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For Stephanie and Sophie


PROLOGUE

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON. FEBRUARY 1998

A gaggle of cops stood on the sidewalk in front of the hotel, blocking the door to the bus. I flashed my laminate, told them I was the tour manager, and climbed aboard. It was 4:00 a.m., and the front lounge was packed: the whole band, a few EMTs, another cop or two. And there was Ryan Adams, passed out on the couch, being attended to by one of the technicians.

The EMT bent over Ryan and slapped a blood pressure cuff on him. This woke him up a bit, and he seemed to almost register what was happening. He opened one eye, glanced at the tech and the pressure cuff, and said, “Get the fuck off of my bus.”

“Ryan, don’t talk to these guys like that,” said Caitlin Cary, the fiddle player. “They’re trying to help you.”

Ryan’s head wobbled like a newborn baby’s, as if his neck were barely strong enough to carry the weight of everything rolling around up there. “Get the fuck off of my bus,” he spat out a second time.

The technician spent a few minutes checking Ryan’s vitals, and Ryan giggled and babbled and insisted that the authorities get the fuck off his bus. Meanwhile, the rest of us told the EMTs what little we knew about the combination of intoxicants Ryan might have taken. Tomorrow we were playing Vancouver, and because we would soon meet the Canadian drug dogs at the border crossing, we had already cleaned the bus of illegal substances. Tonight’s show had ended just five hours earlier, but that seemed like a week ago.

As the technician unfastened the pressure cuff, he said to us, “He’s coming out of it. The worst is over.” Then he turned back to Ryan and said, “Before we go, I gotta ask you a few questions.”

“That’s cool,” Ryan said.

“Ryan, what city are you in right now?”

“Seattle,” he said, slurring the t’s right out of the word.

“And where are you from?”

“North Carolina.”

“Good. Now can you tell me what day of the week it is?”

“Whoa, whoa,” I said. “Hold on a minute. That’s not fair. None of us can answer that. We’re on tour. Every day is Monday, every day is Friday.” I looked at the EMT and shook my head. “Next question.”

The tech quizzed him a little longer, and although Ryan could barely get the words out, he’d aced the test so far. “Ryan,” the tech said, “Who’s the president of the United States?” This was the big money question. Final jeopardy.

Ryan elbowed himself higher. “It’s Bill Clinton,” he said, “and let me tell you something about Bill Clinton.” The Monica Lewinsky scandal had broken a few months earlier, and back in those days Ryan’s politics leaned toward the right. “He … he … he should be in jail.”

The technician started putting his supplies back into his gear box “Well, Ryan,” he said, “at least we agree on one thing.”

The EMT and I walked off the bus, and we stood down on the blacktop next to the cops, all of us lit up by the police cruisers and the ambulance. I thanked everybody for their help.

“Goddamn, son,” one of cops said. He was an older guy who’d clearly seen his share of criminal mischief in his years on the force. He looked at me and then he turned back toward the bus. “I wouldn’t trade jobs with you for anything.”
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THE SHERIFF OF WHISKEYTOWN (SPRING 1997–FALL 1997)


CHAPTER

1

Nine months earlier, in May of 1997, I got the call that would change my life. It was from a guy who introduced himself as Chris Roldan. Along with his partner, Jenni Sperandeo, he ran Jacknife, an indie promotion company based in Austin. Jacknife’s core business, Roldan told me, was radio promotion: helping record labels get their bands played on the airwaves. But recently he and Sperandeo had made the move into artist management. Jacknife’s first signing was an act from Raleigh, North Carolina, a band called Whiskeytown, fronted by twenty-two-year-old wunderkind Ryan Adams.

Talking to Roldan that day, I was standing in my kitchen, which was also in Raleigh. A year earlier I had moved to North Carolina’s capital city from Charlotte, where I’d spent a decade in a punk rock band called ANTiSEEN. We’d toured extensively through the United States and Europe, and we’d released a bunch of albums, EPs, and singles. I was the bass player, but I also booked the hotel rooms, settled up with the promoters, and made sure everybody showed up on time for sound check. I eventually learned that in the music business, this kind of cat wrangling came with a job title: Tour Manager. After quitting ANTiSEEN and moving to Raleigh, I began to parlay my road experience into a burgeoning career tour-managing other acts. And that—my tour-managing résumé—is what Roldan was calling to talk about. He and Sperandeo were looking for somebody in Raleigh, somebody on the ground, to shepherd Ryan and the band through their next touring cycle.

