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BAND

SOME MIGHT CONSIDER FOUR GUITARISTS  
IN ONE BAND A FEW TOO MANY, BUT THE  

TRIO OF SUPPORTING GUITARISTS IN  
The Zac Brown Band  

HAVE FIGURED OUT THE WAY TO  
MAKE THINGS WORK.
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(Previous page, left to 
right) Coy Bowles, John 
Driskell Hopkins, and 
Clay Cook backstage at 
London’s O2 Arena, March 
12, 2017; 

The band’s own tent has grown considerably over the 
years. What began as a gutsy little four-piece (guitar, bass, 
drums, and violin) is now a veritable all-star musical army 
with eight members in all, featuring leader Zac Brown (gui-
tar, lead vocals), Chris Fryar (drums), Jimmy Di Martini 
(violin, vocals), Matt Mangano (bass), Daniel de los Reyes 
(percussion), along with a trio of highly skilled multi-task-
ers: Clay Cook (guitar, keyboards, mandolin, and vocals), 
Coy Bowles (guitar, keyboards), and founding member 
John Driskell Hopkins—Hop, for short—who handles gui-
tar, banjo, ukulele, and vocals.

“It’s been a really exciting adventure for all of us,” says 
Bowles, who put his own group, Coy Bowles and the Fel-
lowship, on hold to join the Zac Brown Band in 2006. 
“We’ve added percussion, another guitar player, and a bass 
player, and we’ve swapped some roles here and there. It all 
grew with the music, and it’s taken place under our very 
eyes. It’s kind of like watching a girl you’ve been friends 
with your whole life blossom into this beautiful, talented, 
and smart woman. That’s kind of a weird analogy, but you 
know what I mean.”

One of the biggest changes of late to the ever-changing 
outfit involves the move of Hop from bass to guitar, banjo, 
and ukulele duties. Although he’s certainly a talented bass-
ist, Hop admits that he only agreed to fill out the rhythm 
section upon the band’s formation simply because nobody 
else was available. “It was actually kind of a joke,” he says. 
“I told Zac, ‘I’ll sit in until you find somebody permanent.’ ” 
Prior to the ZBB, Hop’s only experiences as a bassist were 
a brief stint in a high school band and a later role as an 
upright bass player in a theater production. 

However, a month into his tenure with the ZBB, Hop 
felt comfortable enough with the four-string that he told 
Brown to call off the search for a replacement. “I heard what 
we were doing, and I thought, ‘We are gonna whoop some 
ass. I’m not going anywhere!’ ” Hop says. He remained on 
the bass until 2014, when Brown hired his longtime friend 
Matt Mangano to fill the slot, allowing Hop to contribute 

his talents elsewhere. 
Before Cook signed on to the ZBB, he had been some-

thing of an all-purpose journeyman, playing sax, flute, 
keyboards, and guitar for the Marshall Tucker Band (his 
uncle, Doug Cook, is the band’s lead singer) and then per-
forming with artists such as Sugarland and Shawn Mullins. 
He sharpened his musical skills at the Berklee College of 
Music, where he befriended a young guitarist from Con-
necticut named John Mayer. 

“John wanted to be the next Stevie Ray Vaughan, 
and I wanted to be the next Jimmy Vivino—you know, 
playing guitar in a cool band on TV,” Cook recalls. “We 
hit it off and found songwriting together—I was getting 
immersed in James Taylor at that point.” Cook and Mayer 
formed a short-lived duo, the Lo-Fi Masters, and a few 
of their co-writes—“No Such Thing,” “Neon,” and “Love 
Song for No One”—wound up on Mayer’s debut album, 
Room for Squares. 

The idea all along for the ZBB was to pool together the 
talents of a disparate batch of musicians into a unified 
team, one in which no member would outshine the other. 
To that end, Cook, Bowles, and Hop are each uniquely 
suited. Cook grew up hearing the records by the Marshall 
Tucker Band (no surprise), and he calls the group’s late 
guitarist, Toy Caldwell, “his foundation.” By his teens, he 
gravitated to early Van Halen and the sounds of Seattle. 
“Pearl Jam was really great,” he enthuses. “They were fresh, 
but they also had a classic rock and even a Southern rock 
vibe to me.”

