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When you get old and grey and you think back on your better days, just imagine the good feeling of looking at your Dave Matthews Band T-shirt and just recollecting, reminiscing . . . going back in your mind to those fun days. When your children are freaking out on some mediocre musician who’s popular for a short time on the radio, you can say, “I remember when I was in college, before I became the president of IBM, I remember Boyd Tinsley right there at Zollman’s Pavilion. And every time I look at that T-shirt I just remember when I was young and the world was beautiful.”


—LeRoi Moore


Zollman’s Pavilion/


Lexington, Virginia,


May 31, 1993





INTRODUCTION
HELLO, HOW ARE YOU DOING TODAY?



Fifteen years ago, on October 2, 1996, I walked into Boston’s Fleet Center, completely unaware that my life was about to change. To be honest, I wasn’t all that thrilled to be there in the first place. I had a roommate in college who wouldn’t stop talking about Dave Matthews Band (DMB) and their live show, which she swore was just the greatest, most fun thing ever. To say I was wary is an understatement: I’d heard their handful of singles to date on the radio ceaselessly, not to mention consistently having their CDs inflicted on me in my friends’ cars throughout the course of my senior year of high school. I wasn’t impressed. In fact, I found this Dave Matthews Band to be rather annoying. But I went to the show anyway, if for no other reason than for due diligence and to bring the monotonous hard sell of the band to an end once and for all.


Two minutes into the show and saxophonist LeRoi Moore’s horn work on the opening song, “Seek Up,” I was mesmerized. Never before had I seen anything like what this band was doing onstage. Dave Matthews was pouring his soul into the microphone, alternately expressing all of the anger, love, and humor I felt at that strange point in my life, which found me just on the cusp—in limbo somewhere between teenagehood and adulthood. Boyd Tinsley was otherworldly, his braids flying all around as he did things with a violin that I didn’t know were possible, all the while with the hugest grin on his face I had ever seen. Bassist Stefan Lessard epitomized cool, laid-back grooviness, and drummer Carter Beauford’s arms whirled about in an inconceivable way.


Despite the fact that I was in a major metropolitan sports complex with 19,599 other people dancing, screaming, singing, and swaying alongside me, there was a bizarre intimacy to it all. I knew I had found something that was mine. Not only did I feel as though I was completely at home (a feeling I rarely felt in those days), but for the first time I found a conduit that seemingly miraculously expressed all of the varied emotions that felt completely unique to myself at that point in life. I wasn’t alone after all.


So it went from there. For months I buried myself in DMB, getting all of their studio albums, collecting as many recorded shows as I could, and immersing myself in the lyrics and alternately crazy and beautiful sounds. It was a process of discovery, and every day I found something new. On some days, “Drive In, Drive Out” seemed to concisely but completely express everything I was feeling; on others, it was “Cry Freedom,” “Warehouse,” or “Dancing Nancies.” The whole process was a strange contrast of deeply personal and totally collective. Sometimes I would absorb the music on my headphones as I lost myself on the subway ride home or lying in bed listening to my stereo at night before going to sleep. At other times I shared the experience with my friends, who seemed to find the same solace, excitement, and hope in the music as I did. Together we’d alternate between listening in collective silence as incense burned and a joint was passed and enthusiastically discuss riffs and chords, rewinding tapes over and over again to listen to a part that grabbed us.


I became a junkie when it came to seeing DMB live, using my bi-coastal roots to my best advantage. If DMB was anywhere near New England (where I lived at the time) or the New York tri-state area, I was there; and if they were playing in California, well, that seemed like a good time for a trip home to see the family. I became a master of what I liked to call “multitasking.”


As much as I fell in love with the band, I also fell in love with the crowd. It was the one place I could go that was completely contrary to everything I found in “real life.” Everyone was happy and excited and welcoming. It was impossible not to make new friends, even for someone who was shy like me. Witnessing the band feed off the crowd and the crowd feed off the band was nothing short of euphoric—there was an understanding there, and I truly felt like part of something, perhaps for the first time ever. I chose to be there as much as the atmosphere chose me. Though I sometimes didn’t know where I belonged in other areas of my life, I knew for sure that I belonged here at the shows, mismatched as the crowd sometimes was.


