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Preface 

August 3, 1995 

One hot August night in 1995, I went to a downtown Raleigh nightspot called the Berkeley Café. I had a show to see, and an interview to conduct—a typical working night out, one of thousands I’ve spent over the years. There was no reason to suspect it would be anything out of the ordinary. But it turned out to be one of the most memorable nights of my career, and not just because it would be my first direct brush with the subject of this book. 

That night’s show was a regular monthly happening, the Songwriters Alliance Series, organized and hosted by a local musician named Jeff Hart. Under this format, five musicians would gather in an acoustic setting to play and talk about favorite songs. There was a hootenanny-among-friends vibe, with other musicians comprising most of the audience of several dozen. 

My interview subject was Ryan Adams, a last-minute addition to the bill when someone else had to cancel. At the time, Ryan was leader of a fast-rising country-rock band called Whiskeytown. I had seen one of his earlier groups, Patty Duke Syndrome, but I am embarrassed to confess that they hadn’t made much of an impression. But Ryan sure made one that night, especially when he broke out his old Patty Duke song “Sara Bell.” Even with the velocity and the volume turned down to a solo acoustic rendition, it was drop-dead amazing, the outro refrain of “your eyes” made all the more haunting by his hushed delivery. 

A couple of things were immediately apparent. First, even though he could have passed for a high-school freshman, Ryan was good—really good, easily one of the best singer-songwriters I’d ever seen. Second, he did not lack for brashness, because the titular subject of “Sara Bell” (a woman every indie-rock boy in town had a huge crush on) was sitting to his left onstage and turning a bright shade of crimson. And third, even though he was playing a borrowed guitar and reading the lyrics from a crumpled piece of paper balanced on the dirty denim knee of his jeans, Ryan had It, a presence that lit up the room. It was not unlike walking by a pickup basketball game and noticing Michael Jordan on the court. 

Between songs, Ryan did exude a modicum of uncertain shyness, which manifested itself as self-deprecation. He introduced one number as “a song I never do the same way twice because I don’t really know it,” drawing a decent laugh from the audience. But once he started to sing and play, Ryan’s obvious talent overwhelmed his modesty. Music seemed to just pour out of him, perfectly and beautifully formed, and he sang in a keening wail that cut straight to the heart. Ryan was a natural, and it was obvious he wasn’t going to stay Raleigh’s little secret for very long. 

I wasn’t the only person in the room that night who thought so, either. One was sitting in the audience not far from me—Dana Kletter, Sara Bell’s bandmate in a folk-rock band called Dish, who had just released a major-label album that summer on Interscope Records. Kletter had seen Ryan in both Whiskeytown and Patty Duke Syndrome, but it took seeing him solo to win her over. 

“That was the first time Ryan really stood out to me as a songwriter, that night at the Berkeley,” Kletter said in 2011. “It was the power of the songs by himself, and the fact that he had to sit in one place without much posturing. He played some amazingly beautiful songs that night, despite the fact that he infuriated Sara Bell. That song about her really was great, though. So was another song he did, about how he used to get drunk behind the furniture store but he don’t get drunk no more.” 

Speaking of alcohol consumption, out-of-control intoxication figured prominently into the memorably bad part of that night’s events, which began when a crazy drunk managed to talk his way onto the stage at the end of the show. Identifying himself as “Kenneth from Nashville,” he took the event hostage once he got behind a microphone, mumbling a surreal string of non sequiturs. Of course, he couldn’t play or sing at all, and it had been a mistake to let him try. But he seemed harmless enough. Jeff managed to usher the show to a close, and that appeared to be the end of it. 

Afterward, Ryan and I sat down to talk at a table by the bar. The interview was for a short Whiskeytown feature in No Depression, to run in the magazine’s Fall 1995 debut issue. Ryan was an eager interview subject, a totally open book. I could not have asked for a more accommodating conversationalist. And even though he still hadn’t done many interviews at that point, he already showed a flair for rock star dramatics in body language as well as quotes. 

“My life is my life,” he said in his barfly rasp, lighting another in an endless string of cigarettes, “and as bad as it is, that’s how bad the songs will be. If my life is bad, then the songs will be bad. If it’s good, they’ll be good.” 

Ryan was just getting started, but I wasn’t going to get much more out of him that night thanks to the man from Nashville. Kenneth (described in subsequent police reports as a forty-six-year-old white male) had been sitting nearby muttering to himself, which was easy enough to ignore. But then he startled everybody by picking up and slamming down a bar stool. It boomed like a gunshot, and the bartender told him to cool it. That was when he started making threats, about killing himself as well as others. 

The police were summoned, and they entered the room with flashlights. Kenneth retreated behind the bar, vowing to cut anyone who came near him. Then he said the magic words: 

Don’t make me shoot. 

Not wanting to trigger a shootout, the cops cleared the room and a standoff ensued. Hostage negotiators couldn’t budge the guy, and the stalemate stretched long into the night. Finally, the police department’s Selective Enforcement Unit donned helmets and riot gear to forcibly remove poor Kenneth—who, as it turned out, had no weapon except for a can opener. Casualties were limited to some broken bottles, a few scratched-up guitars, a broken video camera, and everyone’s night of sleep. After his arrest, Kenneth was committed to the local psychiatric hospital, Dorothea Dix, from which he had recently (and prematurely) been released. 

Unsure of what to do, Ryan and I went outside with everyone else. I considered trying to continue the interview on the sidewalk, but the mood for that was gone. So we stood around in the late-night heat, chatting about the oddity of the situation. The musicians were all stuck because their instruments were still inside, which made for some crankiness. But I remember Ryan expressing sympathy for Kenneth and his down-and-out demeanor. 

“Ryan,” Jeff said, “you need to start writing down some of these emotions.” 

Ryan just shrugged and lit another cigarette. 

“I’ve got a backlog,” he said through an exhaled cloud of smoke. “Unfortunately, I’m one of those people for whom introspection has never been a problem.” 

Sixteen years later, Ryan was singing a different tune. In a contentious LA Weekly interview that ran the same week his poignant Ashes & Fire album was released in October 2011, Ryan tried to downplay any connection between his life and his music: “I just think it would be a weird thing for somebody to make a judgment on me based on the records.” 

Ryan probably meant that when he said it, but anybody who has spent any time around him knows better. He’s always been a fascinating artist and personality, and those two aspects are inextricably intertwined—and often contradictory—precisely because he just can’t hold anything back, whether it’s emotions or torrents of songs. He’s one of the finest songwriters of his generation, and also one of the thinnest-skinned; complicated in some ways, simple in others; alternately humble and arrogant; your best friend and his own worst enemy. He’ll break your heart in song one minute, then have you shaking your head the next with antics that would seem immature for a twelve-year-old. His swagger would have overwhelmed his music long ago if that music wasn’t so damn good, and sometimes the music got overshadowed anyway. Long before he had a large and rabid audience hanging on his every word, those tendencies were already well established. 

When he hit my radar back in 1995, Ryan had been on the scene for a couple of years. He’d dropped out of high school in his hometown of Jacksonville and run away to the comparatively big city of Raleigh to become, in his words, a “rock personality.” He was already that, and also well on his way to becoming a star even if the rest of the world didn’t know it just yet. But Ryan sure did, and he lived and breathed the part. The earliest Ryan interview I’ve found was a February 1994 Durham Herald-Sun newspaper story. Ryan was still a teenager, and the story closed with the sort of rock star–Masterpiece Theatre quote it would take most lesser mortals a career to work up to: “Rich and famous or not, I’m still going to be buried with a guitar, under a big oak tree in Memphis, Tenn., six miles shy of Graceland.” 

You could say that Ryan was literally born to be a rock star. His birthday is November 5, a date he shares with the likes of Ike Turner (of Ike & Tina fame), Art Garfunkel (Simon & . . . ), Sam Shepard (a rock star among playwrights), Canadian pop star Bryan Adams (of “Summer of ’69” fame)—and most momentously, the late, great cosmic-cowboy icon Gram Parsons, who drank himself to death in 1973, the year before Ryan was born. So not only did Ryan play in a band that was a direct stylistic descendant of Parsons’s Byrds/Flying Burrito Brothers canon, he even had the same birthday. It was all just too perfect, especially since Ryan looked at rock stardom as more calling than mere avocation. 

“If you’ve ever picked up a guitar in a bedroom and done a Pete Townshend windmill, you’re a rock star because you’ve made yourself feel good and identified yourself as a rocker,” he told me in a 2000 interview. “As stupid as that sounds, we need those secret fantasies to make life tolerable. Some do it with love, or drugs, working out, their car. Or by being stars in their own mind.” 

