
Reba McEntire; Oklahoma’s Rose 
By Amy Dee Stephens  
 
Reba McEntire is the sweet-smelling rose of the music industry.  After thirty years in 
entertainment (and with a few thorns along the way), her career is still in full bloom.   
 
Roses are red… 
 Or in this case, red-headed!  And despite the ribbing she might get for those big-
hair days, her distinct hair color is less trademark than her incredibly distinct voice.   
 Interviewing with Reba (which she calls visitin’) is more like chatting with a 
friend than speaking with an International Artist of the Year.  And yes, her accent is real, 
but I still have to ask, Now that you don’t live in Oklahoma, do you find your accent 
changing?   
 “Nope.  And nobody ever asks me to change it, either.”  She pauses, with perfect 
comedic timing, so that I can laugh.  “But it’s funny—when people are around me for 
five minutes, they’re talkin’ like me.”      
 Reba’s deep drawl is recognized around the world—and not only by country 
music listeners.  Her fan base has expanded since her starring role on Broadway’s Annie 
Get Your Gun and on Reba, her television sitcom, which ran for six seasons.     
 “Now wherever I go, everybody recognizes me far more than they did when I just 
had a singing career.” 
 But country music is still Reba’s truest claim to fame; past and present.  So far, 
she claims a record-breaking 56 Top Ten singles--more than any female country artist in 
history!  And two of those have occurred in 2009; one is from Reba Duets, and the latest 
song, “Strange,” is from her thirty-first album, Keep On Loving You, released Aug 18th.   
 
Everything’s Coming Up Roses 
 Despite her fame, Reba has kept her down-home principles, claiming that the 
more success she experiences, the more simple she becomes.   
 “I’m not trying to do outlandish things, like the vocal trills I used to do 10 years 
ago,” Reba says. “I like what I’m wearin’ and how I’m wearin’ my hair.  I wear my 
cowboy boots, and they are more me than any other look I’ve ever had in my 33-year 
career.”   
       Ray Bingham, Reba’s early booking agent from Tulsa, says her authenticity 
shines through, not in her clothing, but in the way she continues to treat her fans.   
 “Her attitude toward the public is like she has her first record out and she’s 
struggling for a career.  Whether you were in her audience in an Oklahoma dance hall, or 
among 10,000 people at a concert, you get the feeling Reba’s singing and talking directly 
to you like a personal friend.”      
 Reba attributes her success to her red-dirt raisin’ in a tiny town called Chockie, 
Oklahoma (“near the big town of McAlester where we got our dry cleaning.”).  
  It’s still her favorite place in Oklahoma.   
 “Lookin’ down on the valleys and the hay meadows and…and the beautiful trees 
between Chockie and Limestone Gap.  That’s my most favorite part of Oklahoma; right 
behind where we grew up, on the hills.”  



 Her Daddy was a rancher and a three-time, world-champion steer roper.  Freckle-
faced Reba and her siblings, Pake, Alice and Suzy grew up as “outdoorsy people.”   
 “Well, ‘cept Suzy.  She knows how to cook a lot better than I do, because she’s 
the one that stayed inside more,” Reba says.  “It wasn’t ‘til I went to college down at 
Southeastern State University in Durant, that Brenda Lee, my roommate, taught me how 
to cook.  I think I burned up three chickens before I could fry one.”            
 Reba always liked to sing.  She can’t remember the first time she performed, 
although she has a photograph of herself at the microphone singing “Away in a Manger” 
in the 1st grade.   
 “I do remember that every time the teacher would say, ‘Would anybody like to 
perform a solo?’ my hand would be in the air.  Why?  I don’t know.  Gutsy?  Ignorance?  
I don’t know, but I always wanted to be in front of everybody singing.”     
 Dolly Parton and Loretta Lynn were Reba’s music idols.  She remembers 
watching the Country Music Awards shows on television, and going to bed rehearsing an 
acceptance speech.  “That’s why it was a thrill of a lifetime when I got that first CMA 
award in 1984.  It was unbelievable.  Exhilarating.  The one that will always stick in my 
mind the most.”    
 Reba’s Mamma kicked off her musical career.  The school was too small for a 
marching band, so Mamma helped organize the Kiowa High School Cowboy Band (even 
though Reba was still in Junior High).  Half of the eight members liked rock ‘n roll, the 
rest liked country, so they played a little of both.  Reba, Pake and Suzy did most of the 
vocals.   
 Where did that musical talent come from?  “Mamma has a great voice.  But when 
people ask Daddy, ‘Say, Clark, you play anything?’  He says, ‘I can play the radio.’  But 
we got our lungs from Daddy, and we exercised them early and often during those years 
up in the hills gathering cattle.”   
 The band became so popular that they got bookings at dance halls and honky-
tonks around the state, except not in Tulsa or Oklahoma City.  “We couldn’t have gotten 
away with that because all of us were minors, too young to legally be inside those 
places.”   
 In college, Reba formally studied music for the first time.  She also sang the 
National Anthem at the National Finals Rodeo in Oklahoma City—which led her to a 
recording contract in 1975.  Bingham says that five minutes after meeting Reba, he knew 
she’d be successful.   
 “She had an aura.  I’ve only met a few in my life like that.  Her and Garth Brooks.  
They both had an attitude--not cocky or smart-alecky, just positive, positive, positive.”     
 
