How Sweet
the Sound
If life is one grand, sweet song,
Kelsea Ballerini has started the music.
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Dimpled and bright-eyed, it’s not hard to
imagine Kelsea Ballerini as a princess as she regally strolls the red carpet at the ACM Awards in late
April wearing a cascading skirt and strapless bodice. Go ahead, say, “Principessa Kelsea Ballerini,”
with a faux Italian accent. It just rolls off the tongue.
The 21-year-old petite blonde
with the Italian surname may
not be royalty, but Kelsea does
hail from the same East Tennessee stomping grounds that
another petite blonde with a
sweet voice calls home: Queen
Dolly Parton, who, incidentally,
was also 21 years old when
she released her debut album,
Hello, I’m Dolly, in 1967.
“I grew up 45 minutes from
Dollywood, so Dollywood was
it,” says a less regally dressed
but equally delightful Kelsea
as she settles onto a leather
couch during an early-morning
sit-down at her label’s office
on Nashville’s Music Row two
weeks after the ACMs. “We
went to Dollywood all the time
when I was little. It was the
coolest place and I have such
great memories of it.”
Kelsea may have a long way
to go before she reaches Dolly’s
majestic status, but she’s off to
a royal start. In October 2014,
Kelsea dropped her first single,
“Love Me Like You Mean It,”
which is still climbing Billboard’s Country Airplay chart

(currently at No. 14) before releasing her five-song
self-titled EP; she took part in CMT’s Next Women
of Country showcase in November and is currently
co-headlining a tour of the same name with Jana
Kramer as well as opening for Lady Antebellum on
select dates of their Wheels Up Tour; she made
her Grand Ole Opry debut
in February; and on May 19,
Kelsea looking
Kelsea is set to release her
regal at the
ACM Awards
debut album, The First Time,
in April
a 12-song offering for which
she wrote or co-wrote every
song. That’s a lot of “firsts”
over the last 12 months for a
21-year-old who first developed a penchant for songwriting as a seventh-grader.
“My mom used to read
me books when I was little,
and I was always fascinated
with stories,” says Kelsea.
“So I began journaling in
middle school, which is a
weird time in general, but
then my parents split up and
I was feeling a lot of emotions, so that was my way of
venting about it. My journaling turned into poems that
turned into songs.”
Even though Kelsea was
being raised in rural Tennessee and Dollywood was
just a stone’s throw away,
country music wasn’t on
her radar . . . or her radio,
which was occupied by the
likes of Britney Spears and
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“I named this album
The First Time because
of all the firsts that are
happening in my life.”
Kelsea ballerini continued
*NSYNC, while her parents preferred
the smooth sounds of Frank Sinatra
and Stevie Wonder.
“I grew up on a farm in East Tennessee and I loved pop music—Britney
Spears was my first concert,” Kelsea
says.” I didn’t even know what country
music was, but my roots turned out
to be country all along. I had been
writing songs for a few months, and
they were all coming out [sounding]
country. I just didn’t know what country
was until I heard ‘Stupid Boy’ by Keith
Urban on my friend’s MySpace page.
I remember listening to it and going,
‘Where did this music come from?’ So
I went out and bought Keith Urban,
Dixie Chicks, Taylor Swift [see sidebar]
and Sugarland’s records, and that was
my introduction to country music. It
was cool because I listened to those
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records and thought, ‘This is what I’ve
been writing, this is where it fits.’ And
then the floodgates opened.”
Free-flowing Kelsea began writing more and more songs, as well
as singing in the church choir and
middle-school glee club. For her 14th
birthday, Kelsea’s mom scheduled
time for her in a recording studio,
where a rep was so moved by Kelsea’s songs that he set up a couple
of studio sessions in Nashville so
she could record a demo. However,
the rise to immediate stardom stalled
when Kelsea didn’t get the record
deal she had hoped for. Down but
not out, Kelsea went back home and
used the negative experience as
motivational fodder to find her own
voice. A year later, Kelsea and her
mom packed their things and made
the move to Nashville for good. A
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In March, Kelsea Ballerini got
an unexpected Twitter endorsement from one of music’s most
influential figures: Taylor
Swift. With more than 57
million followers to her name,
Taylor tweeted, “Driving around
with the @KelseaBallerini EP
on repeat. SO lovely:) #yeahboy #lovemelikeyoumeanit.”
“From the very beginning
of me wanting to be a singer/
songwriter, Taylor was my main
influence and role model,” says
Kelsea. “I’ve waited in meetand-greet lines three times—
for hours—to meet her as a
fan. To be someone that she
decides to endorse, essentially,
is really cool. It was another
one of those ‘first’ moments. It
was amazing and I’m so thankful to her.”

Kelsea has had a lot of “firsts” in the
last 12 months, including her Grand
Ole Opry debut, as well as (opposite,
clockwise from top left) her first tour
bus, tattoo, CMT’s Next Women of
Country showcase and studio album.

The First Time
track listing
1. “XO”
2. “Peter Pan”
3. “Love Me Like You Mean It”
4. “Square Pegs”
5. “The First Time”
6. “Looking at Stars”
7. “Sirens”
8. “Secondhand Smoke”
9. “Dibs”
10. “Stilettos”
11. “Yeah Boy”
12. “Underage”

publishing deal with Black River
Entertainment followed in 2013, and
less than a year later, Kelsea had the
record deal she so coveted.
Now, on the cusp of the release of
her debut album, the young woman who
looked so regal and poised on the ACM
red carpet is—understandably—ecstatic
beyond sentences and tongue-tied.
“May 19! Big moment! So crazy! Nonstop!” she says, before regaining her
cohesiveness. “I named this album The
First Time because of all the firsts that
are happening in my life. I’m such an
album person. I like to pick it out, see it,
read it, play it. I’m so proud of the songs
and songwriting on this album. I’ve
been writing since I was 12, so I had
a ton of songs, but I feel like the ones
that needed to be on this album are on
this album. The stories and messages
that are important for me to tell are told.

That’s what’s most important for me. I’m
so excited for people to hear it.”
From songwriting seventh-grader to
tongue-tied 21-year-old on the verge
of fulfilling her dream on May 19,
Kelsea’s story is a sweet-sounding
one, which is a befitting description
considering another one of her “firsts.”
Kelsea recently got her first tattoo, a
script “how sweet the sound” on the
underside of her left forearm.
“‘Amazing Grace’ was the first solo I
sang and the first song I learned,” says
Kelsea, showing off the ink. “I always
wanted a tattoo, but I wanted it to be
something about music and faith. And I
couldn’t figure out what it was, until I realized that grace has been a real theme
throughout my life. It’s one of the biggest
gifts to give and get. It’s a good reminder.”
May 19 is a big day for Kelsea. Of
that, she needs no reminder.
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