Whiskeytown had recently signed with Outpost, an imprint of Geffen Records. And they’d just finished recording their major-label debut in Nashville and Los Angeles with producer Jim Scott, known for his work with Tom Petty, Sting, Johnny Cash, and alt-country darlings Wilco. The Whiskeytown record, Strangers Almanac, would be released in July. Buzz was already building thanks to the band’s 1996 indie release Faithless Street, prominent showcases at the SXSW and CMJ music festivals, and the ensuing label courtship in which Outpost emerged the lucky suitor. Ryan and Whiskeytown were now on the launchpad. All systems go. All lights green. Roldan was hoping I could tour-manage the blastoff.

I’d heard of Whiskeytown, of course. By 1997 everybody even remotely connected to the booming Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill music scene had heard of Whiskeytown. And most everybody had a story about a run-in with Ryan Adams. Lots of those stories started with a line like I swear, that kid whines like an eighth-grade girl or Bastard owes me twenty bucks. But nearly every story—even when coming from the Triangle’s most jaded scenesters— ended with something to the effect of You gotta admit, he’s pretty goddamn good.

At that point I’d never seen Ryan on stage—not with Whiskeytown, who’d been together since late 1994, and not with Patty Duke Syndrome, the band he’d formed back in his hometown of Jacksonville, North Carolina, and then reconstituted after moving west to Raleigh. But I had seen him around town, mostly at 7 Even, a North Carolina State University-area convenience store that was every musician’s first choice for beer and cigarettes. Standing in front of the coolers, lit up by the overhead fluorescence, Ryan looked like a South-of-the-Mason-Dixon Paul Westerberg—all mussed-up hair and wrinkled clothes. With his big black glasses, he also looked like Austin Powers, and by then a few local musicians had started knocking on Ryan by referring to him as Mike Myers’s character. Like me, they’d see him at 7 Even, doing something as mundane as trying to decide between Budweiser and Heineken. One would elbow the other: Get a load of fucking Powers over there.

I figured that most of the negativity toward Ryan was the product of envy. In any music scene, when one band gets signed, fifty get jealous. Whiskeytown had been together for less than three years. Ryan was barely over drinking age. He already had a fat record deal, a big-time producer, and the right indie-cool managers. He’d gone straight from rookie ball to the big leagues. Instant success always gets people talking, and the talk around Raleigh that spring was that Ryan Adams was half genius, half jackass.

Now, on the phone, Chris Roldan was telling me just how volatile Ryan could be. He said that during Whiskeytown’s most recent string of shows—on the No Depression tour, sharing the stage with the Old 97’s, Hazeldine, and the Picketts—Ryan and the band had been woefully inconsistent. They would play a tight set of stellar songs one night and then be drunk and sloppy the next. Apparently before the tour was finished, they pulled a U-turn and retreated home to Raleigh, canceling the last few dates without first bothering to call Jacknife or the booking agent to let them know. To hell with the rest of the gigs. Whiskeytown was fed up and worn out, after a mere ten shows or so.

I was a punk rock guy. With ANTiSEEN I’d released records with titles like Raw Shit and Southern Hostility, so I admired the rebellious spirit of a band saying, “Fuck it.” But I knew that the combination of “Fuck” and “It” was the last thing corporate labels wanted to hear from their acts. I also knew that if Ryan was as good as the hype suggested, then his songs deserved better treatment. His fans deserved better. His bandmates deserved better.

The job—if Roldan officially offered it to me and if I took it—would be to make sure that Ryan, for all his self-destructive tendencies, stopped pulling stupid stunts like canceling tours halfway through. The band was young and, as a touring outfit, almost comically green. With a new album in the offing and a bunch of dates on the board, they needed, Roldan said, a big brother. An adult to show them how this whole touring-in-support-of-a-major-label-release thing was supposed to go.