Like Cook, Bowles also dug grunge—he calls Pearl Jam’s 
Stone Gossard his first guitar hero—but most of his musi-
cal schooling came by way of classic rock and pop. “The All-
man Brothers, Neil Young, and Crosby, Stills and Nash—
that came from my dad,” he says. “My mom was more of a 
Top 40 radio person, so there was always a lot of Hall and 
Oates, Eddie Money, Bruce Springsteen, and John Mel-
lencamp. She liked some weird Eighties pop, too, Duran 
Duran and all that.” 

 WHEN ANY BAND hits the big time, its success is never about 
just one thing. In the case of the Atlanta-based Zac Brown Band’s steady 
ascendance from regional club stars in the mid 2000s to the Grammy-
winning international arena fillers they are today, their success can be 
chalked up to relatable, honest messages, a reputation for serving up 
thunderous, joyous shows, and a big tent of hook-filled songs that span a 
wealth of musical styles: bluegrass, Southern rock, traditional and modern 
country, reggae, and even a smattering of grunge and EDM.
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(right) Coy Bowles with 
his Ibanez CBM100 Artist 
signature model.
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For his part, Hop brings a softer side to the ZBB, citing 
the Indigo Girls as his biggest musical influence. “When I 
was in high school, that’s the music I wanted to write—
heartfelt folk singer/songwriter stuff,” he remembers. 
“The acoustic has always been my first love as far as guitar 
goes, and it’s the only thing I write music on. A lot of folk-
ier-type stuff calls for capos and alternate tunings, and 
I’ve always been into that, especially on a baritone acous-
tic, which really seems to suit my vocal range.”

All agree that there’s no room for prima donnas in the 
ZBB, and when it comes to recording it’s an all-hands-on-
deck affair, with each member assuming a specific role 
and playing a dedicated part and instrument that suits 
the song in question. On past albums, Cook has some-
times played pedal steel and mandolin, but on the group’s 
new album, Welcome Home, he focused more on piano, 
Hammond organ, and guitar. 

Bowles played piano, organ and guitar as well, but he 
says there’s never a situation in which he and Cook are 
duking it out for the same sonic space. “If one guy is doing 
one thing, then the other guy is doing something else,” he 
explains. “And even when Clay and I are both playing gui-
tar, there’s never a problem because our styles are so dif-
ferent. If we’re playing a ballad, I’ll do some kind of ethe-
real slide stuff and he’ll hold down a picking or strumming 
thing. Or I’ll pick some kind of arpeggiated thing and he’ll 
do double-stops. It just works out.” 

There’s never any danger of Cook or Bowles stepping 
on Hop’s toes: The utility player, when not strumming an 
acoustic or laying down power chords on electric, is the 
exclusive banjo and ukulele specialist in the group. “If it’s 
a beachy song I’ll gravitate toward my ukulele, which is a 
great complement to Zac’s nylon-string guitar,” Hop says. 
“If it’s more of a country/bluegrass thing, I’ll pick up the 
banjo. The banjo parts are fun to figure out, and I play the 
ukulele like a mandolin. It’s musically challenging. I love 
adding all sorts of spices to the songs.”

Having experimented with electronics and big-beat 
dance numbers on 2015’s Jekyll + Hyde, the ZBB wanted 
to get back in touch with their Southern rock roots on Wel-
come Home (they even have a mission-statement album 
opener, “Roots,” which features a soaring, double-tracked 
solo by co-writer Bowles, to make that sentiment abun-
dantly clear). They chose the hottest producer in the land, 
Dave Cobb, to keep them on track. Cobb’s a fellow Georgia 
native, which made ice-breakers unnecessary (“He knows 
the lingo and all the jokes,” remarks Bowles), and he’s not 
big on protracted studio sessions, which suited the band 
just fine.