Ryan spent plenty of time executing Townshend-style guitar windmills in his bedroom while growing up in small-town North Carolina, daydreaming about escaping. He found a way out in music, and its cultural icons. Every record, book, and issue of Rolling Stone or Spin that came his way was a textbook, and he devoured and absorbed them all. 

“Ryan was a kid from this crappy little town who grew up reading that stuff and really believed in it,” said Angie Carlson, another local musician and onetime music editor of the Independent Weekly newspaper in Raleigh/Durham. “He especially liked the rock clichés. He figured that’s how it was done, and he was by God gonna be one of those guys. He came from nothing, and he did it. You’ve got to give him props for that.” 

By the time I heard Ryan’s solo act, he was pretty much fully formed—like I said, one of the best singer-songwriters I’d ever seen—and the first recordings he’d made with Whiskeytown were spectacular. I wasted no time getting that into print, wherever I could. I’ve written a lot of words in a lot of places about Ryan over the years. Most of them ran in Raleigh’s daily newspaper, the News & Observer, but also in magazines including No Depression, Billboard, Huh, and Spin, plus MusicHound Rock: The Essential Album Guide and various places online. 

At one time, I was something like Whiskeytown’s unofficial propagandist. An early press kit had so many of my bylines that the band’s manager whited some of them out so it wasn’t obvious how many had been written by the same obsessive fanboy. I also wrote a novel, a roman à clef set in the music industry, starring a charismatic and troubled genius who bore more than a passing resemblance to Ryan. He proved to be a perfect model for the character, and a lot of the reviews noted the similarities. But if Ryan ever read that book, he never let on. 

As for this book, I’m either the best or the worst person to write it, depending on your perspective. My dynamic with Ryan was never friendship so much as symbiosis; he was always great copy, and I was happy to play Howard Cosell to his Muhammad Ali, which was fun for the both of us even if the lines sometimes got murky. Getting too chummy with the people you cover is an occupational hazard of rock journalism, especially around the hometown, and I’ve always done my best to walk the right side of that line. 

Keeping it businesslike was an especially good idea with Ryan, because you just never knew how he’d react to things. The longest story I ever wrote about him ran in No Depression in the fall of 2000, when his first solo album was coming out as Whiskeytown entered its death throes. The story had been a lot of work, but I was proud of it and thought he’d like the way I’d captured his swagger. A year to the day before the World Trade Center would fall to earth, here’s what Ryan had to say about that story in an e-mail (reproduced verbatim, including typos, as all e-mails and Internet postings in this tale will be): 

i am very angry with you but only out of love. ive discovered that you dont know me very well. it isnt event important. you are much moreb beautiful without me to consider. 

im drunk and in seattle and i just went to see a “spiritualist guide” (they call him a shaman) and my life is changed. hard changed. i hope to think about you in my meditations. peace and cookies-

R 

Ryan and I came to a final parting of the ways in the fall of 2001, for reasons that are still unclear to me. He put out a record I didn’t much like—Gold, still among my least-favorite of his despite its Grammy nominations—and I wrote an unenthusiastic review. Then another journalist wrote an unflattering magazine profile that quoted me, and I heard that Ryan somehow blamed me for the whole thing. I didn’t hear from him much after that, just his manager. Aside from a few e-mail exchanges, Ryan and I haven’t spoken in years. 

By the time Gold put Ryan on the mainstream map, Raleigh was in his rearview mirror as surely as Jacksonville was. He had moved on to New York, then Nashville, then Los Angeles (where, at last report, he resides as a paparazzi target with movie star Mandy Moore, his wife since 2009). Despite what he may say in interviews, Ryan’s records seem like a pretty good chronicle of his travels and travails. 

For the most part, Ryan is fondly remembered in Raleigh, although the sentiment is not universal. Not surprisingly, there’s still lingering jealousy among those he left behind—and plenty of hard feelings. More than one person I interviewed said some variation of, “If not for me, he’d still be washing dishes.” Of course, he had plenty of help along the way. But I don’t believe dishes were ever in his future. For whatever reason, however, Ryan has kept his distance from his former stomping grounds since he moved away. In 2003, he posted an explanation of sorts on a message board run by his record label: 

I am happy to be far away and safe from the hell hole that was NC. that was a group of people to afraid to succeed for fear of reprimand. mutiny on aa small ship in an ocean of nothing. . . . 

At the time of this writing, Ryan has played exactly one show in Raleigh over the last decade, in June 2005 shortly after the release of his album Cold Roses. It was a strange and tense performance, and Ryan was so agitated that he appeared to be on the verge of a nervous breakdown. But he still played beautifully, and his former Whiskeytown bandmate Caitlin Cary joined him for a few songs at the end of the show, which seemed redemptive. The evening concluded with Ryan onstage at Slim’s, a bar just a few blocks away from the Berkeley Café, playing an impromptu late-night jam with Cary and Whiskeytown’s old drummer Skillet Gilmore. 

I bring all this up not as an attempt to overstate my importance, but because it seems dishonest not to acknowledge my small role in this story. Some parts of this book are unavoidably first-person, while some parts are unavoidably based on secondary sources. That was not by choice. I have attempted to interview Ryan repeatedly since 2001, only to be turned down every time. And when it came to this book, he went so far as to ask other people not to talk (some didn’t but plenty did, as you will see). So I’ve subtitled it Losering, a Story of Whiskeytown, rather than The Story, which I would not presume to tell. Maybe Ryan himself will write that someday. Until he does, consider this to be one longtime fan’s perspective on the most interesting part of Ryan’s career—when he was almost famous, and still inventing himself. In a lot of ways, Ryan himself is the best song he’s ever written. And a lot of his other songs are pretty great, too. 

In 2001, Skillet Gilmore was quoted as saying about Whiskeytown’s mythological reputation, “You could probably blame all of this on David Menconi.” He had tongue firmly in cheek, of course. But even if he didn’t, I am reminded of Pete Seeger’s reaction to being told he’d “discovered” Joan Baez: That would be like claiming you’d discovered the Grand Canyon. Ryan was hard to miss back then, and if it hadn’t been me writing all those reams of words about him, it would have been somebody else, because he was just too good to stay unknown. It was simply my good fortune to be in the right place at the right time to bear witness. 

And whattaya know, I just happened to be taking notes. 


Ryan Adams 


PART ONE 

Before 


Chapter One 

Rock N Roll, the album that Ryan Adams released in 2003, could almost pass for a back-pages scrapbook about his early underground-rock influences, starting with the packaging. The cover of the compact-disc booklet looks like a photocopied flyer for a punk show, depicting Ryan blank-faced and pigeon-toed, wearing a studded leather belt, and holding a broken guitar. Lyrics take up most of the inside pages, along with pictures of New York City; Jesse Malin, a longtime pal and D Generation frontman whose album Ryan had produced that year; and his then-girlfriend, actress Parker Posey. The booklet’s back page displays an iconic set of tattoos on Ryan’s left arm: a coiled rattlesnake and the word “Heartbreaker,” title of his 2000 solo album; an “X” in the old-English typeface favored by the Los Angeles punk band X; and just below his wrist, “1974.” 

Also the title of Rock N Roll’s third track, 1974 is the year that David Ryan Adams was born in North Carolina, the son of building contractor Robert Adams and English teacher Susan Dedmond Adams. He was the second of their three kids, falling between an older brother and a younger sister. The Adams family lived in Jacksonville, a green-collar town near the coast. The marine base Camp Lejeune is Jacksonville’s primary feature, and the town’s biggest employer. In 1991, the deployment of troops to the first Persian Gulf War depopulated Jacksonville so much that North Carolina Gov. James G. Martin declared surrounding Onslow County an “economic emergency area.” 

For most people farther inland, Jacksonville isn’t much more than a string of generic pawn shops, fast-food joints, and gas stations you drive past on the way to Morehead City or Emerald Isle’s beaches. The main thoroughfare through town is Highway 24, and it takes you right by Camp Lejeune and Midway Park, a fenced-off subdivision for military families. When local troops are on the move, bedsheets turned into makeshift “Welcome Home” or “Bon Voyage” banners cover Midway Park’s fences out by the highway. 

Thanks to the area’s military infrastructure, much of Jacksonville’s population is young, male and transient. For those not in the military, the townies, finding more than minimum-wage work in Jacksonville can be a challenge. By his own account, Ryan found it a difficult and oppressive place to grow up. There wasn’t much for young people to do there besides hang out at Putter’s Palace indoor miniature-golf course and skating rink. 

