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m Pope Francis, 87, can-
celed a meeting with Rome 
deacons as a precaution af-
ter coming down with mild 
flu, the Vatican press office 
said in a short statement, 
without adding further de-
tails.
m Bobby Livingston, ex-
ecutive vice president at 
RR Auction, said a small 
brass-tone watch melted 
during the Aug. 6, 1945, 
bombing of Hiroshima, 
Japan, that sold for $31,113 
“marks the exact moment 
in t ime when history 
changed forever.”
m Jesus Jara, the superin-
tendent overseeing about 
380 public schools in the 
Las Vegas area, stepped 
down as board members in 
Clark County, Nev., voted 
5-2 to accept his resigna-
tion and a $250,000 buyout, 
equivalent to half of his an-
nual salary.
m Kevin Cramer, first-
term Republican U.S. sen-
ator of North Dakota and 
ally of former President 
Donald Trump, announced 
in a video that he is seeking 
reelection.
m Mark Gonka, associate 
director of marine mammal 
care and conservation at 
the Brookfield Zoo in Illi-
nois, said in a statement an 
11-year-old blind gray seal 
that recently gave birth “is 
able to locate her pup by 
his distinct smell and call.”
m Brian Mock, a 44-year-
old landscaping company 
owner and former debt 
collector of Minnesota, was 
sentenced to two years and 
nine months in prison on 11 
counts, including felony as-
sault charges, for attacking 
police officers and stealing 
two riot shields during the 
U.S. Capitol riot.
m Elias Segoviano, 63, 
who was imprisoned for 
impersonating a medical 
professional and perform-
ing unlicensed cosmet-
ic procedures, faces new 
charges after authorities in 
Orange County, Calif., say 
he attempted to rent out a 
Brea, Calif., suite using a 
fake name and disclosed 
plans to perform Botox in-
jections.
m Nicole Argentieri, act-
ing assistant U.S. attorney 
general, said a 52-year-old 
San Diego man was charged 
with one count of com-
municating an interstate 
threat on an indictment that 
claims the man left threat-
ening voicemails for a Mar-
icopa County, Ariz., election 
worker in which he accused 
“the official of cheating the 
election and told the official 
to ‘run’ and ‘hide.’”
m Mike Davey, former 
mayor of Key Biscayne, 
Fla., launched a bid for the 
Democratic nomination in 
the election to take on Re-
publican U.S. Rep. Maria El-
vira Salazar, a former news 
anchor.

Today Mostly sunny.
High 76 with southwest 
winds 8 to 17 
mph.
Tonight Partly 
cloudy.
Low 50.
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Former President Donald Trump speaks Saturday at a primary elec-
tion night party at the South Carolina State Fairgrounds in Co-
lumbia, S.C., after his win in the state’s Republican presidential 
primary. South Carolina Gov. Henry McMaster and his wife, Peggy, 
listen.
(AP/Andrew Harnik)

Trump is victorious
in S.C. GOP primary

CHARLESTON, S.C. — 
Donald Trump won South 
Carolina’s Republican prima-
ry on Saturday, beating for-
mer U.N. Ambassador Nikki 
Haley in her home state and 
further consolidating his path 
to a third straight GOP nom-
ination.

Trump has now swept ev-
ery contest that counted for 
Republican delegates, with 

wins already in Iowa, New 
Hampshire, Nevada and the 
U.S. Virgin Islands. The for-
mer president’s latest victory 
will likely increase pressure 
on Haley, who was Trump’s 
former representative to 
the U.N. and South Carolina 
governor from 2011 to 2017, to 
leave the race.

A 2020 general rematch 

between Trump and Presi-
dent Joe Biden is becoming 
increasingly inevitable. Haley 
has vowed to stay in the race 
through at least the batch of 
primaries on March 5, known 
as Super Tuesday, but was 
unable to dent Trump’s mo-
mentum in her home state 
despite holding far more 
campaign events and arguing 
that the indictments against 
Trump will hamstring him 

Home-state loss raises pressure on Haley

Police use water cannons to disperse demonstrators in Tel Aviv, Israel, on Saturday during a pro-
test against Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s government and a call for the release of 
hostages held in the Gaza Strip by the Hamas militant group.
(AP/Ohad Zwigenberg)

Caffeine high:
Coffee shops
boost economy
Fayetteville has the most cafes

Northwest Arkansas’ cof-
fee economy grows strong as 
shops open throughout the 
region.

Fayetteville is home to 
almost 40 coffee shops, ac-
cording to the city’s business 
permits, with more coming 
to the region this year.

Competition seems to 
encourage rather than dis-
courage. Owners cite the 
many differences unique 
to each shop from French 
to Mexican flavors, tasting 
classes and cozy seating to 
drive-thru only.