“Dave doesn’t want to lose the energy of that first or sec-
ond take,” Cook notes. “He wanted to get us in there running 
through the songs, no music in front of us. Within three 
hours we would have the basic take from zero. Sometimes 
the tune would change quickly from the acoustic guitar demo 
Zac had cut, but we’re able to turn on a dime. Dave grabbed 
right on to that and kept us from overthinking the situation. 
He was able to help everybody shine on this record.

  
Clay Cook with

early Fifties blackguard 
Fender Esquire. 
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Cook, Bowles, and Hop all used Taylor acoustics on Wel-
come Home, but the electrics they played are as varied as 
their own individual styles. Hop relied mainly on two of his 
favorites, a 1991 Gibson Les Paul Custom and an Ernie Ball 
Music Man John Petrucci JP6 featuring a piezo-equipped 
tremolo bridge. “By no means am I close to the level of 
Petrucci, but I do enjoy his guitar,” Hop says. “I like being 
able to go between acoustic and electric tones on some 
songs.” Hop’s banjo is a Deering, and his ukulele is a Kala.

Cook arrived at the studio without any of his own gui-
tars—some of them were scattered about on touring trucks, 
and his main Firebird (a stock Nineties Gibson Firebird V) 
was on display at the Country Music Hall of Fame—so he 
borrowed Brown’s mid-Sixties Firebird V as well as Cobb’s 
Gibson Les Paul ’52/’57 conversion (done by Terry Mueller). 
For one song he also picked up his early Thirties National 
Duolian, which he calls his “fingerpicking guitar.”

Bowles is a fiend for Les Pauls, and on Welcome Home 
he alternated between his ’59 and ’60 Les Paul Specials as 
well as a ’58 Les Paul Junior. He played a Duesenberg Peter 
Stroud signature Dragster model on a couple of tracks, and 
he was even able to get his own entry into the signature 
guitar market, the Ibanez CBM100, onto the record. “The 
Ibanez Artist has been my go-to slide guitar for years,” he 
says. “Ibanez was going to re-introduce it, and they reached 
out to see if I wanted to get involved. I asked if I could do 
a gold-top version, and they said sure. They let me do my 
thing with the hardware, and I’ve got Seymour Duncan 
Antiquity pickups in it. I’m playing it on the road now, and 
it’s killer. It’s got a lot of mojo.” 

Life with the ZBB leaves little time for extra-curricular 
activities, but the guys try to grab whatever free moments 
they can to recharge their creative batteries. For Hop, who 
graduated from Florida State University with a degree in Gen-
eral Theatre, it’s all about the roar of the greasepaint. In addi-
tion to a few plays, he’s recently acted in a couple of indepen-
dent films— 2015’s Careful What You Wish For, starring Nick 
Jonas and Paul Sorvino, and the upcoming Adolescence, star-
ring Tommy Flanagan of Sons of Anarchy fame. 

Bowles is a first-time dad (he and his wife Kylie recently 
welcomed daughter Hattie to their family), and he’s been 
steadily building a cottage industry as a writer of children’s 
books. In January he published his third book, When You’re 
Feeling Sick, and he’s got more on the way. “These books are 
just my way of giving back and trying to be a positive force,” 
Bowles says. “You just can’t go wrong with kids, man.”

Cook has released several fine solo albums in the past, 
but he admits that a follow up to 2013’s North Star might 
take a while. Like Bowles, he’s acclimating to parenting 
duties (he and his wife Brooke recently gave birth to their 
first child, a boy named Charles), and when he’s not occu-
pied with the ZBB, he’s content to spend his available 
moments with his family. “That’s pretty much all I do,” he 
says. “Outside of music, I’m 100 percent focused on my 
home life.” He pauses, then adds with a laugh, “Okay, well, 
I have been learning to cook, so that’s something.” 
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John Driskell “Hop” 

Hopkins with 2015 Taylor 
Koa Series K24ce. 


