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“Preposterous!”  That’s the word Carrie Underwood used to describe her pre-

American Idol thoughts about becoming a country music star.   
“If you’d told me a small-town girl from Checotah would be doing what I’m 

doing now, I wouldn’t believe you.” 
In truth, she has an almost unbelievable story.     
Just four years ago, Carrie was a shy student at Northeastern State University in 

Tahlequah.  Sorority friends had to coax her to do any performing, because she felt too 
embarrassed.  Now, she’s headlining in a nation-wide tour for her most recent release, 
Carnival Ride, which went double-platinum in two months.      

“I’m excited to get out on stage,” Carrie said.  “It’s an hour and a half that I’m 
thinking, ‘all these people came to see me,’ and I know I wouldn’t want to do anything 
else.”   

Unlike many young girls, Carrie did not grow up dreaming of becoming a 
musician, or even pretend to be one.     

“I know it’s weird,” Carrie said, “but I didn’ t aspire to be a singer. It’s just what I 
was good at.  When I was little, I would see a gymnast on TV and prance around the 
house doing that, but music wasn’t an attainable goal.” 

Nor, based on her laughter, did Carrie receive much musical inspiration from her 
family. 

“Gosh, no, we aren’t a musical family at all! The closest thing I’ve got to a 
musical relative is my sister, who was in band in high school.  That’s about it.  My dad 
fools around on his guitar, but honestly, he has zero musical ability.” 

However, she did grow up with some stage experience.  Carrie sang at church and 
in the school choir.  She also remembered having an important part in her third grade 
play.     

“I was Mother Nature,” Carrie recalled.  “Basically, all the animals refused to 
hibernate during the winter because they were having too much fun.  I told them they had 
to sleep because that was how it was done.  That was my part.  What a line to 
remember!” 

Little did Carrie know that these childhood experiences were preparing her for a 
stage role in front of an audience of millions .  In 2005, she was selected at a St. Louis 
audition to sing on the television show American Idol. Carrie became a strong contender, 
despite her uncharacteristic leanings toward country music on a show geared toward 
popular teen music.  American Idol played-up Carrie’s Oklahoma roots in a big way.   

“I think they liked the whole small-town-girl-makes-good story,” Carrie said.  
“Except for Kelly Clarkson from Texas, they’d never had someone middle-esque on the 
show.”  

One of the show’s hosts, Simon Cowell, predicted that Carrie would win the 
competition and outsell all of Idol’s previous winners--an honor she does indeed hold.  
Oklahomans were quick to embrace the newest addition to the state’s long list of country 
musicians.  



“People from Oklahoma make themselves known to me.  Every time I sing, I see 
people in the audience with Oklahoma shirts on, and I know I have their support,” Carrie 
said.  “I also meet lots of artists from Oklahoma.  We have this kind of ‘club.’  It’s nice to 
see them and know that we have a special bond.” 

 Two weeks after winning American Idol, she sang at the Grand Ole Opry, and the 
industry embraced her as well.  By May 2008, Carrie was inducted as an Opry member, 
and the award was presented to her by another Oklahoma great, Garth Brooks.   

“If you want to be in country music, it’s a very good thing being from 
Oklahoma—because you understand it.  It’s everywhere and its part of daily life.  You 
understand the kind of people, singing about hard-working Oklahoma people—that’s the 
essence of country music.” 

Maybe that’s why the Country Music Association also took a chance on Carrie 
Underwood.  Her “country-style” breakthrough on American Idol a few months prior had 
certainly been no reason to earn her a performance slot on the prestigious awards 
program, normally reserved for veteran chart-toppers.  So, how did she get on the 2005 
docket? 

“We had to beg,” Carrie said, laughing.  “It didn’t make any sense for me to 
perform.  I wasn’t an established artist.  I had no name for myself.  I didn’t have an album 
out, or a major single.  I didn’t have anything on the radio. It was like, ‘please, just let me 
perform.’ And they let me.” 