The trend of more cof-
fee shops at more locations 
won’t end soon, industry ex-
perts say, especially in a col-
lege town like Fayetteville.

The Meteor Cafe is set 
to open this spring at South 
Yard in Fayetteville and re-
cently opened shops include 
Dodo Coffee Co. on West 
Martin Luther King Jr. Bou-
levard and Word Coffee on 
North College Avenue.

Word Coffee’s founder, 
Giovanni Roberts, said he 
was aware of how many 
shops were in the region but 
wanted to bring Louisiana 
flavors and more specialty 
coffee options.

Roberts said he and his 
wife moved to Fayetteville 
in October 2022 with plans 
to open a coffee shop after 
working in the industry over 
10 years. He said the shop 
focuses on providing living 
wage for its employees and a 

space for community instead 
of competition with the local 
scene.

The shop doesn’t roast 
its own beans, Roberts said, 
meaning it buys beans al-
ready roasted from both 
local and national suppliers. 
Roberts said the shop only 
has guest roasters, as it is fo-
cused on highlighting global 
specialty roasters.

The store hosts tasting 
classes, something Roberts 
said he is passionate about, 
as he wants high-quality cof-
fee experiences to be acces-
sible to everyone.

A family walks through the Cross of Heroes memorial in Vyshgo-
rod, Ukraine, on the second anniversary of the Russian invasion.
(AP/Evgeniy Maloletka)

Netanyahu: Israel to move
ahead with Rafah war plan

DEIR AL-BALAH, Gaza 
Strip — Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu will 
convene the Cabinet early 
this week to “approve the 
operational plans for action 
in Rafah,” he said Saturday 
— a plan that will include 
the evacuation of civilians, 
despite widespread warn-
ings from the international 
community about a military 

ground operation in the 
southern city where more 
than half of Gaza’s popula-
tion shelters.

“Only a combination of 
military pressure and firm 
negotiations” would achieve 
Israel’s aims in the war, Net-
anyahu said.

His announcement came 
before he was to enter a 
meeting later in the day with 
other Israeli officials on their 
next steps after the latest 
talks with the United States, 

Egypt and Qatar on a deal to 
pause fighting in Gaza.

A senior official from 
Egypt, which along with Qa-
tar is a mediator between Is-
rael and the Hamas militant 
group, said mediators were 
waiting for Israel’s official re-
sponse to a draft deal that in-
cludes the release of up to 40 
women and older hostages 
held in Gaza in return for up 
to 300 Palestinian prisoners 
held by Israel, mostly wom-

Ukraine marks 2nd
anniversary of war
Allies voice solidarity with Zelenskyy

KYIV, Ukraine — Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
welcomed Western leaders 
to Kyiv on Saturday to mark 
the second anniversary of 
Russia’s full-scale invasion, 
as Ukrainian forces run low 
on ammunition and foreign 
aid hangs in the balance.

Allies from the European 
Union and the Group of Sev-
en wealthy democracies ral-
lied around Kyiv to express 
solidarity, with Zelenskyy 
joining a virtual G7 meet-
ing Saturday and four world 
leaders traveling to Ukraine’s 
war-weary capital.

“Two years ago, here, we 
met enemy landing forces 
with fire; two years later, we 
meet our friends and our 
partners here,” Zelenskyy 
said as he met the dignitar-
ies at Hostomel airfield just 

outside Kyiv, which Russian 
paratroopers unsuccessfully 
tried to seize in the first days 
of the war.

A somber mood hangs 
over Ukraine as the war 
against Russia enters its 
third year and Kyiv’s troops 
face mounting challenges 
on the front line amid dwin-
dling supplies and personnel 
challenges. Its troops recent-
ly withdrew from the strate-
gic eastern city of Avdiivka, 
handing Moscow one of its 
biggest victories. And Rus-
sia still controls roughly a 
quarter of the country after 
Ukraine failed to make any 
major breakthroughs with 
its summertime counterof-
fensive.

Italian Premier Giorgia 
Meloni, Belgian Prime Min-
ister Alexander De Croo, 
Canadian Prime Minister 

Arkansas
museums
in line on
repatriation

A new federal rule to 
speed up repatriation of 
Native American remains, 
funerary objects and sacred 
items has museums across 
the country scrambling to 
remove objects from dis-
play, cover exhibits or even 
close entire exhibit halls.

But it apparently won’t 
have much effect in Arkan-
sas.

That’s because the vast 
majority of documented 
Indian remains in the state 
are at the University of Ar-
kansas, and they’ve already 
been made available for re-
turn to the tribes.