And so DMB became inextricable from my life. Every summer they played, and every summer I was there. No matter how broke I was, I could always find creative ways to scrape up money for the shows and the traveling they entailed. Sometimes I went with huge groups that would pile out of a rented bus or van and storm into venue parking lots en masse; other times I would enjoy a quiet night out with a single companion; and sometimes I would go alone, every time making new friends as I wandered around. Through the course of all this I saw the world—places I might never otherwise have seen, and that got into my blood too. It was all a big adventure, whether it was in the middle of New York City, in the most desolate reaches of Washington State, or amid the ancient splendor of Italy.


As is the case with many twenty-somethings, there weren’t a lot of constants in my life at the time. But DMB—the shows, the atmosphere, the entire kit and caboodle—that was constant. And no matter where the shows were—even if it was somewhere completely foreign to me—they always felt like home.


Of course, no matter how successful or beloved, a band is still just a band, right? In some ways, yes. But although DMB has fans of all ages, shapes, and colors, many of us came of age or entered adulthood during a time in which devastating images of 9/11 were emblazoned in our heads; a time where society became increasingly more sterile seemingly overnight as e-mail, text messaging, and video games took the place of one-on-one interaction; a time during which trusting the government with our future often appeared a dubious strategy at best. Which all means that the escapes from reality that DMB provides—the happy, peaceful environment, the high-touch community, and the hopeful music and lyrics that celebrate one’s ability to make a change and lead a fulfilling life—are important. They are a rare opportunity to indulge in all the things that are increasingly rare in the world today—a little taste of utopia and a glimpse of what could be if things were slightly different. If, maybe, things were a little bit better. And, on top of that, it was fun.


Over the course of the years, I learned that there were a lot of people out there like me. People who had their own stories, some quite similar to mine and others very different. People who felt the same way about DMB and the entire experience as I did. Oral history is very much alive among the DMB set. We like to share our stories: where we’ve been, what we’ve seen and heard, and how we got here. That’s the weird thing about all of this; it’s simultaneously completely personal and totally collective.


After being steeped in this culture and all these stories for well over a decade, it finally hit me as I found myself in the midst of a particularly nostalgic crowd at Berkeley’s Greek Theatre in September 2008. As often tends to be the case in the world of DMB, this was an auspicious weekend. The three-night Berkeley stand marked the end of the band’s 2008 tour, a tour that began wonderfully but ended tragically when founding member and saxophonist LeRoi Moore died suddenly following complications from an ATV accident. The band soldiered through the final remaining weeks of the tour following Moore’s death, and it ended here, at the Greek, with the final show of the summer falling on what would have been the saxophonist’s forty-seventh birthday. The last time the band had played this intimate theater thirteen years before, it had paid tribute to the recently deceased Jerry Garcia. This weekend we all gathered here again, this time to pay tribute to one of our own. Among the crowd, the scenario triggered a sudden rippling awareness of how precious and, perhaps, tenuous our situation really was. Hey, if the Deadhead experience could come to a screeching halt in the blink of an eye, it could certainly happen to us as well. So, that particular weekend, fans’ stories ran rampant—remembering, sharing, and articulating what it all meant to us. It was on that weekend that I realized we didn’t need anyone to explain the story of DMB to us. We could tell it ourselves, better than anyone else . . . because we were there. We’ve always been there.


So three years later, this is the story of DMB’s first twenty years, as told by a collection of voices. Some of them have been around from the beginning, some since somewhere in the middle, and some for just a short while.


Although I shouldn’t admit it (and especially here), in many ways words will never do this story justice. You can’t really understand it unless you’ve been there, swaying to the music under the stars, with 19,999 friends by your side, all of whom are just as swept up as you are in the magic that begins onstage and filters out into the venue. But, with that in mind, this is nonetheless an attempt at putting all of those elusive commodities into words and explaining what exactly it is that keeps those hundreds of thousands of us coming back for more year after year after year.


—Nikki Van Noy





CHAPTER 1
AN EVENING SPENT DANCING



IT’S YOU AND ME


It’s just after 8:30 P.M. on November 20, 2010. As each minute ticks by, an excited sort of tension builds among the crowd that has gathered here at University of Virginia’s John Paul Jones Arena in Charlottesville, Virginia. A collective, palpable buzz fills the air; it’s so intense that it almost feels as though it’s a tangible thing—as though you could reach out and touch the energy. As always, the DMB crowd is a tireless one. Spirits are high, despite the fact that some of the fans in the arena tonight have been camped out in the crisp, fall Charlottesville air since the end of the previous nights’ show in an effort to get as close to the stage as possible.