I was pretty sure I could do it. I was thirty-three years old. If not a full-on adult, then certainly adultish. And I had some solid roadwork under my belt. Not only had I played a ton of gigs with ANTiSEEN, I’d also spent most of 1996 tour-managing Lustre, a North Carolina-based alt-rock band that had signed with A&M. I got that gig because their drummer was Greg Clayton, brother of ANTiSEEN frontman Jeff Clayton. After steering Lustre through a long stretch of rock clubs and radio festivals, I spent the fall and winter home in Raleigh, delivering pizzas, trying to track down my next tour-managing gig. I’d come to realize how much I truly enjoyed planning the tour, dealing with the venues, and making sure the shows went well. In the early ANTiSEEN days, back when I was just the bass player, I felt like I was only of use during the one hour I was standing on stage. But as tour manager, I contributed all day long. Now I was anxious to get back on the road. And I was finding out that getting the second job is one of the hardest things to do in the music business—in any aspect of show business. Because your first gig, somebody gives you. The second gig, you’ve got to win on your own.

I made call after call to contact after contact before finally joining up with New York punks D Generation on the last leg of their No Lunch tour. I was already a big D Gen fan because they were the perfect fusion of two of my favorite bands, the Ramones and Cheap Trick. Plus they were fun, hilarious guys, so my time with them barely felt like work. But most important, I’d established a track record. When Jacknife started searching for a local tour manager for Whiskeytown, Roldan called Lustre’s manager Shawn Rogers, whose office was in Chapel Hill. Rogers recommended me, and now here I was, interviewing for the job, glad that I could answer yes to all Rodan’s questions. Have you ever taken a band through Europe? Ever dealt with Canadian Customs? Ever done an in-studio at a radio station? Yes, yes, and yes.

After about a half hour, he asked me, “How much does a guy like you charge?”

I had no idea. There’s no rulebook for this stuff. No union pay scale. With Lustre I’d gotten like $350 a week. With D Gen, it was maybe a little more. I looked around the house that my longtime girlfriend Stephanie and I were renting. Yep. Adultish. Real furniture, a fireplace, the fridge stocked with food. A television tuned to CNBC. My hair—which used to hang past my shoulders—now cut short. I was damn near domesticated. Crossing my fingers, I said, “Seven hundred?”

“Sounds good,” Roldan said without missing a beat.

Fuuuucccck. I should have asked for a thousand. But still, I was fired up. I’d landed my third gig. Three’s not a fluke; three’s a pattern.

Standing in my kitchen that day, I knew I was lucky that work had found me. All I had to do was pick up the phone. What I didn’t know was that Ryan Adams and the band would consume the next three years of my life. Only three people on the planet would witness every single show on the Strangers Almanac tour: Ryan Adams, Caitlin Cary (the fiddle player), and me. And of the three of us, I’d be the only one sober enough to remember it all. My experience with Ryan would lead to twenty-plus years tour-managing bands like Train, Third Eye Blind, and Weezer. And Whiskeytown would propel Ryan toward a solo career that would bring multiple Grammy nominations and position him as the heir apparent to Bob Dylan. (“The Next Dylan,” of course, is a noose that nobody—not Springsteen, not Adams—enjoys being hung with.)

As I said good-bye to Roldan, I didn’t see any of that coming. I just knew I’d lined up a job. And that job consisted of one core mission: get Ryan and the band to the shows and through the shows, all in the name of helping him live up to his talent and to the major-label break he’d been given. I was now the conductor, charged with keeping Whiskeytown on the tracks.

This was a mission I’d prove mostly successful at. Mostly. Not totally. As I would soon learn, 90 percent of the time I could talk Ryan into doing the right thing. Five percent of the time, I could cover up whatever idiotic thing he’d done. But that final 5 percent?

We were fucked.

A week after accepting the job, I saw firsthand why Jacknife needed a local tour manager to handle Whiskeytown. Ryan had overslept, snoozing through some obligation or another. I don’t remember the specific responsibility he’d blown off, but it was probably a phone interview with a magazine or newspaper, advance promotion for a minirun of dates that would start in early June. So once again, I got a call from Jacknife in Austin: We can’t get Ryan to answer his phone. Can you head over to his place?

