It was 1989, and Emmylou Harris was fairly well exhausted. Her throat and her spirits were raw, nearly shredded from fifteen years of work fronting one of the finest groups in country music, The Hot Band. And so she called John Starling, the dusky-voiced singer, songwriter, and confidante.

“I had gotten to a point where I was tired, and I wasn’t coming up with anything new,” she said. “I needed to make a zig or a zag. I told him, ‘Maybe I should take a year off.’ He said, ‘Sam Bush is getting ready to leave the New Grass Revival. You need to get Sam Bush and form a bluegrass band.’”

This was a radical proposition, even for someone who was the first female to score a gold record for a bluegrass album, 1980’s Roses in the Snow. Harris earned her estimable reputation for concerts and recordings that featured the masterful electric guitar work of James Burton, Albert Lee, and Frank Reckard, and searing steel guitar from Hank DeVito and Steve Fishell. And country music is not a field that tends to reward reinvention.

“The electric band was the way I was grounded, and I was nervous that there were people who only liked me because of The Hot Band, that I would be going out there without Dumbo’s feather,” she said.

But Starling’s wisdom had served Harris well in the past, both on her solo albums and on her Trio project with Dolly Parton and Linda Ronstadt. He could rarely find his reading glasses, but he could read musical situations and musical people like no other.

And Sam Bush was one of the planet’s most adventurous and expressive acoustic musicians, and he’s funny as hell and a pleasure to be around. 

And singing over instruments instead of amplifiers would be easier on Emmy’s throat. 

And a year off sounded boring, come to think of it.

She called Sam and asked if he’d be interested in putting a band together.

“I said, ‘No,’ but I’ll be in your band,” Bush remembers.

Thus began Emmylou Harris and The Nash Ramblers, the finest bluegrass band in country music. The group coalesced during the recording of Starling’s duet album Spring Training, which took place at Harris and husband Paul Kennerley’s studio in Brentwood, TN. 

Al Perkins, who first worked with Harris on Gram Parsons’ early 1970s album, manned the dobro, handling an imprecise instrument—steel bar over fretless steel strings, played with steel picks over a steel resonator plate can make quite a clamor—with warmth and clarity. Bush played mandolin and fiddle and sang harmonies. Larry Atamanuik, previously of Seatrain, set brushes to a snare drum and quickly became the world’s greatest “bluegrass drummer.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Starling and Carl Jackson introduced Harris to an absurdly talented 21-year-old named Randy Stewart, who sang otherworldly high tenor, ripped off genius guitar solos, and frequently pinched himself in the company of his music heroes.

“The whole band was full of legends,” said Stewart, who now goes by his proper name of Jon Randall Stewart and has become a Nashville legend himself, producing and writing numerous hit songs. “I was terrified at times. They called me ‘Whispers,’ and before the shows Huskey would come rub my shoulders and say, ‘It’s gonna be okay, Whispers.’”

See, Roy Huskey was the other legend. He began playing on the Grand Ole Opry in 1971, at age 16, and became what John Hartford called “Country music’s most important bass player.” Emmylou called him “The Heartbeat of America.” He wore plaid flannel shirts, smoked King Edward cigars onstage and off, and his right hand would leap off his bass strings like a five-fingered ballet dancer. He thought of musical notes as colors, not as steps up and down a scale.

Harris and the boys kicked a few names around and, with the suggestion of guitar tech and musical savant Maple Byrne, settled on The Nash Ramblers, a play on their Nashville origins and a nod to the Harris family car when she was a kid. And the Ramblers determined to ramble: Harris, who had been close to shutting down for 1990, found herself rejuvenated by the sound of what Bush called “Our tough little road band.”

The Nash Ramblers spent the winter woodshedding material and finding ways to make bluesy rompers like “Two More Bottles of Wine” and “Mystery Train” work in an acoustic setting. The band made its public debut in April, at the massive Wembley Arena in London.

“I had been worried that there would be something missing, without the electric instruments,” Harris said. “Yes, there was something missing, but something replaced it that was equally as wonderful. The old songs became new.”

After months of touring, the tough little road band was tougher-still. The Ramblers returned for a band’s hometown unveiling, a two-set concert at the Tennessee Performing Arts Center in downtown Nashville, steps away from the corner of Seventh and Union, where the Grand Ole Opry was first held. The show was recorded that 28th night of September, but the tapes sat unheard for nearly thirty years. James Austin of Rhino Records unearthed the recordings, as he is wont to do. He’s an audio excavator of the highest order.

Seven months after the TPAC concert, Emmylou and The Nash Ramblers recorded a live album at the Ryman Auditorium. That album won a Grammy Award and helped spur public interest in saving the Ryman—country music’s “mother church”—from the wrecking ball.

Upon hearing the TPAC recording, Harris was newly amazed by the versatility and virtuosity of the band that John Starling envisioned as the answer to nagging problems. She and the Ramblers listened and laughed and marveled at the music made on an extraordinary night that many of them had forgotten. And they mourned gentle John Starling and the long-lost Heartbeat of America.

Five years after the TPAC concert, Harris would shift directions again, and since then there have been numerous zigs and zags. Her life in music has held a series of departures and arrivals, deconstructions and evolutions. That’s by her own design—a necessary means of keeping herself and her audience engaged and enlightened—and it has led her to a place in the pantheon.

But, every now and again, the rearview mirror is particularly flattering. Looking back on one night in Nashville, Harris finds tidings of comfort and joy, born of troubles and trials. As Bush and Randall wrote after Huskey’s 1997 death, “Hear the colors, wrapped in flannel, forever wedged in my mind.”

—Peter Cooper
    Nashville, TN




When James Austin, in my humble opinion, the world’s best and certainly most devoted music archeologist, unearthed the tapes of this “lost” concert, I was taken aback by their very existence, like finding some cherished photograph misplaced so long ago the captured moment had been forgotten. Then the memories came flooding in, of the Nash Ramblers, hot off the road from our first tour, ready to rock and bringing their usual A game to the hometown turf. It only took one listen to realize not a single note was out of place or in need of repair, a truly extraordinary performance by these gifted musicians. What a joy it was to share the stage with them. I am so grateful to Allen Reynolds and Mark Miller for having the foresight to record that special night, which thanks to James’ deep dive into the vault and my Vector and Nonesuch family, has become, after these many years, “Ramble in Music City”.
I dedicate it now, with love, to John Starling and Roy Huskey Jr.

—Emmylou Harris