The new rule, which 
went into effect last month, 
requires museums to get 

See GOP, Page 10A
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Carla Vargas of Springdale 
gets her first taste of coffee 
from Cafe Con Chisme on Feb. 
17 in Springdale. The coffee 
shop, located at 317 W. Emma 
Ave., celebrated their grand 
opening to enthusiastic cus-
tomers. Visit nwaonline.com/
photo for today’s photo gallery.
(NWA Democrat-Gazette/J.T. 
Wampler)

TRUMP SUPPORTING in vitro 
fertilization. Page 10A.
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The “Dare to Dream” 
Heart Ball on Feb. 16 at 
the Rogers Convention 
Center, with the help of 

sponsors and about 850 guests, 
brought in some $945,000 for 
the American Heart Association. 
Vinima Shekhar of Walmart and 
Sheila Gamble of Sonofi chaired 
this year’s fundraiser that was also 
a celebration of the association’s 
100th anniversary. Shekhar was 
unable to attend that evening and 
Corey Bender, also of Walmart, 
stepped in for hosting duties.

The 2023-24 Sweethearts pre-
sented at this year’s ball boasted a 
class of 39 girls, high school soph-
omores, “who actively participate 
in a program designed to empower 
a new generation with lifesaving 
knowledge while developing a 
genuine commitment to lifelong 
heart health, community service 
and leadership.” This year’s class 
raised more than $100,000.

“Over the program’s 15-plus 
years, the girls, their families and 
other guests have come to occupy 
20 or so tables at the ball, making 
up roughly a quarter of the ball’s 
800 attendees,” Cyd King, AHA 
region marketing communications 
director, tells me. “They’re a big 
part of the Heart Ball, and the 
funds they raise are invaluable to 
the American Heart Association’s 
mission to improve the lives and 
health outcomes of all people ev-
erywhere.”

For the evening’s Open Your 
Heart campaign for research fund-
ing, Craig Shy, heart attack sur-
vivor, with his wife April, shared 
their experience with heart disease 
with those gathered.

Shy’s survivor story “really hit 
home for a lot of people,” King 
said. “Heartburn, angina and heart
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Jenee Keener Fleenor

CARIN SCHOPPMEYER

AT OUR BEST
OPINION

SPOTLIGHT

Jenee Fleenor’s childhood prediction to be a famous 
fiddler came true. Friends call her one of the best at her 
craft and praise her for her humility and gratefulness.

APRIL WALLACE
NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

I t was the mid-1990s, at 
a girls’ sleepover, when 
10-year-old Jenee Keener 
began making predictions 

for her grand future.
She put her promise down on 

paper, writing: “I will grow up 
and be a famous fiddle player 
when I am 20 years old.” She 
signed it, sure that this was one 
of many autographs she would 
give, folded the note, taped it 

up, and then gave it to fellow 
fourth-grader and friend Bethany 
to keep.

On the outside it bears the 
date, the time — 3:58 a.m., the 
prime hour for making grave 
promises — and warns: “Don’t 
open until [this] year.” Betha-
ny took those rules seriously 
and abided by them. When she 
opened it up in the 2020s, Jenee 
Fleenor was the first female 
to win Musician of the Year at 
the Country Music Association 
Awards, a title she has won five 

consecutive years, 2019 to 2023, 
so far.

The Springdale native — then 
Jenee Keener — has played on 
the road with Martina McBride 
and Terri Clark, previously spent 
a decade in Blake Shelton’s band 
and spent more than seven years 
playing on “The Voice.” Flee-
nor also earned ACM Specialty 
Instruments Player of the Year 
twice, in 2020 and 2023, CMA 
Touring Musician of the Year in 
2015 and three MusicRow Top 10 
Ablum All-Star Musician Awards 

in 2019, 2022 and 2023.
Last week, Fleenor’s bluegrass 

band, the Wood Box Heroes, re-
leased a new album and kicked 
off with a performance at the 
Mountain Arts Center in Preston-
burg, Ky.

“As a female, she inspires oth-
er (women) in our male-dominat-
ed industry for sure,” said friend 
Trent Willmon, a hit songwriter

“Jenee should be extremely proud of the career she’s built for herself. And more 
importantly the reputation she has built for herself in the industry, not just as a stellar 
musician, but as a wonderful human being.” 

— Barry Bales, longtime member of Alison Krauss and Union Station,  
15-time Grammy winner and now member of Wood Box Heroes

APRIL WALLACE
NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

The voices of trans-
gender Northwest 
Arkansans are 
being amplified 

through a new multime-
dia series called TEA, the 
Transgender Experience in 
Arkansas.

