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Singer-songwriter
Amanda Shiresin
Franklin, Tennessee
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Amanda Shires in Franklin, Tennessee, with her 1956
Gibson Les Paul TV Special Tenor guitar.

Styling by Trish Townsend; hair by Katie Stockdale

The BANDLEADER

Amanda

Shires

v

from
LUBBOCK,
TEXAS

36

Inhertwenty-plusyears asatouring musician, Amanda Shires haslearned plen-
ty. “I’'velearned alot about tires, and tire pressure, and how to work gauges, and
where to find the appropriate air amounts for your tires,” she says with alaugh.
At fifteen, Shires got her first taste of life on the road with the Texas Playboys,
a Western swing band. “I learned the importance of not making excuses—just
doingthebest you can and learning from your mistakes.”

Themulti-instrumentalist, singer,and songwriterstilltours,butnowasasoloart-
istand bandleader,inbetweenraisingadaughter, Mercy, with her husband, Jason
Isbell,earningamaster’sincreative writing from Sewanee, and recording music—
five albums’worth,and counting. Her recently released To the Sunset pairs poetic
observations about fear and hardship with messages of growth and determina-
tion. These themes also arise when she discusses her own life, from finding bal-
anceathometoimprovisingonstage.“Youhavetolearnalittle bitabout forgiving
yourself,” Shires says, “and accepting yourselfthe way you are.”

You’re a bandleader now, but you
played for others for many years. What
have both sides taught you?
Startingoutasaside-person,llearnedalot
about how to work for other people—how
towork within different personality types
and groupdynamics. Alotridesonaleader
being generous, both with their time and
their respect. In that way, it’s just like any
otherjob.It was hardest to transitioninto
being a leader when I found myself with
musicians who wouldn’t try. l had to learn
howtomove on from people—even people
whom I'd grown close to.

Howdidyoudeal with that?
[ wasn’t conditioned to present issues in
the way men areraised to—shortly stating
exactly what you want, being direct, and
trying not to associate business with an-
other person’s feelings. As women, we’re
raised tobenurturing,and caring. Not that
men aren’t, but women are conditioned to
present ourselvesinacertain way.
[seethatchanging.Itrytobeconscious
and not let my own daughter worry about
how she presents basic problems or cele-
brations. I ask myself, How would Jason
say this to a band? Or, How would Billy
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Joe Shaver have told me this? Aside from
that,Itrytobetrue tomyselfandtrytobe
a good human being. Then whatever else
happensisreally not my fault.

You keep a journal. How did that start?
I’ve done it since Billy Joe Shaver thought
my songs were worth something. He said,
“You should keep writing and move to
Nashville and be a songwriter.” At first I
thoughtitwasapolite wayto fireme.Iwas
like, “No, Billy Joe! [love myjob. I absolute-
ly don’t want to do that.” Then just a cou-
pleofyearslater, therelam, packingup my
U-Hauland driving the sixteen hours from
Lubbock, Texas, to Nashville to pursue my
dreams of being awaitress. [Laughs.]

Tothe Sunset takes its title from the
chorusof'thetrack “Eve’s Daughter.”
Why didthat line stick out to you?
It’satoast! Atoasttothesunset.Let’scele-
brate’em—the good days and thebad days,
and the experiences we’ve gone through
that make us who we are now. In that song
specifically, I was writingmy mom’s story—
having me young, having my sister young.
Ittook heralongtimetofind theright hus-
band. She’s myrole model,and she’smade
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the tough decisions to move on and start
over. But she wouldn’t take away those re-
lationships because she wouldn’t have us.
The sun sets on some dark days and some
bright days. You can celebrate the losses
and the wins. And then, toast to the sun-
setswe haven’t had yet.

What surprised you the most about
motherhood when it became your turn?
[ was never going to have a child, before
Mercy. During the pregnancy and touring,
Thad alot of doubts about howIwas going
tobeabletobringsomebodyintothe world
and still keep my identity—keep writing,
keep playing music. [ had doubts about
how to even be a mom. | had a lot of fear,
asalotofpeople dowith their first child.
Then she was born. I realized all of the
clichés are true. It really is life changing.
You see things in a different way, because
even your own shadow becomes some-
thing fascinating. And as far as the work
goes, of course you can still do your job.
You make little mistakes as you go along,
butyoustart figuring stuffout. Intheend,
you’re stillawomanin the music business,
no matter how you spin it—whether you
havekids or not.

What do you mean by that?

The music business is really a patriarchy.
There are only a couple of spots available
for women to fill, so there’s more compe-
tition than there needs to be. In country
music especially,you have tobe sold or pre-
sented as somebody who’s available—as a
person who makes people think, Oh, that
couldbemygirlfriend. That could be my girl
next door. For me, art isn’t competitive. I
canseethingsare changing,and hopefully
it will get better. We’re not solely objecti-
fied—there are exceptions, of course—but
that’s how the majority of women’s music
hasbeensold foralongtime.

Rewind to when you first started out:
What advice would you give yourself?
Don’t expect people to reciprocate all
the time, on anything you’re giving. Try
to be a better listener, because I wasn’t a
very good listener early on. And always
pack a swimsuit—you never know when
you’re gonna need it. You never know!
Could be a creek, could be a Slip ’N Slide.
—DACEY ORR SIVEWRIGHT
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