An extremely nervous Carrie sang half of “Jesus Take the Wheel. ” The song went 
on to become one of the longest-running Billboard No. 1 songs by a solo female artist.  
Not only did “Jesus Take the Wheel” earn her a Grammy award, but she returned to the 
Country Music Association awards in 2006 to accept Female Vocalist of the Year.  And 
then, again in 2007. 

Carrie’s whirlwind entrance into the music field left her with an equally hectic 
schedule. She’s had little time to do anything but choose from among the many 
opportunities that have arisen—like the  request from Priscilla Presley to record a 
Christmas voice-over duet album with Elvis.   

 “When I was originally approached with the idea, honestly, we were having a 
hard time finding time for anything new,” Carrie said.  “But you don’t say no to Priscilla 
Presley!  She asked me if I would sing “I’ll be Home for Christmas.”  I already knew the 
song, so we made it happen.”   

The Elvis Presley Christmas Duets, released last month, features other top, 
female, country artists. For Carrie, the experience was surreal.   

“Hearing his voice, hearing my voice, harmonizing with him, hearing the finished 
product…not many people in their life can say they sang with Elvis.”     

As far as making it home for Christmas…with Carrie’s tour schedule that includes 
over fifty concerts between September and December, her visits to Oklahoma are limited.  
She was able to spend a few days at home in August, visiting family and doing a mini-
performance to kick off the centennial for Northeastern State University.  Carrie also 
made a one-day concert stop in Tulsa on October 29. 

“When I do go home,” Carrie said, “people want to catch up and see how I’m 
doing, but a twenty-minute trip to the grocery store can turn into three or four hours!”   

However, going to the grocery store is something in Carrie’s life that brings 
comfort.   



“I know it’s weird, but I love buying groceries.  I get excited when I pull into the 
parking lot of the store.  If I have a full pantry and a full refrigerator, I feel like, ah, I’m 
home.”   

After life in the spotlight, Carrie also appreciates quiet time at her Nashville home 
with her dog.  Her last job before American Idol was working at a vet clinic, and she 
continues to be an animal advocate. 

“If I could just talk people into spaying and neutering their dogs and cats, I’d be 
so happy,” Carrie said.  “That’s my passion.  Someday, I’d like to have an animal shelter 
in Oklahoma.”        

Regardless of whether Carrie’s career will lead her back to her home state, she is 
grateful for the family and friends who have stood by her from the beginning.     

“I know which people will be with me thru and thru.  They still treat me like they 
used to treat me.  They don’t care if they make me mad, and they’re honest with me.” 

Carrie can’t say the same for everyone she’s encountered.  She frequently reads 
“news” about herself and other celebrities that is blatantly untrue.   

“It’s ridiculous what people make up for an interesting story.  Honestly, I don’t 
know anyone who maintains a good reputation in this business.  I’ve met some people 
who’ve had horrible things said about them, and they are the nicest people ever.” 

Granted, Carrie confesses that she does say things that later “read oddly” in print.  
She blames this partly on her honesty while interviewing, since she doesn’t use prepared 
answers.     

“When people read my interviews, they are getting the real me, but, I have to 
work on the same thing other people in this business have to work on—not saying stupid 
things.  Because it happens!”  Carrie laughed.   

However, Oklahomans will agree that Carrie “said it right” when she attributed 
her success to growing up with great parents, in a great hometown, in a great state.   

“The reason I live in Tennessee now is because I can work there, but the people 
remind me of the people I grew up around,” Carrie said.  “I hope I never do anything to 
embarrass or tarnish the name of the great state of Oklahoma, and that people will 
continue to be proud of me.” 

From Checotah to country music star, Carrie has a success story that might sound 
preposterous—but it’s true.  She insists that anything is possible and that everyone should 
boldly walk through doors of opportunity.   

“It might take you far away, but you always know where you came from.  I’m 
glad I came from Oklahoma.” 