TEA episodes can be 
streamed in video and 
audio forms. They feature 
a wide variety of trans in-
dividuals as they describe 
their experience growing 
up, their trans epiphanies 
and trans natures.

“The mission of TEA is 
to dispel misconceptions 
and prejudice toward trans 
Arkansans,” said investiga-
tive journalist Jacqueline 
Froelich, who pitched the 
multimedia series, laid the 
groundwork for it and pro-
duced it. Those prejudices 
are “being made worse in 
these times by extreme laws 
passed by majority con-
servative state legislatures 
seeking to quash trans civil 
rights, access to public ac-
commodations, sports and 
gender-affirming medical 
care.”

The series was created 
as a part of KUAF’s the Lis-
tening Lab and supported 
entirely by KUAF contribu-
tions. Excerpts of the con-
tent have been aired during 
the news hour of “Ozarks at 
Large,” but full episodes are 

being released on the Lis-
tening Lab website through-
out the months of February, 
March and April.

Listening Lab is based 
on StoryCorps, a program 
that travels the country and 
records individuals’ stories 
from a mobile studio. A 
goal of the Listening Lab 
is to reveal our similarities 
rather than our differences 
by capturing oral histories 
of Northwest Arkansas na-
tives and transplants, Froe-
lich said.

Three episodes are 
available so far in the TEA 
series.

The first episode was re-
leased Jan. 24 and features 
Ethan Avanzino, a 35-year-

old trans man who operates 
tourist lodging in Eureka 
Springs, works in the com-
mercial airline industry and 
is an avid LGBTQ+ advo-
cate.

The Feb. 7 episode 
features 17-year-old June 
Simmons, who loves math, 
computer science and 

programming and is a 
counselor at a local Queer 
Camp. In the episode, she 
describes how she strate-
gically accomplished her 
transformation as a trans-
fem teen.

Released last week on 
Feb. 21 is an episode on 
16-year-old Grayson Brown, 
who identifies as trans mas-
culine and attends school in 
Fayetteville. He reveals his 
chill inner guy to host So-
phia Nourani, who helped 
to secure him as a guest, 
Froelich said.

The very personal na-
ture of the content in these 
episodes was a conscious 
choice for all those involved 
in creating the series, be-

cause they wanted to show 
the perspective of trans 
individuals, not just the de-
cisionmakers of the state.

“Instead of radio round-
table discussions or group 
discussions with trans 
stakeholders and political 
advocates (talking) about 
political stuff, discussing so-
cial and political oppression 
across the country, I decid-
ed to stage two-way con-
versations illuminating the 
lives of trans Arkansans,” 
Froelich said. “That’s how 
this is so different from the 
typical profiling and inter-
views and coverage of trans 
folks.”

TELLING THEIR STORIES
The TEA series has 

been a long time coming. 
It was first conceptualized 
by KUAF news producer 
and “Morning Edition” an-
nouncer Daniel Caruth in 
the autumn of 2021, when 
things were still fairly shut 
down due to the pandemic.

Caruth pitched the con-
cept to station manager 
Leigh Wood as an audio 
podcast series, Froelich 
said, but their daily news 
hour production responsi-
bilities kept them busy, and 
covid got in the way, so the 
project failed to progress. 
However the rising trans-bi-
as legislation kept being en-
acted in Arkansas, so once 
the Biden Administration 

announced the end of the 
covid-19 public health emer-
gency in spring of 2023, the 
crew decided to begin work 
on TEA.

Caruth passed it to Fro-
elich due to his workload 
increasing. As a reporter, 
she had covered LGBTQ+ 
politics since the 1990s, but 
didn’t want to host the se-
ries. Instead Froelich select-
ed Taylor Johnson, who had 
recently initiated an LGBT+ 
after school arts program at 
Mount Sequoyah, the first 
of its kind in the South.

“I had interviewed Tay-
lor — who is bright and 
articulate — about the art 
program,” Froelich said. 
Taylor agreed to host, and 
Froelich took to fundrais-
ing for TEA, selecting key 
sources, carefully research-
ing and scripting questions. 
“I had lots of connections 
in the queer community as 
a reporter, which provided 
me access to seven remark-
able trans folks who agreed 
to participate.”

She was delighted when 
Emerson Alexander, who 
was coordinating Listening 
Lab, agreed to film the se-
ries.

Froelich was working 
more than 50 hours a week

Film and audio series illuminates the transgender experience in Arkansas

TEA: the Transgender Experience in Arkansas is available at the Listening Lab website and has excerpts 
aired on KUAF’s Ozarks at Large.
(Courtesy Image)

TEA
Readers can follow TEA: 

the Transgender Experience 
in Arkansas on the Listening 
Lab at listeninglabkuaf.com/
tea.