“Jacksonville itself is a really old-fashioned place,” Ryan said in one of our earliest interviews. “You can’t get Spin there or anything like that, and when you say ‘beer’ to those people, all they think of is Natural Light. It’s a dismal town with a military base. Every time I think of going home, I think about going through Midway Park, either leaving Jacksonville or to get there. The houses there are all exactly the same, row upon row of them, all drab blue.” 

But just as you can’t choose where you’re from, you can’t completely shake off your roots, either. Jacksonville and its totems have been a consistent presence in much of Ryan’s music over the years. The first song on Whiskeytown’s first album was called “Midway Park,” and it was inspired by a girl who lived there. One of the best songs on Whiskeytown’s 2001 swan song Pneumonia was “Jacksonville Skyline,” a remembrance set to a lilting acoustic shuffle as wistful as anything Bruce Springsteen ever wrote about New Jersey. And when Ryan made a 2005 solo album trying to reconnect with his country roots, he called it Jacksonville City Nights and credited it to Ryan Adams & the Cardinals (which may or may not have been a reference to Jacksonville High School’s mascot, or North Carolina’s state bird). That album’s second song is “The End,” on which Ryan sings of “suffocating on the pines in Jacksonville” in a wounded yelp. 

Compare “The End” with “Jacksonville Skyline,” however, and it’s the latter song’s bittersweet affection that rings truer. In an early “autobiographical fragment” composed during Whiskeytown’s mid-1990s heyday (and later archived under the heading “Drunken Confessions” on the website answering-bell.com), Ryan detailed some of his conflicted feelings about his old hometown: 

Most all of the songs I write now concern Jacksonville. For a very long time I wouldn’t write about it or even think about it because I had a very hard time growing up there. And the town itself has been going through a very hard time since before I was born. But I dropped out of high school there—I bought my first records there and I will probably die and be buried there eventually—and for some reason I can identify with that place now—all those fucking people live there because they can’t imagine living anyplace else. It’s all they know and they’re scared and don’t like change. So that place is inhabited by all these old fashioned people with ideas about the world that just aren’t viable anyplace else. They all drink a lot or not. It is the oldest wrongest place in the world and it’s where I’m from and it’s where my songs are coming from. 

Ryan’s parents split up in 1981. After their divorce, he was raised by his mother and maternal grandmother, Geemaw, and both women left a profound mark on him. Ryan likened his mother to “a psychedelic game show” in a 2003 interview with Blender magazine, adding, “You don’t know what you’re going to win, you don’t really know what the point of the game is, you just play.” 

With his mom’s encouragement, young Ryan developed a voracious appetite for reading. Favorite authors included Jack Kerouac, Edgar Allan Poe, Henry Miller, Hubert Selby Jr., and, of course, William Faulkner—he grew up in the South, after all. Tom Cushman, a roommate during Ryan’s Raleigh days, remembers him writing a cross and the words “THE BIBLE” on a paperback copy of Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. Another favorite was North Carolina novelist Reynolds Price, whose name Ryan later adopted as an alias for a private friends-only Facebook account. 

As for Geemaw, Ryan spent a lot of his wonder years at her house, watching television and discussing cultural matters large and small. Country music was always in the air in Jacksonville, thanks to radio station WRNS, 95.1 FM (slogan: “Your country!”), but especially at his grandmother’s house—although Ryan also conned Geemaw into buying him independent label singles and the occasional Black Sabbath album, and he even got her to listen to some of it with him. He also pursued art beyond music, borrowing Geemaw’s typewriter to write short stories. And he had aspirations in the visual arts, too. 

“I used to paint, all through school,” Ryan told me in a 2000 interview. “My attention to detail is more to colors and less to form. Growing up in Jacksonville, I probably did five years of art classes with this same teacher, Mr. Young, who was migrating on up through the grades with me. He got me into some things, had a few paintings in the Onslow County Art Museum. My family was shocked I became a musician. They thought I’d become a commercial artist or go to art school. But then I heard a Johnny Thunders record and that fucked it all up.” 

Punk rock was something else young Ryan took to, along with skateboarding—two things that go hand in hand. Unfortunately, Jacksonville was not the best place to cultivate an interest in underground music, because there wasn’t anything like an independent record store anywhere in the vicinity. That left the Record Bar at the mall as the only game in town. But that’s where Ryan connected with two employees who would become some of his earliest bandmates. 

One was Jere McIlwean, an older-brother figure to a generation of young punk kids in Onslow County. McIlwean played in a band called Pumphouse, and he was well versed in hard-to-find punk records he would buy on shopping trips up to Raleigh and Chapel Hill. He took Ryan under his wing when he noticed the kid buying up every punk record he could find at Record Bar. 

“It all kind of started with Jere,” said Brian Walsby, who later played with Ryan and McIlwean in Patty Duke Syndrome. “He was the motivator, mover and shaker of a lot of those kids down there, kind of like the dad.” 

Unfortunately, Record Bar was poorly stocked when it came to the punk records Ryan was reading about in underground magazines. But revelation arrived courtesy of Shane Duhe, another clerk at the store and a skateboarding friend of Ryan’s. One day, a guy came into the store and asked Duhe if he liked punk rock. Sure, he answered. 

“The dude said, ‘I’m going to Okinawa and I can’t take my records with me, so do you want ’em?’” Duhe said in 2011. “I said yes, and this guy brings in a stack of stuff that would be priceless now—Black Flag, GBH, Descendants—just a gold mine of old punk rock. I was the coolest guy in Jacksonville for a while thanks to him, and some of Ryan’s first exposure to punk rock was me bringing records over to his house when he was in ninth grade. I remember letting him borrow Black Flag, and he was just buzzing over that one. ‘You’ve got to listen to this,’ he said the next day. ‘You hear what he just said? I don’t want to live/I wish I was dead—oh my God, who has the balls to write like that?!’ He was just wigging out over that stuff. It made me happy that he was so into it.” 

To be a fan of punk rock is to start playing it yourself, which Ryan and his Jacksonville pals were soon doing. They called their first band Blank Label, and Ryan played drums. McIlwean was on guitar, with a high school friend named Michelle Horn on bass and Duhe as frontman/lead vocalist. Blank Label stayed together long enough to record three Duhe-composed songs in 1991—“Non-Existence,” “Sonic Issue,” and “JLW,” all pretty standard-issue hardcore of the sort you’d expect from a quartet of Black Flag fans. They scraped together enough money to press up two hundred copies of a seven-inch vinyl single, “and we got rid of ’em all,” Duhe said. 

After Blank Label ran their course, various offshoots sprouted up and branched off. Duhe and McIlwean started another punk band, Green Legged Goat, which lasted for a couple of years and played as far away as Virginia. Ryan put down his drumsticks and picked up a guitar, forming the first version of Patty Duke Syndrome with McIlwean and drummer Alan Midget. Patty Duke Syndrome were named after the 1960s-vintage TV star, who played multiple characters on The Patty Duke Show and later developed bipolar disorder. 

“We never played any shows, really,” Ryan said of the Jacksonville version of Patty Duke Syndrome in an early interview. “A party in a barn every now and then, maybe.” 

The Jacksonville Patty Duke Syndrome played something along the lines of Sonic Youth and Hüsker Dü’s noisy yet melodic punk, and Ryan had another band called Kotten going at the same time. He took to songwriting with intense enthusiasm and became a dervish almost immediately, generating songs at a pace feverish enough to annoy everyone he knew. 

“Ryan was playing guitar, taking photos, doing everything a hundred miles an hour,” Duhe said. “After he got ahold of a guitar and figured out a couple of chords, he was always aggravating the shit out of us. He’d write another song every ten minutes and make us hear it. ‘Ryan,’ I’d say, ‘I’ve already heard ten songs by you!’ ‘Yeah, you have. Here’s another!’ That’s how passionate he was.” 

As passionate as Ryan was about music, however, he was anything but when it came to school, dropping out of high school in the tenth grade (he would earn a GED later). Things were tense at home, too, and when things there got too unpleasant he’d leave the house to go stay with McIlwean for extended periods. Eventually, Ryan decided he’d had enough and ran away to the nearest big town. That was Raleigh, 120 miles away. He was still just a teenager. 

“Ryan was upset with his parents over something,” Duhe said. “I can’t remember how I got word, but I heard he wanted to run away. ‘Okay, dude,’ I told him, ‘I’ll help you.’ So I went to his house, packed him and his stuff up in my ’86 red Chevy pickup, and drove him on up to Raleigh. He wound up staying in Raleigh for a while.” 


