
How many of the stories behind our songs begin with “We…”?  
When I asked Nashville Songwriter’s Hall of Fame inductee Pat 
Alger to talk about his success in writing Garth Brooks’ “The 
Thunder Rolls,”  back in 1991, that is just how he began.  While it 
is not every great songwriter’s M.O., co-writing is the way so 
much of the music we listen to and love is made.  

While I am writing this, four of the top five songs on the Billboard 
Hot 100 and four out of the top five on Billboard’s Hot Country 
Songs have at least two writers.  Of those eight songs, some 
were written by groups of five people!  For every great song out 
there with a single writer (“American Pie,” Don McLean, 1971), 
there is at least one iconic tune that was co-written (“Sweet 
Home Alabama,” Ed King, Gary Rossington, Ronnie Van Zant, 
1973). 

After learning that co-writing is his main method of working, I was 
excited to be able to put these seven questions about the pro-
cess to Pat Alger, and he was gracious to give the The Hook 
some of his time.  While I could not be sure if my questions were 
the most valuable to ask, there is plenty to draw on from Mr. Al-
ger’s answers. 

1  What was your first co-writing experience like? 

“My first co-writing experience was like a lot of first experiences 
in that I was unsure of what to expect and didn't know exactly 
know how to approach it. I did have a pretty open mind about the 
situation and though I am not sure I could pinpoint the one that 
was my first one a lot of the early ones were the same - kind of 
hit or miss. I was learning how to be myself in front of someone 
that often I didn't know that well.” 

2  What advice would you give to folks who are looking for 
their first co-writing experience? 

“Be prepared with some ideas to get things started - they 
might not be the ideas that you end up but you will feel 
more confident with something ready to contribute. Don't 
be afraid to say something stupid because that might be 
the very thing that leads you to a great line - talk but also 
listen to what your co-writer is doing - don't fall in love with 
individual lines because it is the whole song that you end 
up with that's more important. Try to identify what your 
strengths and weaknesses are.” 

3  Is there a preferred space or atmosphere you like to 
maintain specifically for co-writing?     

“I prefer a familiar place but I can do it sitting anywhere - I 
have an office space that is small but comfortable and I 
prefer starting late morning and working ….(Continued p.3) 
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On October 13th, the VHSA held its first 

meeting!  Here’s some of  what you missed: 

 Dinner provided by In the Country Res-

taurant in Damascus, VA 

 Welcome Conference call from Nash-

ville Songwriter’s Hall of Famer Tony 

Arata.  

 Tony was excited to hear about our 

efforts as songwriters.  He encouraged us 

to always bring our best when we perform 

because we can never know who is listen-

ing.  For him, it was Garth Brooks who 

picked up his songs and helped make them 

both successful in the music business. 

 Mr. Arata also relayed that he 

would support the efforts of our songwriters 

and himself be a resource.  He even told 

the members present where to send three 

songs so he could personally provide some 

feedback!  

 Organizational Discussion 

Have something to add?  Is there a ques-

tion you might have about the VHSA? 

 

Come Join us for the next Songwriter’s Association Songwriter’s Night on February 

25th and May 26th at Heartwood.  Admission is free. 

We are proud to have put on two suc-

cessful live performance events at Heart-

wood, by the campus of Virginia High-

lands Community College: 

Just like the world famous Bluebird Café 

in Nashville, the audience hears not only 

the music as it was originally written, but 

also gets a chance to hear the writer 

share some insight into the process or an 

interesting note about the creation and 

reception of songs. 

On August 27th our first Songwriter’s 

Night featured Ed Young, David and Ann 

Ledgerwood, Emery Reid, and Kelsey 

Rae. 

On October 22nd, our second event fea-

tured Ben Casteel, Mary Munsey, Ryan 

Ward, and KT Vandyke. 
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Notes On Our first  VHSA Meeting 

 

Here VHSA member Darris Stanley (in hat) gestures as he, Joan Donavan 

(top left), Ben Casteel (bottom left), and Haleigh Gilman (top right) are 

discussing songwriting with Tony Arata (19over the phone during our first 

meeting.  Garth Brooks recorded seven of Mr. Arata’s songs including his 

Grammy-nominated, “The Dance” in 1990.  