TEA is supported entirely 
by KUAF listener contribu-
tions.

For personal use only. Printed by Arkansas-NWA Copyright © 2024 PressReader Inc. · http://about.pressreader.com · PTALDO@WEICHERTGRIFFIN.COM



Northwest Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, Sunday, February 25, 2024

and Cody Johnson’s produc-
er. But that’s not what sets 
Fleenor apart from other 
musicians. “It’s her abso-
lutely genius-level talent. I’d 
put her up against anyone 
for tone, tuning and taste-
fulness.”

Willmon and Fleenor 
began writing songs togeth-
er many years ago, some 
of which were recorded 
by Reba McEntire, Blake 
Shelton and Gretchen Wil-
son. As far as studio life, he 
said it’s difficult to come 
up with fresh musical ideas 
when playing 10-15 sessions 
a week, but Fleenor “brings 
it every time, with a great 
attitude,” Willmon said, not-
ing that Jenee always brings 
her “A game.” While she’s a 
fun jokester when hanging 
with the guys, she’s serious 
about her craft, which he 
believes is the best of both 
worlds. “She commands the 
respect of every musician in 
town with her playing, and 
yet somehow still remains 
humble and grateful.”

Barry Bales, longtime 
member of Alison Krauss 
and Union Station, 15-time 
Grammy winner and now 
member of Wood Box 
Heroes, said Fleenor is 
the type of musician who 
always knows exactly the 
right thing to play and plays 
it well. He’s never heard her 
play a wrong note or make 
a mistake.

“Jenee should be ex-
tremely proud of the career 
she’s built for herself,” Bales 
said. “And more importantly 
the reputation she has built 
for herself in the industry, 
not just as a stellar musi-
cian, but as a wonderful 
human being.”

MAKING HISTORY
In the days leading up 

to Fleenor’s first time to 
win CMA Musician of the 
Year, she knew that she was 
on some of the ballots. But 
Jenee didn’t realize that she 
was the first woman to ever 
be nominated.

Then one day, when she 
was pulling up to Blackbird 
Studio, her phone started 
going off so much that it 
sounded like a slot machine 
when you’ve won at the 
casino — a constant barrage 
of dings.

“I did not know what to 
do with that. I couldn’t even 
comprehend that I was 
nominated, period,” Fleenor 
said. She was overwhelmed 
with emotion and shed a 
lot of happy tears. Inside 
the studio, she could hardly 
get through the session for 
all the people coming in to 
congratulate her.

Blake Shelton connected 
Fleenor with his PR rep, 
since Jenee had never had 
a manager or anyone to 
handle publicity, and things 
began to move quickly from 
there.

“After that session, I 
thought, ‘Well, this could 
be a game changer, you 
know?’” Fleenor said. So 
many good opportunities 
came all at once, among 
them a step into the fashion 
industry. Clothing compa-
nies wanted to work with 
her, and for the first time, 
she was getting ready for 
red carpet events.

A week before her first 
CMAs, Fleenor was about 
to make her Grand Ole 
Opry debut. Her father-
in-law was in the hospital 
and was in stable condition 
when Jenee, her husband 
and mother-in-law started 
to leave to head to the Ry-
man Auditorium that night. 
Her husband told him they 
were going to see Jenee 
play the Opry, but then 
they’d be back.

Her father-in-law passed 
away after they left. Jenee 
didn’t know whether she 
should go ahead and per-
form or not, but everyone, 
Ricky Skaggs and the Opry 
band included, encouraged 
her to go out. They told her 
she should do it — for him.

“That was really hard,” 
Fleenor said. “All I could 
think was he was sitting in 
the front row of the Ryman 
with my daddy,” who had 
died during her senior year 
of high school.

On CMAs night, a cast 
of female performers was 
put on stage together for 
the occasion: Reba, Loretta 
Lynn, Terri Clark — the 
first big country act Fleenor 
had played with — Martina 
McBride and Carrie Under-
wood. Dolly Parton was a 
part of the festivities, and 
she and Fleenor performed 
together that night, too.

About 10 minutes before 
the performance was to go 
live, Fleenor found out that 
she won. It was a whirl-
wind, making that accep-
tance speech, then getting 
on stage to perform. They’d 
had her father-in-law’s fu-
neral a few days before, and 
the combination of events 
“the highest of highs and 
lowest of lows.”

The fresh, raw flood of 
emotions poured right back 
into her music.

“Everything I do musi-
cally just comes from the 
heart. I hope that’s what 
people hear when they hear 
me play or sing,” Fleenor 
said. That’s how her music 
was the night of her father-
in-law’s death, straight from 
the heart. Jenee still gets 
nerves when she’s at the 
center of attention, but cer-
tain moments, like that one, 
sweep that away.