Chapter Two 

Upon arriving in Raleigh, Duhe met a couple of musician friends who played with the local band Regraped, and he dropped Ryan off with them in a parking lot. Adams arrived in town without a job or even a place to live—just friends, acquaintances, and friends of friends to hit up. So he started out crashing where he could, couch-surfing from one dwelling to the next. 

When it came time to get his own place, Ryan took up residence in one of Raleigh’s toniest downtown neighborhoods, Oakwood. A historic district just east of the Governor’s Mansion, Oakwood was a grid of tree-lined streets dotted with large and lovely restored nineteenth-century houses. Ryan lived in a house on Bloodworth Street, although he didn’t exactly have a room of his own. 

He lived in a closet he turned into a bedroom. Except he didn’t have a bed, either, according to his friend Matt Brown, who said he bought Ryan a mattress so he wouldn’t have to sleep on the floor. Someone else who knew Ryan back then was Johnny Irion, who played in the local rock band Queen Sarah Saturday (and later became the husband/performing partner of Sarah Lee Guthrie, granddaughter of legendary American folk icon Woody Guthrie). 

“Ryan was really like a little kid in a big city,” Irion said in 2011. “That was the vibe he kind of gave off back then. Except it wasn’t a big city. It was Raleigh.” 

Ryan had some girlfriends in Raleigh back then, too. One was Sarah Corbitt, a student at the all-girls school Saint Mary’s. They dated for a brief period while Ryan lived in that closet on Bloodworth, after meeting at a party where they were the only two people who showed up wearing wigs. Sarah’s brother Tom Corbitt played bass in a band called Resol, so they both knew a lot of the same people in the local music community. 

According to Sarah, their first “date” consisted of Ryan trying and failing to make her dinner (a roommate bailed him out by whipping up rice pilaf and a salad). In Corbitt’s telling, it was a rather innocent courtship. Ryan would come visit Corbitt at Saint Mary’s in the parlor where girl students entertained male visitors, under chaperoned conditions within sight of what had been dubbed “the blowjob painting”—so named because it showed a bishop whose posture suggested he was receiving oral sex from the person he was bent over to bless. 

When they were allowed to leave the parlor, Ryan and Sarah went for walks in a park behind Saint Mary’s, or in Oakwood Cemetery. They’d drink, wander around talking, read inscriptions on the weathered headstones, make out, and lie on graves and write poetry. Even over simple things, Ryan’s excitement knew no bounds. 

“He was so charismatic and he could be really sweet, do things that seemed very meaningful and dramatic and romantic to someone in high school,” Corbitt said. “He was funny, totally self-absorbed. He thought he was such a genius, and he’d make these declarations that someday he’d be famous. And he was really good at guitar. He had a lot of them in the living room on stands, and he’d play a song on one, put it down and play a different sort of song on another to demonstrate his range or ability to express different emotions. He was totally pretentious about it, of course, very confident. But it was impressive.” 

Even back then, Ryan didn’t lack for confidence. Matt Brown remembered arriving with Ryan at a party where a kid was playing guitar for a few guests. Ryan walked over, seized the instrument, sat down on a couch, and announced, “I’ve only got a minute to blow y’all’s minds”—then proceeded to do exactly that. 

But such exaggerated bravado couldn’t hide Ryan’s loneliness or desperate need for acceptance. Another local musician, Cheetie Kumar, laughingly recalled another party where Ryan showed up with a Band-Aid on his arm, claiming he’d been shooting up. And Brown remembered a Christmas day when he called Ryan, who answered the phone in an inebriated stupor and reported that he’d spent the day hanging out in a cemetery, alone, drinking. 

“I went and picked him up and we hung out,” Brown said. “And that was when I realized he had a hole inside him that was gonna be tough for him to ever fill.” 

By the spring of 1992, Ryan had been in Raleigh long enough to fall under the spell of the aforementioned indie-rock siren Sara Bell, then a graduating senior at North Carolina State University. Bell was earning her history degree that May, an occasion Dana Kletter marked with a party at her house on Elm Street in Oakwood, not far from that closet Ryan was living in. Several hours before the party’s start time, Ryan showed up wearing a suit even though he hadn’t been invited. Not knowing who Ryan was, Kletter sent her roommate out to inquire who was lurking around their backyard, and why. 

Introducing himself, Ryan said, “I’m a musician and I’ve been traveling around, on the road.” Asked where he’d been on his travels, Adams said, “Oh, you know, Rocky Mount. Goldsboro. Fuquay-Varina”—all hamlets within an hour of Raleigh. 

“Hey, Dana,” Kletter’s roommate yelled inside, “we’ve got Jack Kerouac in our backyard!” 

“The rest of the night, we were saying to people, ‘Have you met Jack Kerouac?’” Kletter remembered with a laugh. “‘He’s been on the road—Jacksonville, Spivey’s Corner.’ I’m sure he eventually got drunk and said something crazy.” 

Another notable detail about Sara Bell’s graduation party was that it marked the first public performance of Motorolla, a new power trio that would soon become one of the best bands in the area. Ryan had arrived in Raleigh in the midst of a musical gold rush, although one that didn’t quite pan out the way anybody expected. But his new hometown was an underground-rock paradise, with the potential to become much more than that. 

Raleigh is the largest city in the so-called “Triangle,” which is actually more crescent-shaped and includes Chapel Hill to the west and Durham to the north. With the region’s universities, high-tech industry in Research Triangle Park, and the state capital in Raleigh, the Triangle is very much like a smaller version of Austin, Texas. But it’s not that much smaller. Add up the Triangle’s total population and it comes to around a million people, many of them students at Raleigh’s NC State, Chapel Hill’s University of North Carolina, and Durham’s Duke University. That makes the Triangle fertile ground for new bands, with the added bonus of supportive local radio. Local music has always been a major programming element on State’s WKNC, UNC’s WXYC, and Duke’s WXDU, in part because so many local musicians work at all three stations. 

In the early 1990s, the major-label music business was more receptive to noisy bands from places like the Triangle than ever before. Thanks to the Seattle grunge band Nirvana, 1991 was The Year Punk Broke, as the title of a Sonic Youth documentary film put it with a touch of mockery. Nirvana’s landmark Nevermind album yielded an MTV hit in “Smells Like Teen Spirit”—the comet that killed off the 1980s-vintage hair-metal dinosaurs and knocked Michael Jackson off the top of the charts for good measure. Underground music had suddenly, unexpectedly escaped its college-radio ghetto. 

Music consumers had spent the previous decade replacing their old vinyl albums with expensive CDs, a windfall that fattened label coffers and put record companies at the peak of their power and influence. Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Soundgarden, Alice in Chains, and the rest of the grunge wave pushed commercial radio in a harder-edged direction, and labels were willing to take a chance on the sort of scruffy bands they wouldn’t have bothered with a few years earlier. The search was on for “The Next Nirvana,” as well as “The Next Seattle.” 

At the time Ryan was first making his way into the Triangle music scene, it looked like that next-Seattle boomtown might be Chapel Hill—“Chapel Hill” being the stand-in dateline for the entire region whenever out-of-town media showed up to look around. In actuality, there’s always been something of a divide between working-class Raleigh and artier Chapel Hill. In the Raleigh quadrant where Ryan lived and played, Motorolla were the best and brightest in the early ’90s. A power trio led by singer/guitarist Bo Taylor (who also played with Dana Kletter and Sara Bell in Dish), Motorolla added classic-rock firepower to the alternative-rock blueprint, with enough over-the-top instrumental theatrics to make it funny. Bill Mooney, one of the local club scene denizens, described them as “The greatest band in the world and a parody of the greatest band in the world, at the same time.” 

On a good night, it was easy to imagine Motorolla blowing up to Nirvana-sized proportions, and a fierce bidding war broke out among multiple major labels. But it would all come to naught. The one album the trio put out—1994’s Stay Loaded, released on Interscope Records under the name Motocaster—was a pale shadow of the band’s live show, and it didn’t sell. A follow-up album was recorded but never released, and the band broke up after getting dropped by Interscope. A few years later, when Ryan was in the first rush of interest from major labels, he told me he refused to even consider signing with Interscope “because of the way they fucked over Motorolla.” 

While it’s the smallest of the Triangle’s three hubs, Chapel Hill has always had the area’s highest music profile, especially after the uber-hip New York band Sonic Youth put out a song by that title in 1992. “Chapel Hill” namechecks Cat’s Cradle, the town’s flagship rock club and a key outpost on America’s underground-rock chitlin circuit. UNC’s WXYC has a similar stature as one of the country’s leading college stations (it was also the first radio station in the world to start broadcasting on the Internet, in November 1994). And Chapel Hill was home to Mammoth Records, an independent label that started in the late 1980s. Before Dish, Dana Kletter was on the Mammoth roster in the early 1990s with blackgirls, an interesting but commercially marginal chamber-rock trio. Mammoth would be selling millions of albums by the mid-’90s with Florida rock band Seven Mary Three and Chapel Hill’s own Squirrel Nut Zippers—a jazz combo composed of members of local alternative-rock bands. 