The 16,000 fans who managed to grab one of the hot tickets for the sold-out show tonight have traveled from all over—from as far as California, Vermont, Alaska, even overseas from South America, the United Kingdom, and Portugal—because this is not just any show. Tonight marks Dave Matthews Band’s 1,797th performance, the concert that will effectively wrap up the first twenty years of the band’s story. This particular tale is one that is at times beautiful, at other times tragic . . . but most of all, unlikely. In fact, “unlikely” is, in a nutshell, a large part of the DMB allure, which has enthralled millions of fans worldwide for the past two decades. Fittingly, in many ways, this milestone show finds the band just a couple miles away from where it all started. And although the venue has grown, the crowd has multiplied, and even some of the faces onstage have changed in the twenty years since DMB played its first show in this very same town, much has also remained the same.


Despite Dave Matthews Band’s twenty-year career and the fact that many of the people in the audience tonight have seen it play dozens (if not hundreds) of times before, there is a sense of awe among the crowd (and among the band members themselves) as the group takes the stage. There are no sophisticated rock ’n’ roll pyrotechnics or platforms harkening their arrival; the band members simply stroll out from stage left and meander toward their respective instruments under the dimmed stage lights, shadowy figures waving and peering out at the crowd as they go.


For its part, the audience has risen up into one giant roar; the thundering sound of screaming voices and stomping feet ricochets back and forth from one end of the arena to the other. For several distended moments, the band and audience take one another in. The audience continues to spin itself into a fever pitch, with hundreds of cat calls and requests swirling together, mingling in the smoky air. As the band gathers, for a moment the crowd comes together in unison, chanting “DMB!” at the top of their lungs.


The band members chatter and chuckle among themselves, responding to the occasional audience member, pointing at signs in the crowd, and generally taking it all in. They have already played before more than a million people across the United States, Europe, and South America over the course of this year alone, but this show is different, and everyone on stage and in the audience knows it. Front man and guitarist Dave Matthews saunters back and forth, pacing the stage and looking out at the audience as he sips from his always-present thermos of tea; when he raises his arms up high over his head in a victory motion, the crowd responds by turning the volume up even louder. Stefan Lessard rocks back and forth with his bass in hand, clearly revving himself up for what’s about to come. They’ve performed this preconcert warm-up ritual thousands of times before, but there’s definitely a special energy in the arena tonight. Not only is the adulation clear, it’s obviously mutual.


After several minutes, nearly inaudible string plucks float off the stage and then suddenly take form as the opening notes of the song “You Might Die Trying” fill the air—at first soft and meandering, and then coming together in a booming full-band crescendo. All at once, the bass beats seem to form an invisible wall, hitting fans on the floor of the arena in the chest with their intensity. As the gigantic video screens and stage lights burst to life, casting a swirling purple and blue hue over the band, Dave’s eyes sweep over the crowd while they gleefully shout out the chorus with him, pumping their fists in the air: “You might die trying!” As always, the audience is right there with him, singing at the top of their lungs, creating a gigantic, 16,000-person sing-along.


Like every other night, drummer Carter Beauford is wearing a signature jersey, but tonight it sports the number “91” on the front as an ode to the band’s first year of existence, 1991. Carter peeks out from behind his enormous drum kit, grinning widely and casually blowing his bubble gum, as though moving his arms at the speed of light is the most natural thing in the world. Stefan Lessard stomps out the rhythm on his bass as he surveys the audience, a wide smile on his face. Violinist Boyd Tinsley steps forward between the chorus and the second verse and begins swiping at his fiddle, braids flying and face stretched in an ear-to-ear grin. On the electric guitar, touring member Tim Reynolds’s notes seem to be singing along with Dave. Touring horn men Rashawn Ross and Jeff Coffin raise their trumpet and sax to their lips in unison. The Dave Matthews Band (DMB to the diehards in the audience) moves and plays as a single unit, the music unbelievably tight after months of touring throughout the course of 2010. Matthews’s legs flail wildly as he turns to grin back at his bandmates and the crowd follows his lead, spasmodic dancing filling the Charlottesville arena. Generally speaking, but tonight especially, it’s nearly impossible to believe that a band this seasoned maintains the ability to deliver energy so raw and intense that it actually seems to permeate the crowd and carry them away.