“For so much of my 
career, I’ve been a side 
woman, and so when I step 
into the spotlight, it’s just a 
different weight you have 
on you,” Fleenor said. That 
night, “I couldn’t even try 
to be nervous. (I thought) 
‘Whatever’s going to come 
out is going to come out.’ I 
told the audience… ‘Here’s 
what happened. I’m going 
to do this for my father-in-
law, because I think that’s 
what he would want me to 
do.’”

It was one of the hardest 
performances she’s been 
through.

FADED LOVE
Jenee Keener’s love of 

music began in the world 
of classical training. After 
seeing in the newspaper 
a picture of little kids car-
rying their violins, Jenee’s 
mom felt compelled to sign 
her up for violin lessons 
through the Suzuki School 
when she was just 3 years 
old.

“I had no idea where it 
was going to lead,” said Hel-
en Keener. Putting your kid 
in music lessons was just 
what she’d been taught. She 
had taken piano instruction 
herself, but she didn’t have 
the musical talent that Je-
nee did. “People had to tell 
me she was talented.”

Jenee’s teachers were the 
ones to pick up on her gift, 
but that didn’t mean she 
didn’t work hard for it. In 14 
years of Suzuki, Jenee was 
required to practice a mini-
mum of an hour a day.

Keener was always in-
volved, staying right by her 
daughter’s side as she prac-
ticed, and would sometimes 
bribe her with a trip to Mc-
Donald’s to ensure she got 
the practice time in. Helen 
also attended the music 
lessons with Jenee and kept 
notes. At home, she would 
go over the music with her.

“I enjoyed it,” Keener 
said. “It was our time to-
gether.”

Given that she began so 
young, Jenee can’t remem-
ber a time she wasn’t play-
ing, which makes recalling 
her first recital difficult. 
But she knows she was 4 ½ 
years old and required to 
play the whole first book 
of Suzuki, which must have 
been 10 or 20 songs.

“It was like an out of 
body experience, I don’t re-
member it,” she said. “I do 
remember that I leaned on 

my ear so much.”
The sheet music was 

placed in front of her, 
and the teacher would 
announce the name of 
the song, but young Jenee 
would look at the piano 
player and ask “How does 
it go?” so the pianist would 
hum a couple of bars. Je-
nee would say “OK,” then 
launch into the song.

She knew the numbers 
by their melody, not by 
their names.

Raising Jenee up in the 
classical style gave her 
mom visions of concerts, 
orchestra and Juilliard, but 
it didn’t take long for a love 
of country music to take 
root in her talented daugh-
ter.

Her father had picked 
up the fiddle shortly after 
she did and would play the 
old-time fiddle records — 
Bob Wills, Merle Haggard 
and Willie Nelson, among 
others. When she was about 
6, he played “Faded Love,” 
Helen Keener said.

“It was a gateway song 
for me to country music,” 
Jenee remembered. Even 
now, every time she hears 
it, she still loves every sin-
gle thing about it. To say 
she loves playing it is an 
understatement. “I love 
the original version of it so 
much. It takes me all the 
way back.”

At age 8, Jenee began 
playing the Little Ole Opry 
in West Fork, which taught 
her to play in a band, to 
back up singers, and she 
found herself “learning how 
to land on your feet” amid 
performing for an audience, 
something that prepared 
her for exactly what she 
does now.

FRONT AND CENTER
Throughout her child-

hood, Jenee’s parents took 
her anywhere they could 
get her on a stage. She 
played various functions, 
but among the most fre-
quent venues was First 
Baptist Church of Spring-
dale. It’s now a part of the 
Cross Church system, but 
even then, it was still one of 
the biggest churches in the 
area.

“I remember having to 
deal with nerves, more so 
with singing, not as much 
with fiddling,” Jenee Flee-
nor said. Sometimes those 
nerves would progress to 
where it cut off the vocal 
sounds of the throat. “Hav-
ing to work through those 
things definitely prepares 
you for later in life.”

Early on she learned the 
importance of deep, steady 
breathing for calming those 
nerves and getting through 
a performance.

As her musicianship pro-
gressed, Jenee kept up both 
sides — the serious Suzuki 
lessons and recitals as well 
as the more animated craft 
of fiddling — but there was 
no question which side was 
winning.

“Growing up in Ar-
kansas, (country) was the 
sound, the background I 
heard, and the stories were 
the stories of my life,” Flee-
nor said. She played with 
the old-timers in Springdale 
and competed in fiddle 
contests all throughout Ar-
kansas, Missouri and Okla-
homa. Whenever she won, 
she’d bring the award in to 

show her classical teachers.
“They frowned on it at 

first, but then they soon en-
joyed it,” Helen Keener said.