Another new label in Chapel Hill was Merge Records, imprint of Superchunk, a band whose fame went well beyond the Triangle. Young, collegiate, and cute, Superchunk’s revved-up, hooky punk made it one of the American rock underground’s leading lights. But when Superchunk had the chance to sign with a major label, the group opted instead to cast its lot with its own label, Merge. While that turned out to be exactly the right decision, it seemed self-limiting at the time. Merge’s first “office” was a corner of Superchunk bassist Laura Ballance’s bedroom, and the label’s early releases were seven-inch singles and cassettes by the band and its friends. By 2011, things had changed enough for Merge to hit No. 1 on the Billboard charts, earn gold records, and win the album-of-the-year Grammy Award with Montreal rock band Arcade Fire. 

Even in its embryonic stage, however, Merge had its loyal customers—including a Jacksonville teenager named Ryan Adams, who found the fact that Merge was just up the road from Jacksonville to be inspirational. In the 2009 label history Our Noise: The Story of Merge Records, the Indie Label That Got Big and Stayed Small, Ryan contributed a rhapsodic introduction that described Merge’s records as beacons of light to someone growing up in the coastal backwater of Onslow County: 

Merge 7 inch singles came packaged like candy. They also looked a little like comics which was good because I liked both and I liked girls so much they scared me so it all seemed like the perfect distraction, at least to me, and surely to my grandmother who would patiently listen with me on our portable record player in the wood paneled kitchen while she baked this or that cake or whatever—she liked how much cymbal crashing was going on—somehow overlooking the melodic weirdness or angst, how forgiving and awesome those moments—in fact before i had money for records she would write the checks and mail them for each PO Boxed 7 inch I desired in exchange for how ever many times the lawn got mowed but I did that anyway so really she funded my habit embarrassingly and MY GOD at first they were so pretty I could do nothing less than just marvel at each one. 

After he moved up to Raleigh, Ryan had to buy his own records and pay his own rent. He cycled through a series of short-term day jobs, mostly in restaurant kitchens around town. One early job was at a takeout burger joint called Circus Family Restaurant, which he quit after a few months with a letter of resignation that still gets quoted in Raleigh: “This place is like a three-ring circus, and I’m tired of working for peanuts.” 

Another was at a downtown diner near the offices of the News & Observer. While Ryan was working there, the story goes, he developed a crush on a woman who worked at the newspaper, although I’ve never been able to ascertain who. So he applied for an “office boy” job at the N&O with a remarkable two-page typed document that has been widely circulated around Raleigh over the years. Less a résumé than a late-night manifesto composed from the depths of a liquor bottle, it lists work experience (“Resturant [sic] jobs, odd jobs, temporary services, furniture repair, restoration and painting”) and “Hobbies” (“Nightlife, writing songs and playing in random bands around the triangle area”) before launching into a stream-of-consciousness narrative about The World According To Ryan. The conclusion: 

There comes a time when old acquaintances must be forgotten, when the partys over, when the fat lady is just about let out those first few repulsive notes and it is finally obvious that action must be taken. Of course now what? What does the idealist persue in modern day society? More likely, what in the hell am I to persue in modern day society? Flat broke from the listless nights spent crooning life over a bottle of strong liquor, using my youth as a weapon against the world and myself. Taking advantage of life at all cost at any means and most definitly every waking hour. I imagine I shall persue the same direction as I always have, maybe this time with more self discipline. I have escaped every other form of discipline save the bad luck and hard knocks that one comes across alone and against the world once and for all. Even in failure I will still be at work. As restless as before. As willing to submit only to the deepest of my whims. 

It is important to become disallusioned with ones art so that one may feel it necessary to overcome oneself in their own right. In the name of their own vision of what is truth. A true artist cannot see the world except through his art. His life and his work are art. His soul awaiting translation. 

Ryan didn’t get a job at the N&O, but at least he managed to keep out of jail. Another soon-to-be-famous musician wasn’t quite so lucky during his sojourn in Raleigh—Christopher Wallace, better-known as Biggie Smalls, the late Brooklyn-born rapper Notorious B.I.G. In the early 1990s, Wallace had to get out of New York and wound up in Raleigh, where he spent enough time to get busted for possession of cocaine and marijuana with intent to sell. He copped a guilty plea and got off with probation and a suspended sentence before leaving town for fame, fortune, and his own murder in a 1997 drive-by shooting in Los Angeles. 

Like Adams, Wallace wasn’t shy about telling people he was going to be famous someday. But history does not record whether or not Ryan and Biggie ever crossed paths in Raleigh during their prefame days. 


Chapter Three 

At some point, Ryan found employment at the Rathskeller, a dark, narrow, and dungeonlike labyrinth of tables and booths just across the Hillsborough Street main drag from the NC State campus. The Rathskeller’s kitchen was an epicenter of the local music community, with numerous musicians and scenesters among its employees. That’s where Ryan became tight with future bandmates Brian Walsby and Tom Cushman. 

An underground cartoonist of semilegendary stature, Walsby had moved to Raleigh in the mid-1980s because it was the hometown of pioneering thrash band Corrosion of Conformity. At the time he and Ryan became coworkers, Walsby was the drummer in Shiny Beast, a group that played “math rock” (a combination of punk and progressive rock, so-called because of its elaborate shifting time signatures). Before that, Walsby had played in the band Wwax with Mac McCaughan, Super-chunk’s guitarist and cofounder of Merge Records. That got him on Ryan’s radar—Wwax’s “Pumpkin”/“Inn Town” was one of those seven-inch Merge singles Ryan had bought by mail. 

One night, Walsby and McCaughan were hanging out during a show at Cat’s Cradle in Chapel Hill. Ryan approached to pay his respects, telling them that the Wwax single had “changed my life.” A cynical sort, Walsby wasn’t impressed by that—or by Ryan turning up at Shiny Beast shows to plead with him to form a band. It took a while before Walsby eventually gave in. 

In the meantime, Ryan had another Rathskeller kitchen coworker to play with, Tom Cushman, who had moved to Raleigh from South Carolina in 1991 with a rock band called the Lubricators. The Lubricators took up residence a mile or so west of the Rathskeller, in a house on Daisy Street just off Hillsborough. Ryan and Tom became fast friends. 

“I’m a freak and an idiot, and so is Ryan,” Cushman said. “We liked the same kind of stuff, this really weird music. I’m at least ten years older than him, and he made me feel like a goofy little kid.” 

After the Lubricators broke up and scattered, Cushman stayed in the house on Daisy. Ryan moved in and the party started, with bands soon to follow. One night, Ryan walked up to Cushman in a bar with an announcement: “Tom! We’re in a band! You play bass, I play guitar and sing, John Reigh plays drums, we’re called Ass and we have a show next weekend!” 

Cushman didn’t actually play bass, of course, but he didn’t let that stop him. He did own a bass guitar, and he could fake it well enough for punk rock. Ass lasted all of two shows, the first of which consisted of three songs (one of which Ryan made up on the spot) at a house party. Cushman thought the evening a rousing success. 

“But by the second show, Ryan had gotten into alternate tunings,” Cushman said. “He’d have to come over and tune my bass after every song. That show was attended by a bunch of frat boys who all hated us, and it was pretty terrible. But I had a great time, even though somebody said we sounded like U2. That made me wanna quit playing music. We were so bad, we were almost good.” 

Ass were the first of many bands Ryan and Tom formed at Daisy Street, although “bands” should probably be in quotation marks because most of them weren’t much more than wee-hours jam sessions fueled by alcohol, pot, and/or speed. Late one night, Cushman came home from a show by the Minneapolis band Soul Asylum bearing a warm six-pack of Busch Light he’d been given, to find Ryan still up. So they started playing over beers. Ryan got behind the drums, instructed Cushman to play guitar and sing (“sing”), and American Rock Highway were born. 

“Godawful,” Cushman said with a chuckle. “Just the worst shit ever, although the drumming was good. Ryan’s a really good drummer, better than you’d think. We were listening to a lot of Royal Trux at the time, maybe that’s where it came from. I was singing, yelling something, but you couldn’t hear it. Walsby once described American Rock Highway as sounding like the worst SST band ever.” 