Virginia Highlands 

Songwriter’s Association 

Songwriter’s Nights 

See page 4 for our 

contact information 
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steady for several hours - breaking for 
lunch tends to make me sleepy, so I 
bring a snack and ask my co-writer to 
do the same and get a lot done in a 
few concentrated hours.” 

 
4  How scheduled are your writing 
sessions, and what room is left for 
spontaneity? 
 
“I generally map out my schedule pret-
ty rigidly but I have been places with 
time to kill and written some good 
songs very spontaneously.” 

  
5  Are there benefits to writing with 
someone from outside your normal 
style, or even another genre? 
 
“I think the great collaborations come 
from 2 people that are bringing differ-
ent things to the table - then you get 
something neither of you could have 
written alone.” 
 

6  Are there any major DON’Ts one 
should avoid when it comes to co- 
writing? 

“Don't be late, show up prepared 
and on time.  Don't argue - discuss 
options. Give your partner the bene-
fit of the doubt when they deserve it 
and when they aren't pulling their 
weight try not to take it personally. 
We all have days when it is easy as 
talking and breathing and others 
when your mind goes blank and you 
have nothing to say.” 

 
7  Are there one or two qualities 
that you see as common among 
folks who make good co-writers? 
 
“My favorite co-writers are the same 
people I have interesting conversa-
tions with - a good co-write is like 
that - you say or play something and 
they say and play a response and 
that continues - they say and play 
something and you add a response. 
Over time you develop modes of 
working together with each individu-
al that are almost always somewhat 
different.” 

 
There’s no one way to write songs.  
For Mr. Alger, there is work to be 
done  before getting together with 
his fellow writers but the final steps 
are taken as part of a team.  Have 

you been a part of a co-write?  Are 
you thinking of joining forces with 
someone else you know?  What is out 
there to stop you from getting the ball 
rolling?   
 
Here at the Virginia Highlands Song-
writer’s Association, we have an op-
portunity to make connections with 
other songwriters.  As relationships  
are made, we are hopeful that the 
impetus will be there to get some co-
writing going.   
 
One day I got a short notice call from 
an old friend from my college days.  
He was coming through town and that 
he had a country-type song going and 
he’d like to see if I wanted to help add 
some verses.  There on my front 
porch we chummed around, brain-
stormed, laughed, and finally came up 
with three verses that fit the whole 
idea of his song.  While it never found 
its way into the charts, there were 
some major positive takeaways from 
our time together.  I absorbed some of 
his process and we were able to build 
off the creative energy both of us 
brought to the table, i.e. the front 
porch.   
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Co-writing with Pat Alger (continued from page 1) 

 

“To catch the reader's attention, place an interesting sentence or quote 

from the story here.” 

 

“The Life I love is making mu-

sic with my friends,  and I can’t 

wait to get on the road again.”    

— Willie Nelson 

https://www.myswva.org/heartwood


 

ers to any other forms of commu-
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If your newsletter is folded and 

mailed, this story will appear on 

the back. So, it’s a good idea to 

make it easy to read at a glance. 
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attention of readers. You can ei-

ther compile questions that you’ve 
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If you have any prices of standard 
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include a listing of those here. 

You may want to refer your read-

Contact Emery Reid at: 

 

PHONE: 276-739-2507 

   

EMAIL: ereid@vhcc.edu 

 

www.vhcc.edu/VHSA 

Back Page Story Headline 

Caption describing picture or 

graphic. 

We’re on the web!  

  www.vhcc.edu/VHSA  

Richard Leigh Songwriters Festival 

2016 

Songwriter’s Competition 

Timeline : 

Submissions must be received by March 15th 

See a list of categories, and rules and regula-

tions 

For more information visit 

Songwriter’s Competition on the Web 

Or contact 

SongWritersFest@vhcc.edu 

Virginia Highlands Song-

writers Association 

PO Box 828 | Abingdon, 

VA 24212 or,  

http://www.vhcc.edu/VHSA
http://www.vhcc.edu/VHSA
mailto:http://www.richardleighsongwritersfestival.com/
mailto:SongWritersFest@vhcc.edu