Like most major colleges, the NC State campus is bordered by a main drag of businesses catering to students. Dive bars with pitcher specials. Pizza. Gyros. Takeout Chinese. Patchouli-smelling headshops and pre-Starbucks coffee shops. Used bookstores and record stores. In Columbus, the main drag is High Street. In Madison, it’s State Street. In Boulder, Pearl Street. As I drove from my house to Ryan’s apartment that day, I turned onto Raleigh’s college strip, Hillsborough Street.

My place was near the eastern end of Hillsborough, between campus and the capitol building. Ryan was living just off the far west end, out by Meredith College in a neighborhood called University Park. Rolling down Hillsborough, I passed Sadlack’s Heroes, the sandwich shop/music venue/old-man bar where Ryan drank (often) and worked (sometimes); Schoolkids Records, the archetypal college record store and unofficial hub of the scene; and the Brewery, the rock club that would host Whiskeytown’s Strangers Almanac album release show at the end of July.

I pulled up to the address Jacknife had given me: 70 Montgomery Street, a one-story brick building that contained five or so apartment units. From the outside, the place was pleasant: corner lot, tree-lined street, just a block off Hillsborough. But pleasant or not, this scene wasn’t most people’s idea of what just-signed-a-major-label-deal looked like. There was no Mercedes SL-500 parked out front. Nothing you’d call glamorous or even slacker-cool. Still, I’d been around enough newly signed bands to know that more often than not, college-ghetto-grade housing is what the major-label dream looked like—until that elusive first hit song.

I walked up the steps and banged on the door. Eventually Ryan answered, looking like I’d just woken him. Because I had. “Hey, man,” he said, squinting his eyes to the daylight. And then he let me in.

In the week since Rodan hired me, the only significant time I’d spent with Ryan and the band was a couple days earlier at one of their practices. They rehearsed downtown, near the bus station in an old warehouse that the owner—Van Alston, who also ran one of Ryan’s favorite drinking spots, the Comet Lounge—had segmented into several individual practice spaces. It was there that I finally met Ryan and the other band members, most significantly Caitlin Cary and Phil Wandscher. I could immediately tell that Caitlin’s fiddle playing and harmony vocals were defining elements of Whiskeytown’s sound. And in addition to her vital musical role, she played the part of big sister to Ryan, quick to roll her eyes and huff with frustration when the kid wouldn’t quit dicking around. Phil, I soon learned, was like Ryan’s fist-fighting, guitar-slinging brother. A talented songwriter, his guitar playing neatly complemented Ryan’s—like Ronnie Wood to Ryan’s Keith Richards. But it was also clear that Phil was a key contributor to all the aforementioned dicking around. To cop a phrase that Pete Townshend once used to describe Keith Moon, Phil was “a great joiner-inner.”

That day at rehearsal, the band did a lot of drinking and smoking but not much actual playing. The ever-professional Caitlin wanted to practice, of course. So did Chris Laney, the new bass player who was still trying to get up to speed on the songs. Drummer Steven Terry, a good-natured, testosterone-driven West Virginian, also wanted to pick up the sticks and get to rocking. He was pretty much always game.

So three-fifths of Whiskeytown were ready to go, but Ryan and Phil looked bored, like they had better things to do. They didn’t act like they were just a few weeks from hitting the road in support of a big-time record, and they didn’t act as if they were trying to impress the new tour manager. They were half-assing practice like they were already as huge as the Rolling Stones.

In between songs, during the extended drinking and smoking intermissions, Ryan asked me questions—but it wasn’t a job-interview kind of back-and-forth like I’d had a few days earlier with Roldan. Ryan’s questions were more like, “What’s your favorite color?” Real off-the-wall stuff.