At Daisy Street and elsewhere, there were also the Skylarks, Knife, Spawn, and other assemblages too short-lived for them to get around to naming. But at least one band from that period had some potential: Lazy Stars, which formed after Ryan had moved out. Cushman still has a framed poster from the one and only show that Lazy Stars ever played: October 21, 1993, at the Fallout Shelter, a literally subterranean nightspot in an underground space beneath West Street in downtown Raleigh. Even though Ryan insisted on changing drummers at the last minute, the show went well. But they had an ugly altercation the next day, bad enough to break up the band, and that was that. 

“Lazy Stars could’ve been a spectacular band,” Cushman said. “Unlike most of the bands we had, we practiced a lot, months and months. It was like Crazy Horse with the Wipers, with some Byrds and Galaxie 500. Ryan described us once as ‘ghostly pop.’ It was late-night, sitting-by-yourself-drunk music.” 

Fortuitously, some of the music from this period actually survives on tape. Ryan was already in the habit of recording everything, even the seemingly aimless jams, and Cushman inherited a cache of cassette tapes left behind after he moved out. It’s just a fraction of everything that was recorded, and most of the tapes aren’t labeled. But despite the crude audio quality, they offer a fascinating sonic snapshot of what Ryan was playing back then. A lot of the tapes have experiments with drones, feedback, and backward tape, or snippets of riffs and grooves (or oddities such as Ryan playing credible funk guitar with a wah-wah pedal). 

American Rock Highway pretty much live down to Cushman’s assessment, with Ryan flailing away on drums as Cushman’s guitar makes what sounds like the noise you’d get from taking a chainsaw to a washing machine. If it sounds like they were making this up as they went along, that’s because they were. But one notable American Rock Highway artifact is “Restaurant,” a tribute of sorts to their place of employment. “Restaurant” sounds like the damaged, inbred cousin of Super-chunk’s hated-day-job anthem “Slack Motherfucker,” exuding the frustration of minimum-wage slave labor. “Whattaya want from us?” Ryan screams at one point, and the outro is just the word “restaurant” repeated over and over. 

Lazy Stars’ “Blue Door” laments playing in an empty room, although Cushman said that the group’s one show “was freakin’ packed.” Then there’s “Burning Bed,” which was in the repertoire of both Ass and Lazy Stars under various titles. It’s a song with a story behind it. 

“That one’s about the night I came home, and Ryan was about to get laid for the first time ever,” Cushman said. “That’s what he told me, anyway. Cute girl, too, she was a waitress at the Rathskeller. Anyway, I locked myself in my room and passed out in bed with a cigarette that lit the bed on fire. So Ryan’s finally about to enter the kingdom of heaven when the girl tells him, ‘Ryan, I smell smoke.’ He had to break into my room, drag me out of my burning bed, and pull the mattress out into the yard, where the fire department came and put it out. It stayed there for weeks. So yeah, Ryan saved my life.” 

The Lazy Stars recordings have been widely bootlegged under the title Exile on Daisy Street, with the songs credited to “Adam Ryan.” It’s the best-developed of Ryan’s Daisy Street bands, with glimmers of what was to come. Many of the songs creep along as sprawling, slow-tempo guitar jams that pick up where Neil Young’s “Cortez the Killer” left off. A few songs are faster than that (most notably “Hill,” with a tempo approaching breakneck), but most of the songs on Exile don’t seem in a hurry to get anywhere. And yet they do, eventually. Cushman is right—given time, Lazy Stars could have grown into something special. 

Music isn’t the only revealing thing to be heard, either. At one point on Exile, Ryan calls for a beer break. At another, right before “Burning Bed,” the drummer asks for suggestions. “Go straighter with us,” Ryan says. “Think about driving from here to Wilson on, uh . . . 61.” Wilson is a town about an hour due east of Raleigh, although the road there is actually Highway 64; perhaps Ryan had Bob Dylan’s “Highway 61 Revisited” on his mind. 

Best of all is a priceless exchange at the beginning of “Withering Heights” (not the same “Withering Heights” that would appear twelve years later as a song on Ryan’s Jacksonville City Nights album). Ryan asks Cushman if he can understand what he’s singing. “Not really,” Cushman answers. There’s a pause, and you can almost picture the earnest look on eighteen-year-old Ryan’s face as he asks his next question: 

“Do I sound like I mean it?” 

After Lazy Stars imploded, Ryan was ready for something a little more ambitious. So he threw his energy into another band he already had going, a reconstituted version of Patty Duke Syndrome. The drummer in this model was Brian Walsby, who had initially spurned Ryan’s overtures to start a band. 

“For whatever reason, I didn’t think I wanted to play with Ryan,” Walsby said in 2010. “But finally, he made me a tape. He was always talking about these bands he was in and I told him to make me a tape. He did, I listened and was impressed; decided I should play with this guy even though he was really young.” 

On bass was Ryan’s old friend Jere McIlwean, who had also played in the original, noisier Jacksonville incarnation of Patty Duke Syndrome. By contrast, this version was surprisingly tight, clean, and poppy—very much along the lines of the Replacements, the scruffily beloved band from Minneapolis that had been a college-radio favorite during the second half of the 1980s. Like the Replacements, Patty Duke Syndrome followed the catchy power-pop blueprint laid out by the ’70s underground band Big Star, roughed up with loud and fast punk dynamics. In spite of the rough edges, it was very accessible music. 

It didn’t hurt that Ryan was still generating songs by the bushel, many of them directly influenced by other bands he’d been hearing. Walsby has described Ryan as “an incredible mimic,” and he could seemingly replicate any sound, song, or vibe after a single listen. 

“You’d hear the influence of whatever we’d been talking about that day,” Walsby said. “Little nods to all kinds of things. We ripped off some local bands that were going on, like Erectus Monotone. We had a song named after them. Also some Hüsker Dü. We had one song called ‘Wired’ that was too much like Nirvana—it could have been a Nevermind outtake. So we never recorded it. He had a lot of on-the-spot ideas that I’d pooh-pooh, but they’d work perfectly. He came up with these Sonic Youth–like chimes for one song where I thought, ‘Aw, man.’ But when I heard it back, it was perfect. He knew what to do even then, before the benefit of a nice, expensive studio. He has some kind of gift, that’s for sure.” 

Patty Duke Syndrome only had one official release, a 1994 split-single with another Raleigh band called GlamourPuss. Each band got two songs on its side, and Patty Duke’s were “History” and “Texas.” Released on yellow seven-inch vinyl by the local label Blast-O-Platter, the single is now a rare and very expensive collector’s item. 

But poke around online, and you can find those songs without paying hundreds of dollars. And it’s easy enough to find the closest thing Patty Duke Syndrome ever made to their own album, eleven tracks recorded at Jerry Kee’s studio in nearby Mebane in a single day in August 1993. Both the split-single tracks are there, although “Texas” has a parenthetical subtitle in the written track list the band left behind: “(Return to the Valley of the Drunk).” Another song is called “Trashed (I Was Drunk),” and it makes the act of drinking oneself to death sound almost heroic. Other songs include “Sara Bell,” “Song for Bob Schick” (tribute to the leader of another local band, Honor Role), and “Erectus Monotone.” 

The Patty Duke recordings find Adams’s recurrent motifs of drinking and youthful heartbreak already well established, along with a near-manic tendency to repeat words, phrases, and even entire verses. You could argue that this was laziness, and Ryan’s way of passing off underwritten songs as finished—but repetition also makes lyrics more memorable. Hear these songs, and you’ll probably be humming them afterward. 

Instrumentally, Ryan’s guitar-playing shows remarkable sophistication for a teenager, with turn-on-a-dime transitions between snarling riffs and chiming arpeggio hooks (another device he would continue to use). The arrangements are rough, but they’re remarkably polished for a one-day project—and Ryan’s limitless potential is there to hear. It’s interesting to ponder what might have been if Patty Duke Syndrome had gotten the record deal that Motorolla did in the summer of 1993. Various songs echo Nirvana, early R.E.M., and even the Beatles. Whether Walsby meant to or not, his cascading drum fills on “What’s Your Name?” bring “Tomorrow Never Knows” to mind. 

A handful of Patty Duke Syndrome performance videos exist, too, including YouTube clips of a 1994 show at Raleigh’s Brewery nightclub. The songs are sharp and so are the performances, all three players locked in. McIlwean sways a bit as he holds down the bassline, but Ryan literally cannot stand still. He stalks about the stage hammering on his guitar, seemingly about to burst, keeping still only whenever he has to stand at the microphone to sing. He was restless about everything. 

