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L
onghaired and burly-bearded, Chris Stapleton 
was an imposing presence at first glance as 
he sat at an unadorned wooden table inside 
an industrial-styled conference room earlier 
this spring. The setting was his management 
company’s office space in Nashville’s trendy 

Gulch neighborhood, but there was nothing trendy about 
Chris . . . yet. He was cloaked in denim and sporting a 
trucker’s ball cap. His beard, which he appeared to have 
been growing since kindergarten, masked his face so 
completely that he could have been smiling or scowling 
without anyone being the wiser. This was seven months 
ago, as Chris prepared for the May release of his debut 
solo album, Traveller. It turned out Chris was smiling. 

During the hour-long conversation, the soft-spoken, 
37-year-old Kentucky native talked about his musical 
journey since moving to Nashville in 2001—from writ-
ing No. 1 songs for the likes of Darius Rucker and Kenny 
Chesney to fronting the Grammy-nominated bluegrass 
troupe The SteelDrivers. All the while, Chris—who can ef-
fortlessly turn his soulful voice up to an 11 onstage—was 
stoic and modest when it came to conversing about his 
talents. His eyes, however, lit up when the topic wandered 
to the 14 songs featured on his debut project. It was the 
songwriter inside of him manifesting itself via a glimmer. 
After all, he penned or co-penned 12 of the 14 tunes. 

But it turned out that the track Chris talked about 
most was one of the two he didn’t write—more specifical-
ly, “Tennessee Whiskey,” a song Dean Dillon and Linda 
Hargrove co-penned that was originally recorded by 
David Allan Coe in 1981, two years before George Jones 
put his pipes on it and took it to No. 2 on the Billboard 
Hot Country Singles chart. 

“‘Tennessee Whiskey,’” said Chris, then taking a long, 
deliberate pause. “As a songwriter, if you can write just 
one of those, that’s it. But [as a singer] you’re not go-
ing to out-David-Allan-Coe David Allan Coe or out-
George-Jones George Jones. That’s just a fact. That song 
was kind of a happy accident. The guys [in my band] 
were kinda playing this old groove one time. It was in 
Charlottesville, Virginia—I remember it well. We were 

getting ready to do soundcheck and the guys started 
playing this old groove. I was walking around thinking, 
‘What can I sing over the top of this?’ I started singing 
‘Tennessee Whiskey.’ It sounded so fun and good that I 
was like, ‘Hey, let’s just play this tonight.’ So we played it 
that night and the next night and we’ve been playing it 
ever since. We hadn’t necessarily planned on recording it 
on the album, but once again we just followed it where it 
went. We started goofing around in the studio by playing 
it and [mixing engineer] Vance Powell had the presence 
of mind to turn the red on and producer Dave Cobb [see 
sidebar] said, ‘Yeah, let’s record this now.’”

Fast-forward seven months after our initial conver-
sation to the CMA Awards show on Nov. 4, when Chris 
teamed with Justin Timberlake for a sizzling duet on 
“Tennessee Whiskey.” It’s not hyperbole to say that Chris 
out-David-Allan-Coe’d David Allan Coe and he out-
George-Jones’d George Jones. Chris and Justin’s duet 
was one of the most electrifying collaborations in the 
CMA Awards show’s 49-year history, ranking right up 
there with the cross-genre alliance of Alabama and Lionel 
Richie on “Deep River Woman” in 1986, among others.

THE  
TRENDSETTER
After 37 years, CHRIS STAPLETON  

is suddenly in style. 
STORY BY JIM CASEY

The
49th annual  
CMA Awards
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But Chris’ remarkable onstage 
collaboration was just the start of 
his unprecedented night. By the 
time the three-hour telecast had 
concluded, Chris was the CMA New 
Artist of the Year winner . . . and the 
CMA Album of the Year winner . . . 
and the CMA Male Vocalist of the 
Year winner—a trifecta that had 
never before been accomplished. 

Suddenly, Chris Stapleton was 
trendy—and trending. More than 
13.5 million people watched his 
CMA Awards show performance 
on television. Less than a week 
later, the same performance had 
chalked up several million YouTube 
views. On Nov. 4, the name “Chris 
Stapleton” received more than 2 
million Google searches—1.9 million 
more hits that the next closest 
person, Sam Hunt. But here’s where 
it becomes truly mind-blowing: 

immediately following 
the CMA Awards, sales of 
Traveller exceeded 153,000 
units according to Nielsen 
Music (177,000 when you 
add in streaming). To put 
that into perspective, the 
album had sold 27,000 
units during its first week 
in May and somewhere 
around 96,000 units by the 
end of October. On top of 
that, “Tennessee Whiskey” 
became the best-selling 
digital country song of 
the week with 131,206 
downloads sold.