Still, over the next hour, Ryan put it together that I’d been in ANTiSEEN. As a teenager he’d listened to our records. He may have even seen us live. And now, learning that I had played in a band he dug, he became more focused than I’d seen him all night. The dicking around stopped. No more oddball questions. Suddenly he was as earnest and curious as an AP History student, asking about the bands we had toured with, about the shows I’d seen. In between drags on his cigarette, he would nod and say, “Wow, man. Cool.”

Ryan was raised in eastern North Carolina, in Jacksonville, home of Marine Corps Base Camp Lejeune. The Onslow County air was scented with magnolia blossoms and whole hog BBQ. Fertile ground for country music. But he’d grown up riding skateboards and buying Black Flag records. Ryan Adams, the up-and-coming alt-country poster boy, was at heart a punk rock kid like me.

From the late-seventies onward, lots of bands—both in the South and nationally—had played some strain of twangy punk or punky twang. Just for starters, think: the Blasters, X, the Georgia Satellites, Dash Rip Rock, the Supersuckers, and my personal favorites, Jason & the Scorchers. But by the midnineties, the merging of country and punk had started to swell into a movement. It was going by many different names (alternative country, insurgent country, Americana, cowpunk, roots rock, twangcore, y’alternative), but it had one bible: No Depression magazine, named for the first album by the quintessential alt-country band Uncle Tupelo. Applying a label to an artistic movement can be tricky; art is slippery and not easily categorized. Maybe “cowpunk” best describes a country-influenced punk band, while “alt-country” is the term for a punk-influenced country band. But whatever order you put the two components in, for an increasing number of acts, combining country and punk made sense because it mirrored the diversity of their record collections. They dug George Jones and the Ramones. The Carter Family and the Clash. Alt-country was built on the same logic as the Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup: I like both things separately. They’re probably even better if I put ’em together.

By the time I started with Whiskeytown, alt-country acts were not only filling college bars and punk clubs; they were catching the ear of the music industry. Uncle Tupelo had already split into Wilco and Son Volt, and both offshoots had signed with major labels. The Jayhawks and the Bottle Rockets had already released multiple big-label albums. Veteran songwriters like Steve Earle and Lucinda Williams were getting press, not in country publications but in slick rock magazines like Rolling Stone and Spin. Even here locally, in the Triangle, bands like the Backsliders and 6 String Drag were building nice followings—and collecting the business cards of A&R reps.

Despite the growing industry attention, alternative country hadn’t yet crossed into the mainstream the way that, ten years earlier, alternative rock had. By the midnineties, the biggest alt-rock acts (Smashing Pumpkins, Rage Against the Machine, etc.) had become rock’s biggest acts, period. But alt-country was still simmering underground, being played in places like the 40 Watt in Athens and the 7th Street Entry in Minneapolis—the same venues that had given rise to R.E.M., the Replacements, and the first wave of alt-rock. But if the major labels had a say in it, alt-country was ready to move from fringe to front-and-center.

During the 1996 SXSW music festival, at a panel called “Americana,” industry insiders spoke at length, according to the Austin Chronicle, about how “insurgent country [would] be the genre with a bullet in 1996.” One of the panelists was Jenni Sperandeo from Jacknife, and she said there was “a list of bands as long as [her] arms” that were merging country and punk. The larger question for the panel—and the music business as a whole—was how to get this newly hot genre into the hands of record buyers. Alt-country may have had its practitioners, its bible, and its core audience of true believers, but in order for the movement to become as mainstream as alt-rock, it needed the right vehicle—its own Michael Stipe and R.E.M., its own Kurt Cobain and Nirvana—to carry the message out of the underground clubs and up to the masses. Reprise Records was betting on Jeff Tweedy and Wilco. Elektra Records was betting on Rhett Miller and the Old 97’s. And Outpost Records was betting on Ryan Adams and Whiskeytown.

So now, a few days after that half-assed practice, I was walking into Ryan’s apartment, on my assignment to get him up and running for the phoner. His place was tiny. Dripping with dirty clothes. There must have been a bed, but I don’t think there was a TV. Instead, I saw a big ashtray filled with cigarette butts. A bunch of empty beer cans. It smelled like a bar at last call. On the coffee table were compact discs and dog-eared books. Lying on the couch, a couple guitars. And paper. Everywhere, paper. Bar napkins, notepads, pages torn from journals and composition binders. All with lyrics and drawings scribbled on them.