Though most major acts do not tour on an annual basis, over the past twenty years DMB has established a touring schedule that rivals that of any other act on the road today. Every single summer the band comes out to play, and every single summer their audience follows it from coast to coast, from Saratoga Springs, New York, to George, Washington. For DMB and its fans, summertime has evolved into a tradition of travel and community, with music at the core of it all. But tonight, with the announcement that the band will take a year off in 2011, an air of wistfulness hangs over the crowd. Both band and fans know that this is presumably the last time they will meet until the summer of 2012—an unprecedented hiatus in this little world. So tonight, the fans in John Paul Jones Arena are drowning themselves in the driving fiddle of “Dancing Nancies,” the familiar and much-welcomed melodic drum and flute intro to “Say Goodbye,” and the raging howls of a bluesy new rendition of “What You Are.”


The road to this milestone moment has been a long and winding one, one that DMB and its fans have walked together hand in hand. Emerging on the music scene at the same time as bands such as Nirvana, Soundgarden, Smashing Pumpkins, and Counting Crows in the early 1990s, Dave Matthews was an unlikely band leader who seemed out of step with the grungy, low-fi sound of the era. This was only exacerbated by the band’s unique and unclassifiable sound, with lush melodies and a heavy emphasis on horns and violin. There’s no doubt that DMB was an unlikely candidate for mainstream music success. But from their early days playing the small bars and clubs of Charlottesville, the Dave Matthews Band has had a special and profound connection to its fans. The band knows it owes a portion of its ongoing success—in the years of top-40 domination as well as some of the more trying years of the 2000s—to the devoted fans who turn up again and again to see them play. Now, twenty years later, the Dave Matthews Band is that rarest of rare creatures in the music industry: a hugely successful band that has stood the test of time.


Seven studio albums, fifty-five official live releases (fifteen of which have been certified gold by the RIAA), and more than thirty million albums sold later, DMB has not only survived two decades in a fickle industry but has prospered. Though other bands may receive more consistent media attention or radio airtime, DMB has continued to climb the rungs of the music industry ladder in the background, taking its unlikely sound from the small clubs and bars of Virginia to an audience of 120,000 on Central Park’s Great Lawn. They have shared the stage with some of the most legendary musicians and groups in the business today, including Neil Young, Santana, the Allman Brothers, and the Rolling Stones. This sustained effort has ultimately resulted in five consecutive number one debuts on the Billboard 200 (a feat that has been matched only by Jay-Z, Metallica, and DMX), Grammy nods, and the title of the number one live music act of the 2000s, with a gross of $530 million earned between 2000 and 2009 as determined by Pollstar.


This mainstream success grew from the most grassroots of efforts. Coming up in the small town of Charlottesville, DMB didn’t exactly have easy access to movers and shakers in the music industry. Even if they had, its fusion of rock, jazz, world, rhythm, jam, and pop was a bit too off the beaten track for the music scene of the early 1990s. Even the DMB fans who were won over in the early days often describe their first reaction to the band’s sound in one word: strange.


But combined with the band’s intense yet buoyant energy and the celebratory vibe of its live show (which, according to early fans, was almost as much of a draw as the music itself), that very “strangeness” reeled people into DMB’s first performances. Without these early fans, DMB might never have made its way very far outside those Virginia clubs—or, if it had, the scene that has grown around DMB would probably look much different than it does today. In 1991, just a few months into DMB’s professional career, “tapers” came on the scene to document the band’s sound, as crowds quickly realized that no two DMB shows were the same. The recordings they made spread throughout college campuses outside Virginia, so that even those who hadn’t seen the band play became familiar with their sound. Whether through attendance at live shows or Memorex recordings, fans quickly latched onto this eclectic band as it made its way through bars and college campus venues throughout the southern states and eastern seaboard in its little red van. It was through these shows and recordings that the music spread slowly but surely from one campus to the next throughout the early 1990s.


And so it has continued. DMB still shows up like clockwork every summer, as do its fans. Thanks to improved technology, show recordings spread more quickly as each year goes by, and new fans come calling, joining the myriad that have now turned DMB into a virtual lifestyle. All the while, the band and music have continued evolving from the sparse and meandering acoustic sounds of Under the Table and Dreaming (1994) to the brash, more aggressive beats of Big Whiskey and the GrooGrux King (2009).