On the Sunday afternoon following 
the CMA Awards show—four days 
removed from his epic night—Chris 
is relaxing at his Nashville home 
with his wife, Morgane, and two 

children, still trying to 
catch his breath from 
his whirlwind week. 
During this impromptu 
sit-down, Chris appears 
to be the same guy he 
was seven months prior—
longhaired, burly-beard-
ed, stoic, modest and 
soft-spoken. The music-
loving world may have 
changed around him, but 
he hasn’t. 

In fact, the only time 
Chris gets overly excited 
is when I mention that 
he may have topped 
both David Allan Coe 

and George Jones with his and 
Justin’s performance of “Tennessee 
Whiskey” on the CMAs. The 
statement is akin to blasphemy as 
far as Chris is concerned. 

“Easy now,” says Chris with an 

uncomfortable laugh. “I’ll stand 
by my previous statement on that. 
You can’t top those guys. We can do 
our version of what we do and we’ll 
leave it at that.” 

The declaration is just another 
example of Chris humbly deflecting 
the spotlight when it comes shin-
ing down on him. With his hat and 
beard and hair, he seems more com-
fortable lurking in the shadows than 
soaking up the limelight. And when 
he’s not deflecting credit, he’s even 
quicker to point it in the direction 
of the person he feels deserves it. 
In this instance, that person is the 
aforementioned Justin Timberlake. 

“I’ve known Justin for a couple 
of years, and we’re friends, and we 
check in on each other here and 
there,” says Chris. “He’s a new dad 
and I’ve got two, and we talk about 
dad stuff and talk about music and 
things like that on occasion. So 

when the nominations came out, I 
felt like maybe I would have an op-
portunity for a performance slot, so 
I called Justin up and asked him if 
he’d be willing. We’ve always kinda 
looked for a reason to do something 
together, and I asked him if he’d 
be willing to show up and play on 
the CMAs and he said, ‘Yeah man, 
just tell me when.’ So we took that 
to the CMAs and asked if they’d be 
interested in that, and they were 
accommodating and excited to have 
him for sure.”

It sounds like the CMAs were 
excited to have Chris, too, not to 
mention his country music peers, 
as evidenced by Miranda Lambert 
sporting a shirt with Chris’ moni-
ker on it, as well as Luke Bryan 
referring to Chris by name in his 
Entertainer of the Year acceptance 
speech. While big winners Miranda, 
Luke and Little Big Town had rea-

sons to smile, the night belonged to 
Chris Stapleton.

“After winning the third award 
for Male Vocalist of the Year, I was 
waiting for a Candid Camera mo-
ment or thought maybe I was get-
ting Punk’d—I was waiting for it 
to be some sort of national televi-
sion prank,” says Chris. “It didn’t 
seem like a real thing. Sometimes 
you get to do stuff in this business 
that when you say it out loud—like 
playing with Justin on the show—
it sounds fake. The whole night 
sounds like a fake occurrence, 
something that couldn’t possibly 
happen for someone in my posi-
tion. But it did, and we’re overly 
thankful and overjoyed right now. 
If there was ever a perfect night in 
a career, that was one. What a  
crazy, wonderful, exciting night.”

And just like that, Chris Stapleton 
is in style. NCW

DAVE COBB is one of the most sought-after producers in 
Nashville right now, and it’s not by accident. In addition to 
producing past albums for the likes of Shooter Jennings, 
Jamey Johnson and Sturgill Simpson, Dave’s 2015 credits in-
clude, among others, Chris Stapleton (Traveller), A Thousand 
Horses (Southernality), Jason Isbell (Something More Than 
Free) and Corb Lund (Things That Can’t Be Undone). 

“There aren’t enough words for me to say how great 
Dave Cobb is,” says Chris. “He is a great player, a great 

musical mind, a great song guy, a great spirit, a great pro-
ducer. He’s everything a producer should be, in my mind. 
I sought him out. He and I share a lot of common influ-
ences and things that we love. He brings a little more 
rock ’n’ roll to the table than I do, I’m sure, but we both 
have these similar musical commonalities. There’s some-
thing unspoken. He almost knows what I want before I 
tell him what I want and vice versa. Working with him was 
one of the best collaborative efforts I’ve ever had.”

The  
Cobb  
Effect

CHRIS STAPLETON CONTINUED

Beauty  
and the  
Beard
“I’ve had a beard 
for at least a 
dozen years,” 
says Chris. “My 
wife has never 
seen my chin. I 
had it long before 
Duck Dynasty 
was a thing or 
before any-
one really went 
around buying 
beard products. 
I was covered in 
hillbilly facial hair 
long before it was 
cool. So yeah, I’ve 
been rocking it for 
a while.”

(Above from left) Chris accepts the 2015 CMA Male 
Vocalist of the Year award from presenters Lee Ann 
Womack and Kiefer Sutherland; album art for Traveller; 
Miranda Lambert’s shirt at the CMAs says it all.
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After their rip-roaring 
CMA duet, Chris and 

Justin Timberlake (right) 
share a laugh backstage.

Chris and 
wife Morgane    