If you were to peek through the window at the debris, you might assume a hobo was squatting at 70 Montgomery. But starting that day, and over the course of the next few weeks as I got to know Ryan better, it became obvious that the kid was a true artist. A single-minded student of rock-and-roll music. He seemed to have no concern for anything except songs, bands, and rock stories. He didn’t have hobbies. He didn’t follow sports. He didn’t care about money. He didn’t talk all that much about girls—except for an occasional mention of an ex-girlfriend named Melanie. Music was all he gave a shit about, all he did. There was also the drinking and smoking, of course, but Ryan really only cared about those vices in the context of their place in the rock-and-roll aesthetic. If Keith Richards drinks and smokes and takes drugs—well then, that’s what you do. Ryan, I now understood, wasn’t influenced by the sound of punk so much as the defiant attitude. Band practice? Phone interviews with newspapers? Fuck ’em.

I eventually got him on the phone for the interview, but first we spent an hour continuing the conversation we’d started a few days earlier at rehearsal. Bands we both loved. Mutual friends we had. He was a D Generation fan, and he’d recently been introduced to their singer Jesse Malin and guitarist Danny Sage by the A&M Records rep Debbie Southwood-Smith. Because I’d just come off the road with D Gen, I had a hundred great stories, and it seemed like Ryan wasn’t going to get on the phone until I told him all of them. Then we talked Ramones and Black Sabbath. And why Black Flag’s Slip It In totally rules. Ryan never mentioned the term alt-country once, which was fine by me. At that time, my knowledge of the genre was limited. I had heard of Wilco, the Bottle Rockets, and some of the better-known Americana bands, but I wasn’t a superfan. I didn’t read No Depression. Having spent the previous year doing radio station festivals with Lustre, I was much more familiar with the new crop of alt-rock bands, acts like Seven Mary Three, Everclear, and the Nixons. And in my CD player you’d be more likely to find Cheap Trick’s Dream Police or KISS’s first album than anything by the Blood Oranges or Blue Mountain.

Like me, Ryan had only minimal interest in alt-country as a genre. He wanted to talk about bands and songs, not about categories and distinctions. Also like me, Ryan was a high school dropout who’d eventually earned his GED. He may not have brought home a diploma from Jacksonville High, but he’d had a thorough musical education, one that didn’t come from textbooks, but from record albums. He’d been schooled at the tip of the phonograph needle.

Reclining James Dean-style on his tattered couch, Ryan was just twenty-two years old, already an expert on the subject of rock and roll. But he and Whiskeytown didn’t know spit about being in a touring band. In June, with the release of Strangers Almanac just six weeks away, we were going to pack up a van and take the show on the road.

I’d soon find out that the show was a circus.


CHAPTER
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Strangers Almanac would be released at the end of July, followed by an all-out, coast-to-coast tour in support of the record. But that was still more than a month away. First we were scheduled to play a handful of warm-up dates, two miniruns spread over a couple of long weekends. Some of the gigs would be high profile, like the slot the band’s booking agent, Scott Clayton, had scored at Summerfest in Milwaukee. Others would be in tiny bars, like the date at the end of June in East Lansing, Michigan. Gig number one was a show at Southern Illinois University.

I put together the classic touring band set-up: twelve-passenger rental van, U-Haul trailer swinging off the back. Then we rolled west onto I-40, aiming for Carbondale. Ryan rode shotgun; I was behind the wheel. Everybody else—Caitlin, Phil, Steven, and Chris—tried to get comfortable on the back benches. The only other crew member with us was the soundman, Bruce Neese. With his goth-black clothes and long, dark hair, he looked the opposite of alt-country, like he’d gone AWOL from a Swedish death-metal band. But Bruce hadn’t grown up in Örnsköldsvik; he was from Athens, Georgia, and he spoke with an Andy Griffith-sounding accent, patient and even-tempered, which is the exact disposition you need if you hope to survive being sardined in a van with a bunch of stinking, smoking musicians.