Over the years, DMB has experienced equal parts acclaim—for albums such as Crash (1996) and Before These Crowded Streets (1998)—and criticism—Everyday (2001) and Stand Up (2005)—from critics and fans alike. Despite the band’s successes, there have been plenty of obstacles to overcome along the way. By various members’ own admission, the creatively trying times that lingered over the band in the early 2000s nearly led to their demise. And tragically, once things were back on track in 2008, DMB suddenly lost its founding member and saxophonist, LeRoi Moore, following a freak ATV accident.


But ultimately, even in the darkest of times, the story of DMB is not just a story about the band itself—it’s also a story about a legion of fans who are among the most loyal and rabid of any in the music industry today. These fans feel a sense of ownership in the band and its music; it’s a strangely proprietary relationship. Being a DMB fan is an active pursuit. It’s not just about sitting around and listening to the music, it’s about sharing music, traveling, and playing a part in a lively and energetic community. As Matt Yette, a cofounder of the DMB fan site antsmarching.org, puts it, “Basically, DMB is the modern-day Grateful Dead in terms of grassroots support.”


For twenty years now, DMB concerts have been a staple of these fans’ lives. For some, it’s one show a summer at their local venue. For others, it’s a matter of cramming in as many shows in as many places as possible over the course of the approximately four months per year that constitute an average DMB tour. In either case, shows have evolved into a tradition both for the band itself and for their fans. As the years have gone on, the live shows have become about much more than just music; they’re a chance to visit both new and familiar spots, far-flung across the country (and, in some cases, the world) and to meet up with fellow fans who, over the years, have become lifelong friends with the shared appreciation of DMB’s music at the friendship’s core.


Many observers have likened DMB’s appeal to that of bands like the Grateful Dead and Phish. The comparisons are not totally unfounded—each has a group of music fans who are loyal and dedicated in their pursuit of live music and a robust touring culture supported by show taping and tune sharing. But DMB has garnered a unique cross-pollination of mainstream and cultlike attention. DMB is big enough that most radio listeners know hits like “Crash into Me” and “Ants Marching,” even if they’ve never bought one of the band’s albums or attended a show. On the other end of the spectrum, there are those who have memorized every single lyric of every single song (even those that have been played only in a sound-check setting), and made a lifestyle out of following the band. In many ways, it’s the latter more cultlike following and not the mainstream success that really defines DMB and sets it apart from other major acts today. Indeed, the story of DMB is inextricable from the community that has grown around it. Over the years, this strange little band that refuses to be categorized has engendered an entire insular world that involves music, friendship, travel, and tradition.


And though many of life’s most simple things are at the very core of DMB’s message, there is also a complexity to the phenomenon. Coming onto the music scene around the time mainstream America began regularly accessing the Internet, DMB has found new and innovative ways to successfully navigate the quickly evolving and ever-changing music industry over the past twenty years, when even large, long-standing music labels have failed. In some cases, this technology has forced DMB to adapt and learn hard lessons—as was the case with the 2001 leak of The Lillywhite Sessions, an unfinished, unreleased album that spread like wildfire thanks to newly emerging Internet file-sharing and disc-burning capabilities.


But despite some bumps in the road, DMB has navigated the new digital landscape better than most bands, charting a path from the early-1990s heyday of the music industry to the more viral, crowd-driven scene of today. In many ways, technology has reinforced the sense of many fans that this band “belongs” to them, and over the past several years it has played an integral role in spreading the music and banding a community together. There is a striking dichotomy between the flat context of modern communication and the high-touch community this very mode of communication has fostered among members of the DMB fan base and, in some cases, the band members themselves. Ironically, in large part because DMB was the underdog and had to find its own way into the music scene in those earliest days, it has developed a flexibility and willingness to adapt and stay ahead of the curve.


Over the course of the past twenty years, plenty has been written about DMB. There have been books, thousands of articles in newspapers and magazines large and small, and millions of blogs and message board threads. But the real story of DMB lies in its fan base, which, over two decades’ time, has banded together to form a community in the truest sense of the word. Like every other type of community, the DMB community is one with its own traditions, rituals, and history. This is a group of people that have been bonded together by music (and certainly it is music that will always be at its core) but from there has become so much more to so many people. Though there are certainly other bands with loyal followings, what makes the DMB fans so unique is that they have actually played an integral role in the trajectory of the band from day one. In so many ways, DMB fans are just as much a part of the story and history of this band as the musicians themselves. So, although much has already been written about this band, this is the story as told by the people who have witnessed it all go down and, more than that, played a large role in actually creating the story that is DMB.