“Ryan had a billion ideas and was very quick,” Walsby said. “It kinda jelled right away, especially when he brought in Jere. I’d like to think that part of the reason we had a successful collaboration is that Jere and I would tell him what was good. He came up with so much stuff, maybe he had a hard time telling between his good and bad ideas. So we’d tell him, ‘That one’s good, but the other one is too much like something else.’ All helping shape it into what it was going to be. It was almost magically fast, with no effort whatsoever. The easiest music I’ve ever been a part of.” 

For all the ease of the musical chemistry, however, interpersonal relations within Patty Duke Syndrome were always stormy. Adams was the songwriter, bandleader, and most talented musician, while McIlwean was older and more experienced, which made for a difficult dynamic. Walsby wasn’t shy about expressing opinions, and he and Ryan had some epic battles—exacerbated by drinking and drugging. 

Walsby has written a good bit about this over the years, in cartoon strips as well as essays, including a mostly fond 2002 cartoon history of his time with Ryan in Patty Duke Syndrome (found in Walsby’s 2004 book Manchild). But he also composed a less-than-fond 2003 graphic essay titled RYAN FUCKING ADAMS OWES ME, MOTHERFUCKERS!!! A twisted tale of almost obsession. 

Since he worked with them, Tom Cushman frequently found himself stuck listening to Ryan and Brian both complain about each other. He would laugh that off, but it was clear that Patty Duke Syndrome was not built for the long haul. The final breakup finally happened in the summer of 1994. 

“In some ways, Ryan and I are similar,” Walsby said in 2010. “Like most people who obsess over music or art too much, we’re both kind of damaged and I think we bonded over our mutual damage. I guess the breakup was kind of like having a little brother that I thought was messing up. And to tell you the truth, I was not the most mature person, either. We broke up four times until it finally stuck. There was definitely some animosity. Eventually, I did miss playing with him. But there were other things I didn’t miss and he’d probably say the same thing about me. All that aside, it was a special band and a lot of fun. We were just idiots in a band that didn’t get along, and we broke up. We were together for probably just a year. A quick year. No, a long year, although it’s not like it was this trying, horrible thing. Most of the time, everything was a joy. Only at the end was it a drag.” 

A year later, when I interviewed Ryan for the first time, he was still smarting enough to call Patty Duke Syndrome’s demise “an evil breakup.” He also mentioned a song he’d written about his former bandmates, “Bastards I Used to Know.” Though never recorded for release, “Bastards” would occasionally pop up in Ryan’s Whiskeytown set lists over the next few years. The lyrics lament Adams’s surroundings and circumstances, broke in a dirty ol’ town. But Ryan’s harshest words are for his old bandmates, who he says are going around showing off heroin scars. 

“Lucky me,” he concludes, “I’m too drunk to remember their names.” 

The reference to heroin wasn’t poetic license, either. After going on to form another band called Trucker, Jere McIlwean died of a drug overdose in June 1996. Ryan would eulogize McIlwean in a much kinder song, “Theme for a Trucker” (which was released as a single and appeared on the soundtrack to the 1997 film The End of Violence), paying tribute in a murmuring sigh to “the man you once were.” 

Just as Patty Duke Syndrome were breaking up for good, Stephen Judge was trying to work up enough nerve to approach Ryan with a business proposition. A recent NC State graduate, Judge was angling to break into the music business. He would later manage Athenaeum, a North Carolina pop band that released an album for Atlantic Records in the late 1990s, before going to work for Daniel Lanois’ management company. 

But in the early 1990s, Judge’s music industry experience consisted of working as a clerk at Schoolkids, an independent record store near the Rathskeller on Hillsborough Street. He knew Ryan as a Schoolkids regular who rarely bought anything because he was always broke, which didn’t stop him from coming in almost every day to browse and talk music. Ryan would hang out near the register, Judge said, almost as if he worked there. 

Judge sat up and took notice the first time he saw Patty Duke Syndrome play, a show he pronounced “amazing.” The prospect of asking to be their manager was intimidating, but subsequent Patty Duke shows convinced him the band had the goods. So the next time Ryan came into Schoolkids, Judge came over to make his pitch—only to be told that Patty Duke Syndrome had just broken up. 

“I was really bummed,” Judge said. “‘Oh, man, why?’ I asked him. And Ryan said something about them not getting along. But the main thing he said was, ‘I want to start a country band, because punk rock is too hard to sing.’” 


PART TWO 

During 


Chapter Four 

The spring of 1994 should have been the best of times for Uncle Tupelo, a St. Louis band that was one of the earliest of its generation to start playing “alternative country”—a strain of left-of-center country music owing as much to Johnny Rotten as to Johnny Cash. Uncle Tupelo were the Velvet Underground of ’90s alt-country, because seemingly everyone who bought one of their records went on to form a band of his own. 

Not that they ever sold too many records, of course. Uncle Tupelo spent most of their career in the underground recording for independent labels, going back to 1990’s No Depression (a phrase that would soon come to have wider significance). But the group had moved up to the big leagues for Anodyne, their major-label debut, released in October 1993 on the Warner Brothers imprint Sire Records. Nirvana’s In Utero was No. 1 on the Billboard 200 that month, solidifying alternative rock as “the new mainstream.” If ever there was a moment for Uncle Tupelo to crack the mainstream, this was it. 

But that moment was not to be, and Anodyne turned out to be swan song rather than breakthrough, the band undone by tensions between coleaders Jay Farrar and Jeff Tweedy. Uncle Tupelo started out as Farrar’s band, and over time Tweedy came to chafe at his subordinate role. With each writing songs going in different directions, it was clear they were on separate paths. So Uncle Tupelo decided to break up after one last tour. The tour ran through May 1, but things got ugly well before then. 

One early boilover happened at Cat’s Cradle on February 16, 1994. After a tense show in which Farrar pointedly refused to sing on Tweedy’s songs, they had it out and didn’t bother trying to keep it behind closed doors. There was a heated shouting match in the club’s parking lot, and Tweedy and Farrar’s bandmates had to separate them before it elevated to actual fisticuffs. Johnny Williams, a musician known around town as “Johnny Rock ’n’ Roll,” saw it happen. 

“Another band fight in another parking lot,” Williams said some years later. “It’s the same fight you can see any night between any couple at any bar. Except most couples don’t have major-label contracts together.” 

Uncle Tupelo’s demise created a void, and Ryan Adams aimed to fill it. At that time, Ryan’s main band was still Patty Duke Syndrome. In fact, the interview that closed with his “six miles shy of Graceland” quote ran in the Durham paper the same week Uncle Tupelo’s postshow dustup happened in the Triangle. But even though he was playing punk rock, Ryan had also fallen under the sway of Uncle Tupelo. Alternative country’s roots may have been secondhand, but the style’s country-by-way-of-punk version of American roots music still came closer to the sound and spirit of old-school traditional country than the slicked-up hat acts dominating country radio at that time. 

Ryan used to trade Uncle Tupelo bootlegs with Schoolkids clerk Stephen Judge, another Tupelo obsessive. But Ryan’s collecting wasn’t just simple fandom. He was also considering his next move—a band combining the country he’d grown up hearing in Jacksonville with the punk he’d been playing all along. Uncle Tupelo were the perfect model, and they weren’t the only band that would dissolve that spring. Nirvana also reached the end of the line after Kurt Cobain’s April 1994 suicide. 

Tweedy and Farrar quickly formed their own bands after Uncle Tupelo’s breakup, Tweedy’s Wilco and Farrar’s Son Volt, which both released their first albums in 1995. But first, Farrar came to Raleigh to discuss a possible management deal with Black Park, a firm that handled the local college-radio pop-rock band the Connells (then riding the momentum of a big hit with “’74–’75,” a major hit single all over Europe). 

“Ryan was so excited that Jay Farrar was going to be in town, it sounded almost like he was stalking him,” Judge said. “He was calling daily to find out when he was coming. I remember Ryan saying he was going to sit outside Black Park until he showed up.” 

In one form or another, country and rock ’n’ roll have been circling each other warily ever since Elvis Presley first twitched his hips on television. Attempts to unite them go back to Bob Dylan’s 1966 masterwork Blonde on Blonde, Johnny Cash, the 1950s rockabilly generation, and even Hank Williams (patron saint of country music, yet still a rocker at heart). But the pioneer who would be the most important role model for ’90s alternative country was Gram Parsons, whose innovations were more cultural than musical. Parsons was a hippie playing straight-up country, awash in contradictions as well as steel guitars. He exuded rebellious rock attitudes and dressed the part, yet his two great subjects were guilt and sin—a tension at the heart of his two landmark albums, the Byrds’ Sweetheart of the Rodeo in 1968 and the Flying Burrito Brothers’ The Gilded Palace of Sin in 1969. The music’s emotional directness captivated generations of impressionable young rockers, even as the Nashville establishment recoiled in horror at the length of Parsons’s hair. 