Because Ryan and I sat up front, we controlled the stereo, and we immediately tried to educate the backbenchers on the brilliance that is D Generation’s No Lunch album. But Caitlin, Phil, and the others favored the twang half of the twang-punk merging, and they were not digging the NYC glam rock. Not at all. “Oh, man,” I heard somebody say from the back. “What is this shit?” I think some of them put on headphones. Or earplugs. Or tried to deep-breathe themselves into a meditative trance. Over on the passenger side, Ryan was banging out air drums.

At this point in his early career, Ryan was in a bind. On the one hand, he was alt-country’s savior-of-the-moment, the person best positioned to spread the y’alternative gospel. Trouble was, he didn’t want to shoulder the weight of a movement, didn’t want to be pigeonholed into a single genre. That very June he told the Cleveland Plain Dealer that he hated the alt-country label. “I think it sucks,” he said. “We’re an American rock n’ roll band.” He said essentially the same thing to David Menconi, who wrote for the Raleigh News & Observer and was an early Ryan Adams champion. “I could give a fuck about being a country band,” Ryan told him. “I just want to be a good band.”

Ryan could bad-mouth the genre all day long, but Whiskeytown was undoubtedly benefiting from the buzz that alt-country had generated among record companies, radio programmers, and music fans. The band got much more ink and attention than they would have if they hadn’t been stamped with the label. As the saying goes: a rising tide lifts all boats. And in 1997, the alt-country tide was absolutely on the rise—whether Ryan embraced the term or not.

So even as Ryan was disowning alt-country, he was capitalizing on it. The dude was shrewd enough to work both angles simultaneously.

It had rained earlier in the day, so before we could sound check at Southern Illinois University, we had to ask the landscaping crew if they would jet the water off the stage using their leaf blowers. The stage wasn’t a stage-proper; it was the landing at the top of the stairs that led to Shyrock Auditorium. The band would play with their backs to the building, facing out toward a campus-quad greenspace.

After sound check, I tried gathering everybody together so I could pass out the per diems, the forty or so dollars a day allotted for meals and expenses. At per diem time, musicians usually come running like kindergartners to the ice cream man, but Whiskeytown didn’t appreciate the enormity of what was happening. I essentially had to talk them into taking the money.

“What’s this?” Steven Terry asked me.

I handed him his cash. “Per diem.”

He squinted at me like I was speaking Latin. I was speaking Latin, but still. These guys had so little road experience; they didn’t understand why I was standing there on the campus lawn, passing out free money. It wasn’t free, of course. The per diems came out of the tour budget, which was bolstered by the tour support allotment that had been negotiated in the band’s contract with Outpost Records … but maybe that was more information than the drummer could handle right that minute.

“It’s like your lunch money,” I said.

Steven looked suspicious, as if the whole per diem deal was too good to be true.

“See that over there?” I pointed toward a steam cart, where a vendor was serving up hotdogs to a line of college kids. “You can take this money and go buy yourself a dog.”

It clicked. “Oh. Okay.” He lumbered off in that direction.

Eventually they’d all become highly skilled at spending their lunch money, so much so that I’d learn the hard way not to give them a whole week’s worth of cash all at once. They’d be broke by Tuesday. Instead, I doled out Friday’s per diem on Friday, Saturday’s per diem on Saturday, et cetera. I built fiscal restraint right into the system. At that point, Whiskeytown knew almost nothing about touring at the big-league level—which wasn’t their fault. They hadn’t yet had the opportunity to learn. Unlike most major-label acts that tour their way through the minors before getting signed, these guys had gone straight from the edge of their beds to the bigs without first doing the roadwork. I was going to have to teach them the basics: Don’t accept drinks from strangers; try not to drink tap water in city after city; don’t tell anybody the name of the hotel you’re staying in, and so many other rules of the road. Tour-managing Whiskeytown was going to be like chaperoning eighth graders on a class trip to DC. Eighth graders who drank and smoked pot.