The story of DMB is a story of technology and innovation. It’s a story in which mainstream and cult dovetail. It’s a story about passion and adventure. But, most of all, it’s a love story about a band and its fans. Over the course of twenty years, this story has unfolded across a wide expanse including everything from tiny, obscure clubs and coffee shops in Virginia to some of the world’s biggest stages.


Tonight that first chapter ends on the looming stage in John Paul Jones Arena. As the long, high-energy show creeps toward its end, a different sort of mania descends over the crowd. When the encore begins, it’s clear that fans are not the only ones with misgivings about DMB’s ensuing year off the road. Before launching into a solo version of “Some Devil,” Dave addresses the audience, saying: “So, we’re gonna take a little breather of some sort for a while, but it’s not because I’m anything but the happiest and most blessed man, playing music with these people . . . I’m walking around tonight before we take this break thinking, What the hell am I doing, man?”


The band joins Dave once again for a satisfying rendition of one of its earliest songs, “Granny,” and the audience goes crazy, with their shouts of “Love!” echoing throughout the arena. Next comes a “#40” tease, and finally (and appropriately), “The Last Stop.” Emotion sweeps the audience as Dave softly sings the outro, interpolating Bob Marley’s “Three Little Birds” and lingering on DMB’s own lyrics—“For now good-bye . . . friend, good-bye.”


After a booming crescendo, the band remains onstage for a while, waving at the audience and taking it all in for several moments. Both band and crowd seem hesitant to pull the curtain, and as the fans plant their feet down and refuse to let the night end, collectively chanting “One more song!,” a discussion between Dave and Carter begins onstage. Though it’s creeping toward midnight, curfew has passed, the soundboard has been shut down, and DMB has already played a long four-song encore, it appears that there’s more to come. The band members who have already left the stage are summoned back. The crowd breaks into sheer pandemonium as DMB takes its time discussing what’s to come. Suddenly, the stage lights flip back to life and the band bursts into a “Too Much” fake for a few seconds, before Stefan jumps to the front of the stage and begins rocking out with an “Anyone Seen the Bridge” bassline. Dave chimes in on acoustic, and then Rashawn and Jeff pitch in with a dramatic “Also Sprach Zarathustra” interpolation, straight out of 2001: A Space Odyssey. The band is on fire as they quickly segue back into yet another “Too Much” fake, and then finally settle into the iconic “Ants Marching” to close the show. DMB and the crowd throw themselves into “Ants” with equal fervor, bidding one another a mutual adieu until 2012. Boyd takes it home, slithering across the front of the stage while playing a rocked out hoedown, all the while cheered on by the audience and fellow band members, who have formed a semi-circle, closing in on Carter’s drum kit. As the audience loses its collective mind, Dave sings “Lights down, you up and die,” marking the end of what is ostensibly the last song the band will play publicly until 2012. When the final note has been hit, the stage lights go up, but the band appears to be going nowhere soon, so intent are they on soaking up the crazed crowd before them. DMB remains onstage for several minutes as Carter throws out what seems to be dozens of drumsticks to a still uproarious audience, Dave stretches out to shake hands and slap high-fives with fans in the front few rows, and Boyd gazes out at the crowd, smiling, waving, and clapping right back at them, with his shades still firmly in place despite the darkness of the arena. Fittingly, in the final seconds before leaving the stage, Dave and Carter grab each other in a huge bear hug, leaving the audience with this final image of DMB. A few minutes after midnight, and the show is finally over once and for all. DMB has officially clocked the longest set they’ve played in recorded DMB history, with three hours and one minute worth of song time and a set list that has stretched a mile long. There’s no doubt that even after all this time and all the miles they’ve logged, this is a band at the top of their game.


For all that has changed in twenty years’ time, some things have remained constant all the way from the tiny bars the band played in its earlier years to the stadiums that marked the chaotic peak of their mainstream success in the late 1990s and early 2000s: DMB’s music still defies you not to move, not to feel the energy, not to fall in love. And so it is that two decades after it all began, DMB and their faithful fans are still here dancing.