Every Rose Has Its Thorns  
 As Reba’s career took off, of course, she encountered thorns.   
 Her debut at the Grand Old Opry was nearly a bust when the guard didn’t see her 
name on the entry list.  Then, Dolly Parton made a surprise appearance, so Reba’s act got 
cut from two songs to one (and she didn’t even get to meet her childhood hero).   
 Next, Reba developed an allergy to cigarette smoke and refused to sing in 
nightclubs anymore--which might have ended her career if the Statler Brothers hadn’t 
asked her to join their concert tour.      



 Various mishaps occurred as Reba began to experiment with staging effects—
mostly when the lights went dark.  Fog machines malfunctioned, and a quick costume 
change left Reba wearing her boots on the wrong feet.   
 Once, when Narvel Blackstock, her manager (whom she eventually married), 
turned the lights off, Reba fell over a monitor.   Her satin pants ripped, and were so tight, 
she couldn’t get back up.  She had to shuffle off stage on her hands and feet.   
 But some of the thorns left deeper scars.   
 In March 1991, a plane crashed, carrying seven of her band members and her tour 
manager.  It was worse than any nightmare she could imagine.   
 Reba relied on her faith to carry her through.   
 “Guardian angels wrapped their arms around me and got me through the hardest 
parts of my life and celebrated the joyous good times.  I couldn’t maintain the life I’m 
living without my spiritual relationship with God.  [He was] in the back of the bus with 
me when I didn’t have a soul to talk to and just as lonely and homesick as I could be.”   
 
Everything’s Coming Up Roses 
 Now, Reba says she’s at a “good time” in her life.   
 “I’ve been very blessed to do what I set my goals for.  Putting this brand new 
album out is so much fun.  ‘Lot of hard work, but, you know,” she laughs, “I’m fairly 
used to that.”   
 According to Reba, “hard-working” is a phrase that describes Oklahomans in 
general.  “Garth Brooks, Carrie Underwood, Blake Sheldon, Roger Wills (my friend from 
Kiowa who’s now with Alan Jackson), Roger Miller, Ronnie Dunn, Vince Gill—all 
good, hard-working people with great moral values, who’ve got a lot of horse sense and 
common sense.  They lend a sense of humor to the rest of the world.”   
 This Okie-turned-superstar has little chance to ranch and ride horses anymore, but 
she still makes time to stop and smell the roses.  In fact, she has a rose named after her 
(“Reba McEntire” Rosa MAChahai)—a red rose that blooms in clusters.  Some call it the 
San Antonio rose after her song of that name.   
 Do you know about the rose named after you?  “Yeah, sure do!  Got ‘em back 
here in the back yard.  They’re really pretty.  Chrissy Evert’s rose; now I think it’s a 
beautiful one.  I have it here in the backyard, too.   
 Do you take care of the roses?  “Well…no,” Reba says with the hint of a smile 
and little guilt.  “I’d love to.  I’ve had three or four gardens back in Tennessee, but by the 
time I got off tour, they were always about twelve feet high in weeds.”  
 With Reba’s busy recording schedule, she relishes the chance to relax on the 
porch swing at her pool in Nashville.  She also loves playing games.  “Backgammon, 
cards, board games; I’m there for it.”   
 Reba reads historical fiction and is excited that Diana Gabaldon has a brand new 
book coming out.  “It’s coming out in September, and I can’t wait.  I got to meet her 
several years back, and I’m just a huge fan.”   
 She also goes to movies.  “Have you seen Up?  I highly recommend it.” 
 In the meantime, this powerful woman has amassed 13 platinum albums and has a 
star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.  Her music addresses the real disappointments and 
routine details of American women’s lives where, as she says, “a red-carpet moment is 
the result of a Kool-Aid spill.”   



 Reba attributes good reputation and business sense to her Daddy.  “His good 
advice was, ‘You gotta tell the truth and stick by your word.’  Daddy had a huge rodeo 
contract, and it wasn’t a signed piece of paper.  It was handshake.  You can’t do that 
nowadays, because everybody wasn’t raised like we were.  And it’s a shame.  Tell the 
truth, and be honest, and…be on time!  That’s another stickler.  If you tell someone 
you’re going to be there at three, don’t show up two hours late.”       
 True to her word, our interview starts exactly on time.  As our “visit” winds 
down, I ask her one last question.  What do you want to say to Oklahomans?   
 “Oklahoma is a wonderful state to be born and raised in.   It’s a great state to 
vacation in.  It’s about solid, moral values.  Hard-working people come out of Oklahoma.  
When we go out of Oklahoma into different parts of the world, we are still that little girl, 
that little boy, that was raised in Oklahoma—with that attitude, that sensibility, and we 
want to share it with the world.” 
 Share it, she does!  The little red-head from Chockie is the most-played country 
music artist in chart history.  Her voice stands out, and so, too, does her personality.   
 Ray Bingham puts it this way:  “If a rosebush was covered with 50 roses, the one 
that would stand out above the rest, the one in fullest bloom and with the most life to it--
that would be the rose name Reba.” 
  Oklahoma’s Rose.   
 
 
 
 
 
   
 


