman, but I don’t think about it.
Navigating the singles chart is next to impossible
for almost everyone, so if it’s tilted even a few
degrees for women, that can be tough to overcome.
How do you sort out the complex factors that go
into whether an artist makes it with the very simple
reality that women don’t do as well in country music,
historically?
If I think too hard about the numbers, I will get real
frustrated. They are pretty staggering.
The types of artists I’m drawn to are one-of-a-kind.
If you think about Elle King or Caylee Hammack, you
are not going to get them confused with anyone else
if you hear their voices on the radio, see them live
or meet them on the street. I’m drawn to that, but
it also makes the job a lot easier, because if they’re
going to break, it is going to be 100% because of
their individuality. Neither of them is trying to break
through a crop of six blonde girls who are singing the
same breakup songs. I’m willing to bet everything I
have on that.
Do you think there’s too much playing it safe when it
comes to female artists?
There’s too much playing it safe for both genders.
In some ways, it’s worse for men. When I’m listening
to the radio or Spotify, there are times I can’t
differentiate the song and the artist from the guy that
came before.
How is it the business, including radio, has seen more
women in gatekeeper roles over the last decade, yet
the empirical success of female artists declined?
Those women can only program what they’re being
served, and if the music’s not great, what do you
expect? Anecdotally, it seems labels are signing
more girls than they were even five years ago. At
the same time, COVID put a pause on some of the
female focused initiatives; it put a pause on the whole
business. I do think we’re at the front end of the curve
to get women more exposure. And I look to the DSPs
as strongly as I look to radio for that.
We have a handful of superstar women, a lot
struggling to break through and not a lot in between.
Where are the mid-level female artists?
Maybe it’s just because there aren’t that many of them,
but it feels like when a girl breaks, she breaks big. Look
at Gabby Barrett. No one is streaming more than her,
and she’s on her second single. When it breaks, it really
breaks. That’s also my sense of what happened in the
‘90s when so many women had these big moments and
became stars overnight. With the guys, it’s more like
one foot in front of the other, year after year. Taylor
Swift ... even Gretchen Wilson ... they pop much faster.
You go from being a baby to being upper class, or you
struggle and go away. Or, you realize you want to have
babies and put less time into your career.
How did you figure out music was going to be a
substantial part of your life, if not your life’s work?
I don’t think music is my life’s work. People are. Music
is clearly the vehicle for it right now, but I get so much
more fulfillment out of the people that I work with –
helping them find and attain their goals and dreams.
With my artists and my businesses, the bands and
crews – I’m doing all this for them, not the music.
If it wasn’t in the music business, what would it be?
I could probably do that in any business, but it
would still be in some form of entertainment. I’m
not very corporate, live my life pretty loosely, and I
like making my own schedule. And I’m better late at
night than I am early in the morning. Don’t get me
wrong, I love all kinds of music, and I really love the
live experience. But I find myself more chasing those
magical moments with people than I do chasing the
next hit. 					CAC