CHAPTER 2
GETTING STARTED



THINGS WERE QUIET THEN


Although DMB has come to represent much more than just music over the past twenty years, of course it all began with the music, and it’s the music that remains the centerpiece today. It all started in the small but artistically vibrant town of Charlottesville, Virginia, nestled just outside Thomas Jefferson’s famed residence, Monticello.


Made up of a diverse combination of members with a fifteen-year age spread and an eclectic combination of ethnic and musical backgrounds, DMB begins to make more sense once one understands the unique culture of the late 1980s in Charlottesville. In this town, the arts (and music, especially) transcend differences in age, ethnicity, and musical genre. It’s not out of the ordinary to see a sixty-year-old blues horn player sitting in with a young, up-and-coming rock band or a twenty-year-old classically trained guitarist playing a set with a well-established jazz fusion band. A musician and then bartender at the local watering hole Eastern Standard, Mark Roebuck, remembers the Charlottesville scene of that era as being infused with “this remarkable vibe of cross-pollination of music. Every night we’d just gather at the bars until about five or six A.M. I’ll never forget it. There was a lot of sparking of ideas and a lot of really varied types of music that were being created and discussed at the time.”


David McNair, a writer and editor at Charlottesville’s alt weekly The Hook and a part of the local bar and artistic circles Dave Matthews dwelled in during those pre-DMB days explains, “There was a lot of collaboration going on. I was sort of in the writers’ circle, and that overlapped with what a lot of the musicians were doing. It also involved the restaurant and bar scenes too. There’s a huge network of musicians here, and they were all connected to what was happening with DMB.”


All it takes is a stroll through this lively college town to understand that music, the arts, and community are an integral part of life. On the Downtown Mall, strains of music flood through the air, pouring out of various cafés, clubs, and bars. On a warm day, this is intermingled with the sound of street musicians playing for the stream of people out and about, soaking in the atmosphere. And if you happen to walk down the strip on just the right day, all this is accompanied by larger acts playing at the Charlottesville Pavilion, a tented outdoor venue that borders the south end of the Downtown Mall.


Though even if today’s Downtown Mall does provide an insightful glimpse into the genesis of DMB, McNair is quick to point out that the Charlottesville of today is not the same Charlottesville DMB found its roots in during the late 1980s and early ’90s. “It seemed like it was a much smaller town back then, and there was a definite scene on the Downtown Mall. The Downtown Mall today is very populated—lots of stores, lots of restaurants. And it wasn’t like that back then.”


The journalist and editor Bill Ramsey, who penned a column titled “DMBeat” for the Charlottesville alt weeklies C-Ville and The Hook, describes the town as a unique artistic enclave. “Charlottesville is an oasis of sorts in Virginia—laid back but also very sophisticated with a vibrant art and music scene propelled by a very intelligent audience and, of course, the large student population of the University of Virginia (UVA). Rare is the week when you don’t witness a great show or exhibit. It’s sort of like a slice of Greenwich Village if it were plopped down in the Revolutionary War period. I think that—and the beautiful backdrop of the Blue Ridge Mountains, the rolling countryside, and, of course, the city’s historic ambiance—is what attracts people such as John Grisham to live here. I certainly found it a magical place to live.”


It was on the Downtown Mall of this pulsating town within the dark, nondescript confines of Miller’s Downtown Restaurant that DMB found its roots. McNair describes Miller’s place on the Charlottesville music scene of the time: “There was really one bar where everybody congregated, and that was Miller’s. It was remote at the time. Not a lot of people from the university came down there. It was just a real sort of writers’ and artists’ hangout. Everybody knew one another.”


In 1986, the South African–born Matthews followed his family back to Charlottesville after a brief stint in New York City, where Dave worked for IBM as a temporary clerk. Though Dave was born in South Africa, the Matthews family had Charlottesville roots dating back prior to Dave’s birth, so their return to the area was a homecoming of sorts. Only nineteen years old when he relocated to Charlottesville, Matthews had already seen a lot of life. Following the death of his father, John Matthews, while the family was living in New York State when Dave was only ten years old, his mother moved Dave and his three siblings back to South Africa so they could be near her extended family. Because of this, Matthews came of age in a society where apartheid was rampant. Raised in the Quaker tradition and staunchly antiapartheid, Dave left South Africa upon high school graduation in an effort to avoid the draft. Through his lyrics and political statements later in life, it’s clear that the racially tense culture of his beloved native country had a profound effect on Dave and his worldview.