For talent competitions, 
Helen would dress her 
daughter in square dance 
outfits and tease her hair, 
“jacking it up to Jesus.” At 
the time, Jenee couldn’t 
stand it. During one such 
competition in Cassville, 
Mo., the pair decided to lean 
into that dynamic. They had 
family visiting from Louisi-
ana, watching the show from 
the front row.

“I come out on stage all 
(dressed in western getup) 
and my mom comes out 
with me, and she’s going 
‘Practice your classical,’” 
Fleenor said. She followed 
suit, stoically delivering her 
Suzuki song, then breaking 
back into bickering with her 
mom on stage, continuing 
their differences about the 
hair style and embarrassing 
the Louisiana members of 
their family to high heaven.

They sank down in their 
seats and her mom left the 
stage, only for them to re-
alize it was all an act when 
young Jenee said, “Hit it 
boys!” and launched into 
fast fiddle tunes.

In her teenage years, 
Jenee began playing at steel 
guitar conventions in Tulsa, 
Dallas and Knoxville, which 
Helen believes aided her 
career and allowed her to 
meet the old-time country 
stars like Buddy Emmons 
and Ralph Mooney. During 
one convention, Jenee got 
to play for Loretta Lynn.

“It’s kind of like she grew 
up in transition from the 
older players to the ones we 
have now,” Keener said of 
the old-time country music. 
“That made her more versa-
tile. Back then she was only 
14 to about 17, but she was a 
great musician. They would 
play songs she had never 
heard, but she could take a 
ride on it.”

During those years, hear-
ing fiddle on country radio 
always drew Jenee in. She 
would call in requests to 
KIX 104, then hit record on 
her cassette player. When 
she’d saved up enough 
money, Fleenor would head 
to Hastings Books & Re-
cords in Springdale and buy 
country music CDs.

Her favorite game was 
to listen, guess which musi-
cians were playing on that 
album, then open the insert 
to see if she was right. She 
was good at it, and though 
there were no other kids 
who wanted to play it with 
her, she got better and bet-
ter at identifying the artists.

“Now I work with a lot 
of these musicians, that’s 
kind of crazy for me,” Flee-
nor said. “A lot of those 
guys were my heroes. 
That’s what’s so wild for 
me now, getting to be in the 
studio with them and actu-
ally play music with your 
heroes.”

HER BIG BREAK
Fleenor always knew she 

was headed to Nashville. 
After high school gradu-
ation, she moved there in 
2001 to attend Belmont 
University, where she began 
studying commercial music.

The Station Inn, the 
bluegrass mecca, was one 
of her very first stops in 
town, a place she’d been in-
troduced to during a fiddle 
camp she attended when 
she was 11.

When she walked in as 
a brand new college fresh-
man, Larry Cordle was on 
stage and right next to him 
was Brandon Rickman, a 
good friend of Fleenor’s 
from Missouri. She couldn’t 
believe she would know 
one of the musicians per-
forming. Rickman asked 
where Jenee’s fiddle was 
and invited her to play 
backstage for them.

“They kept saying, 

‘That’s the sh*t!’ and I didn’t 
know what that meant,” 
Fleenor said, laughing. They 
had her join them on stage. 
Cordle was looking for a 
fiddle player, and the next 
week he offered her the job. 
Fleenor was astounded, but 
accepted the opportunity. 
She could stay in school 
and play gigs on the week-
end.

A year later Fleenor got 
a call to audition for Terri 
Clark, an opportunity that 
arose when they fired her 
professor who’d had the 
same role. She first had to 
admit to him that she got 
his gig, and then she had to 
make the difficult decision 
whether to leave college, 
since they’d be on the road 
so much.

In seeking the advice of 
those around her, some said 
she could always go on tour, 
but she wouldn’t always 
have this time at school. 
Others said the opposite, 
warning her that gigs were 
not always guaranteed to 
keep coming.

“I really loved my days 
at Belmont; I learned a lot 
while I was there,” Fleenor 
said, and years later they 
made her an honorary al-
um. “But I just knew I was 
getting calls to do what I 
wanted to do.”

She went on tour with 
Clark when she was 19 
years old, but Fleenor felt 
like her whole life had pre-
pared her for it. She was so 
young that she sometimes 
had to sneak in venues 
from the back because they 
wouldn’t let underage kids 
in the door. On the occasion 
that they played a state fair, 
Jenee was amped up for 
the tilt-a-whirl after per-
formances, while the rest 
of the band went straight 
to bed. But taking the op-
portunity set her career on 
the trajectory she’d always 
hoped for as a performer 
and studio artist.