That night in Carbondale, I saw Whiskeytown in front of a legit crowd for the first time. I’d been to their half-assed practices, but this was my first full-tilt show. The first thing I learned is that Ryan might have been the heart of Whiskeytown, but Caitlin Cary was the soul: the melancholy sound of her fiddle, the way her vocal harmonies floated above Ryan’s, adding a teaspoon of sugar to the salt-and-snot of Ryan’s voice. Ryan had already replaced original drummer Skillet Gilmore (Caitlin’s boyfriend, who, after quitting, had tour-managed Whiskeytown on the No Depression tour, the run of shows they gave up on halfway through) and two bass players, Steve Grothmann and Jeff Rice. But there was no replacing Caitlin.

Caitlin had grown up in Seville, Ohio, just outside Akron. After graduating from the College of Wooster and then living for a while in Houston and Richmond, she moved to Raleigh to get her master’s in creative writing at NC State. She and Ryan met through Skillet, who was the center of a circle of musicians who all drank and/or worked at Sadlack’s Heroes, the bar on Hillsborough Street. The fiddle player and the young songwriter were a perfect pairing because they weren’t an exact match. They were complementary pieces. Caitlin was studying toward a grad degree; Ryan was armed with a GED. She wore short hair and glasses; he wore shaggy sideburns and an old t-shirt. If you walked out of an SIU night class and didn’t know better, you might see them standing next to each other on stage—Ryan in the center and Caitlin at stage right—and think a graduate teaching assistant and one of her freshman comp students had formed a band. After that afternoon’s confusion with the per diems, I knew that I was going to need Caitlin to help me tutor the rest of the guys in the rock-and-roll seminar that commenced that night in Carbondale: Touring Band 101.

The second thing I learned was that Whiskeytown in a live setting could legitimately rock. On songs from Strangers Almanac like “Waiting to Derail” and “Yesterday’s News,” they crushed. I may have been a grizzled punk veteran, but there were times when I got goose bumps—and not from the cool of Carbondale June. The trouble was, as soon as the band built up a head of steam, the energy would always dissipate in the drawn-out breaks they took between songs. They would play a tune. The crowd would clap. The clapping would end. And then Ryan would stand there in the silence. Maybe he’d light up a cigarette. Maybe he’d tune his Telecaster. Then they’d spend an awkward minute mumbling back and forth trying to figure out what the next song was going to be. From my spot off the side of the stage, I’d look at my watch, measuring the long minutes. Lots of bands get by just fine without writing up a set list. Whiskeytown wasn’t one of them.

At some point in the show, they covered Neil Young’s “Helpless,” but Ryan made up new words, changing the chorus to laundry, laundry, laundry, laundry. The updated verses were an ode to Ryan’s dirty clothes, which, as I knew from seeing the inside of his apartment, were majestic in their abundance. Laundry (x4). I chuckled and shook my head. You could take Whiskeytown out of the dick-around practice room, but you couldn’t take the dicking around out of Whiskeytown.

From Carbondale we headed to St. Louis—Uncle Tupelo and Bottle Rockets territory—for a show at the High Pointe. Then we steered down to Birmingham and back to Raleigh, where we regrouped for the next minitour, which took us to up to the Great Lakes for gigs in Cleveland, Milwaukee, and East Lansing.

We arrived in Milwaukee the day before our gig at Summerfest, driving in from Cleveland, where the previous night the band had played for a crowd that largely consisted of Caitlin’s Ohio family. The Plain Dealer’s review of the show said, “Much of it was highly energized and entertaining, but Whiskeytown showed an annoying tendency to get sloppy in places.” From the side of the stage, I decided that I’d soon have to give the band some tough love about the need for a set list.

Because we had the night off before the next day’s Summerfest gig, we agreed to head over to the festival to soak in the scene. Feel the Lake Michigan breeze, drink a few beers, bang down some fried cheese curds. The problem was we didn’t have tickets. If we’d been a more established act, like the Dave Matthews Band or Bush—both of whom were playing the festival that year—we could get passes comped, no problem. But because Whiskeytown was a new band, I needed to go to the office and beg.

We walked about a mile from our downtown hotel to the festival grounds. I found the office, and we all gathered inside the lounge area, which was outfitted with a couch and a few chairs.
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