Once in Charlottesville, Matthews got a job at Miller’s, working his way up the ranks from salad boy to server to bartender. While pulling drafts and pouring whiskeys, he began developing relationships with many of the local musicians who found their way into the bar, either to play music on a stage not much larger than the size of a bedroom closet or simply to have a few drinks and mingle. Included among these regulars were drummer Carter Beauford, saxophonist LeRoi Moore, and local guitar prodigy Tim Reynolds, all of whom were familiar faces on the local music circuit.


It was at Miller’s that Matthews and Reynolds formed a friendship and frequently jammed together on guitar. Though Dave had begun playing guitar at age nine, he was primarily a “closet musician” until he met up with Tim; in fact, Matthews’s first local performances were guest spots with Reynolds’s band TR3. Although it’s highly unlikely that anyone attended these random early shows specifically to see the then-unknown Dave Matthews play, according to Andy Garrigue, a former music critic for the Richmond, Virginia, publication Style Weekly and an employee at the indie Plan 9 Music, those shows would later become a source of local mythology. Because Matthews had not yet begun writing his own songs, he would perform covers, most notably Bob Marley’s “Exodus.” Garrigue remembers chatting with one Plan 9 customer who proudly boasted that he had once seen Dave play a forty-minute version of “Exodus” at Miller’s.


Another prominent figure in the Charlottesville music and bar scene in the late 1980s was Mark Roebuck, the lead singer of the local power pop band the Deal and a bartender at the now-defunct Eastern Standard. Roebuck and the Deal had their own brush with fame in the early to mid-1980s when Warner Bros’ Bearsville Records head Albert Grossman (who had previously managed major artists such as Bob Dylan, Janis Joplin, and Peter, Paul and Mary) signed them. Locally, great things were expected of the Deal, but the band’s forward trajectory came to a screeching halt when Grossman suffered a fatal heart attack while on an airplane en route to London.


In the wake of the breakup of the Deal, Roebuck found himself “floating along on bartending work. I was working at the Eastern Standard, as were several members of the music group Pavement.” Despite the bar’s musical staff, Eastern Standard was not hosting any musical events of its own until Roebuck started open-mic nights as a way of bolstering business during his quiet Monday-night shifts. Dave became a frequent musician at those weekly showcases, often playing gigs with fellow Miller’s employee and harmonica player and keyboardist Peter Griesar.


Roebuck remembers being impressed by Dave, despite his relatively new stature on the Charlottesville music scene. “I just really remember being struck by how original his guitar playing was and how I’d never really seen anyone play that quarter-note stuff and sing at the same time. I remember thinking he was just wildly original from the first time he played.” According to Roebuck, he was not the only one impressed by Dave’s unique guitar and vocal style. Roebuck fondly remembers receiving a phone call one Monday night when the Indigo Girls were playing at the local Trax nightclub. “It was open-mic night, and I got a phone call saying the Indigo Girls might consider coming down after their show. Well past the point it was legal to do so, I kept the bar open. The Indigo Girls came in and sang, and I remember Dave getting up and singing ‘All Along the Watchtower’ and just blowing them away.” Roebuck laughs, “It was an extremely cool night that I could have gotten in a lot of trouble for.”


Based on his knowledge of Matthews both from open-mic nights and through the more general bar scene, Roebuck decided to enlist the young up-and-comer’s help in writing a couple of songs for some new projects he was working on. While they worked together on Roebuck’s songs during that first writing session, Roebuck remembers Dave playing an unfinished song of his own. “I can remember when he came over to my house for the very first time, we sort of swapped stuff and he played a song that he said wasn’t finished.” Shortly thereafter, during another writing session in Matthews’s mother’s basement (where Dave was living at the time), Roebuck says he and Matthews together finished the lyrics. The end result, “The Song That Jane Likes,” was Matthews’s first completed song. (Completely unrelated to the lyrics of this song, this somewhat elusive title is a reference to Dave’s sister, Jane, who, somewhat obviously, likes the song.) Though “The Song That Jane Likes” would go on to be included on the DMB album Remember Two Things, it was originally recorded with eight other tracks for the 1989 album demo Imagine We Were, which Dave and Mark recorded under the name Tribe of Heaven. Though record labels didn’t pick up this demo when it was first shopped in 1990, it enjoyed a much-delayed release fifteen years later by the Fear of the Atom record label.
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