Soon she started to play 
on Jon Pardi’s records, 
which was a huge breakout 
moment for her. It all led 
to experiences she couldn’t 
have dreamed up, like Aero-
smith’s Steven Tyler calling 
her personally to request 
that she play music with 
him in Maui for 10 days and 
that time that she had two 
gigs at 30 Rockefeller Cen-
ter on the same day — Seth 
Meyer with Blake Shelton’s 
band and Jimmy Fallon on 
her own — causing her to 
bounce from one sound 
check and clothing change 
to another.

“I get to play these big 
moments … and now look-
ing back, I’m like, ‘I can’t 
believe I got to do that; 
that’s really something,” 
Fleenor said. After the ex-
perience of having her first 
No. 1 record, which was Jon 
Pardi’s first No. 1 record, 
Jenee realized that when 
people were contacting her 
for fiddle work it was be-
cause they wanted her style 
specifically.

Now “people say, ‘Oh, 
I heard this on the radio, 
and that’s you playing on 
that, right?’ I’m like ‘Whoa.’ 
I always dreamed of that 
happening.”
April Wallace is Associate Fea-
tures Editor — Our Town, Profiles, 
Religion — and can be reached 
by email at awallace@nwaonline.
com or on X @NWAApril.
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SELF-PORTRAIT 

Jenee Keener Fleenor
• I’m headed back to Arkansas: in October. I’m 
supposed to bring Wood Box Heroes to open 
up the new park in Springdale.
• Jenee Fleenor Day is: June 27. I’ve missed it the 
past couple of years!
• A couple of the female musicians I grew up ad-
miring: fiddle player Wanda Vick, who always 
looks like she enjoys what she’s doing, and Ter-
ri Clark. I always loved her and her music. I’d 
get the Country Weekly magazines and try to 
put on my makeup like her.
• My advice for getting through nerves on stage: 
Just breathe. It’s really important. It can slow 
your heart rate down as you breathe through it.
• My scariest moment on live TV: playing with 
Ricky Skaggs, one of my heroes, and Emily Ann 
Roberts. We were performing “Country Boy,” 
one of the fastest bluegrass songs you can play, 
and it was all live. Once the song starts, you’re 
off to the races, and muscle memory kicks in.
• My bluegrass band is: called the Wood Box 
Heroes and it’s an all star cast of bluegrass mu-
sicians, including Barry Bales, Josh Martin, Seth 
Taylor, Matt Menefee. It was always a dream of 
mine to be a part of a super group of sorts like 
this, and it fell in our lap the last year, year and 
a half after playing some gigs up in Michigan. 
We’re just kind of a thrown together, bad@** 
band.
• The hardest part of forming the band: was com-
ing up with the band name. It took months!
• What was the inspiration for the name? Buc-
cee’s. Everybody thinks Buccee’s is paying me, 
but they are not. I really wanted to be called 
the Rustics, but that name was already taken. 
(When you’re) looking for a band name, ev-
erything in the world is a band name. I pulled 
up to Buccee’s and sent a pic to Josh of these 
two little figures of Groot and Thor. They were 
sitting up there at the gas pump and Josh said, 
‘Well those kind of look like wood box heroes.’ 
I took the little guys and put them on my dash 
like ‘We’re going to take over the world.’
• Who’s the hero of Wood Box Heroes? Barry Bales. 
He’s a 15-time Grammy winner. He’s won Song 
of the Year at the ACMs with a song he wrote 
for Chris Stapleton. He’s one of my heroes. All 
of us kind of look behind us like we can’t be-
lieve Barry Bales is playing bass with us.
• Of all your gigs, what’s your main thing? Studio 
work. I’ve had that dream ever since I was 11 
years old to be a session musician. It’s wild to 
see it all came true and so much more.
• Something special that I wish people got to see 
and experience: Being behind the scenes of ‘The 
Voice’ to see all that goes into their shows … 
the hair, the makeup, the glam team, your ward-
robe. Sometimes I would tell the wardrobe 
(folks) ‘This is about the music, right?’ because 
it would be hard for me to get my fiddle, tune it 
and get all my gear (ready).
• What are you working on right now? I signed a 
publishing deal at the end of last year, so I’m 
diving back into my songwriting, and there’s 
some fun stuff in the works as far as that’s con-
cerned.

Fleenor
 Continued from Page 1D
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“Everything I do musically just comes from the heart. I hope that’s 
what people hear when they hear me play or sing.” — Jenee Fleenor
(Photo courtesy of Downtown Springdale Alliance)
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