Parsons went on to a solo career and made two more spectacular albums, GP (1973) and Grievous Angel (1974), both featuring Emmylou Harris as his angel-voiced duet partner. But he perished from one binge too many before Grievous Angel could be released. Parsons was only twenty-six years old and never had his commercial breakthrough moment, either. Yet by the time he died, Parsons’s style of “Cosmic American Music” had registered in the firmament enough to actually start selling. Progressive country came into vogue in Texas with Waylon, Willie, and the boys, among others. Parsons’s fellow Floridians in Lynyrd Skynyrd made the rebellious attitudes more overt, added a shot of blues-rock, and Southern rock was born. And out in California, the Eagles, Fleetwood Mac, and others had enormous success through the ’70s and beyond with slicked-up versions of country-rock. 

The cycle began anew in the 1980s when a generation of punk bands discovered the allure of country music, although none of them was particularly successful commercially. The Los Angeles band X, represented by one of those tattoos on Ryan’s left arm, drew from Hank Williams and Woody Guthrie as much as the Sex Pistols. Rank & File added a dash of atmospheric twang and were one of the first bands to be dubbed “cowpunk.” Long Ryders worshipped directly at the altar of Parsons, to the point that bandleader Sid Griffin namechecked him in a song (“Looking for Lewis and Clark”) the same year he published the 1985 book Gram Parsons: A Music Biography. From Nashville came Jason & the Scorchers, playing jacked-up country songs with blazing heavy-metal guitars. Minneapolis’s Jayhawks made records steeped in grief-stricken stoicism. And San Diego’s Beat Farmers added a gonzo sense of barfly humor. 

Then Uncle Tupelo emerged in the early 1990s as the most visible standard-bearer for another wave of underground country-rock. Direct spin-offs Son Volt and Wilco followed different threads of that band, while Tupelo’s cronies the Bottle Rockets were proudly blue-collar and often even funnier than the Beat Farmers. Jon Langford, leader of late ’70s British agit-punks the Mekons, moved to Chicago and started a country band called the Waco Brothers (“Half Cash, half Clash”). There were also Alabama’s Drive-By Truckers, who added elements of 1970s-vintage Southern rock; Joe Henry, the Jayhawks’ sometime collaborator, who was already well on his way to becoming a latter-day Tom Waits; the Texas quartet Old 97’s, who played at a rollicking pace that lived up to their train-inspired name; and still-vital elders including Willie Nelson and Johnny Cash. 

With this new generation of acts on the rise, alternative country quickly grew into a thriving underground scene. The style had its own alternative media, too, beginning with the No Depression Folder—an early 1990s America Online discussion group. Named after Uncle Tupelo’s No Depression album (itself a reference to the 1936 Carter Family spiritual “No Depression in Heaven”), the No Depression Folder was a primary medium for news, reviews, and idle chatter about music and bands. When a group of folder regulars decided to start a magazine to cover alternative country, it was only natural that they took the name No Depression and added a deadpan, self-deprecating tagline: The Alternative Country (Whatever That Is) Quarterly. The magazine soon became an authoritative reporting voice of alternative country and had a very successful thirteen-year run before succumbing to the twin declines of the record industry and print media in 2008. 

By the time No Depression’s first issue was published in the fall of 1995, a wave of alternative-country acts was also emerging in the Triangle—one of the best crops of bands anywhere in America. In fact, No Depression coeditor Peter Blackstock would write a 1996 piece calling Raleigh/Durham/Chapel Hill the emerging musical style’s “home base . . . a geographic region that seems unusually rich in alternative-country acts, in terms of both quantity and quality.” 

Chief among them were the Backsliders, who were older if not necessarily wiser than most of their local peers. But frontman Chip Robinson had enough perspective to see alternative country, and the place of new bands like the Backsliders in it, as part of a continuum going back for decades. 

“We’ve seen all this before,” Robinson told me in a 1997 interview. “There’s been fringe country all along. Hell, Johnny Cash was fringe country. Those early Sun Records, Hank Williams, Buck [Owens] and Merle [Haggard] and Bakersfield. Way before anybody appreciated all these people for the American treasures they are, they started out on the fringes. It’s kinda cool that it’s come back, though. We had heard rumblings from various pockets, that this same kinda thing was happening in other cities for whatever reasons. I think people just got tired of doing something they didn’t want to in order to ‘make it’ in the business, and decided to go back to trying to write good songs and figuring out where their real roots are.” 

The Backsliders were a furiously intense band that didn’t combine country and rock so much as sic them on each other in a fight to the death. Unfortunately, Robinson and his co-leader Steve Howell couldn’t stand each other, which made for some unpleasant postshow van rides but amazing onstage fireworks. The Backsliders’ secret weapon was lead guitarist Brad Rice, a longtime veteran of numerous regional rock bands—most notably Finger, a band Ryan Adams actually auditioned for in the early 1990s when the group was between drummers. 

Also coming together were 6 String Drag, led by Kenny Roby from the punk band the Lubricators—transplanted South Carolinians, and cronies of Ryan’s old Daisy Street roommate Tom Cushman. Equal parts Elvis Costello punk and Doug Sahm country-soul man, Roby sang in a honeyed croon with an edge hinting at both his punk past and a somewhat frightening dark side. Roby’s vocal harmonies with bassist Rob Keller also echoed the Louvin Brothers, with elements of soul and even gospel. When they added a horn section later in the decade, 6 String Drag became one of the best live acts in the country. 

And of course, there was also Whiskeytown, the one Triangle act to be featured in that Fall 1995 debut issue of No Depression magazine—a piece recounting the Kenneth-from-Nashville blowup under the headline “A short interview’s journey into hell.” 

In the fall of 1994, shortly before his twentieth birthday, Ryan had settled into his latest restaurant job at Sadlack’s Heroes (although more than one of his coworkers from back then has said that he didn’t work there so much as hang out behind the counter). A semilegendary beer joint and sandwich shop in the shadow of the NC State Bell Tower on Hillsborough Street, Sadlack’s was a funky blue-collar establishment populated by a colorful cast of musicians, artists, blue-collar workers, students, and assorted miscreants. The late Peter Eichenberger vividly described the scene there in a 2004 essay written about a horrific drunk-driving accident involving a Sadlack’s regular: 

[Sadlack’s] was how things could be, gleefully messed up but generous, tolerant and occasionally hilarious—laborers, disaffected academics, loafers, fashionistas (when the weather’s nice) and the medicated. They come on foot, on bicycles and in cars. The island of misfit toys. 

When it’s good, there is nothing like it: bright sunshine on the deck, a kooky theater-with-plot-lines courtesy of the actors. Guitars, dogs and children chattering. A fine perch, lots to look at, fire trucks howling past the pretty young State kids. Some dude working on playing Jimi Hendrix on a ukulele while riding a bicycle backwards. 

When it is not so good, the early dark of a soggy, cold night in late November, the metal walls press in like the hull of a sinking submarine. The drinking is conducted with grim dedication while the greasy rain rattles on the roof. Same folks with the same problems—anesthetizing themselves with whatever it takes to hang on. 

Ryan’s kind of place, in other words. At that time, his boss at Sadlack’s was Eric “Skillet” Gilmore, who also played drums. Ryan and Skillet would get together to jam, and the first version of Whiskeytown began taking shape. The music was a jittery, up-tempo combination of country and punk—not unexpected, given Ryan’s Uncle Tupelo crush and former band Patty Duke Syndrome—to the point of being caffeinated. “Coffee country,” they called it. But Ryan didn’t think Whiskeytown was all that big a stretch from Patty Duke Syndrome. 

“When Patty Duke broke up, it left me really depressed and I started writing songs that were kinda country,” he told me in an early interview. “A lot of them were just terribly sad, like ‘Pawn Shop Ain’t No Place for a Wedding Ring.’ Me and Skillet started playing with this other guy, Rags, who played banjo. Then he left and we kept on. We just kind of let the band be its own thing without trying to control it too much. It just so happens it’s kinda country. I think if you stripped away the loud rhythm section from some Patty Duke songs, they could be country songs.” 

Rags didn’t last long before departing for parts unknown. But there was a large pool of like-minded musicians hanging around Sadlack’s, including two NC State English majors named Steve Grothmann and Caitlin Cary. A bassist from New Orleans, Grothmann had some jazz chops he later put to good use in a series of funk bands. Cary had grown up in Ohio learning classical violin by the Suzuki Method, eventually taking up country fiddle-playing in a just-for-fun band in Texas called the Garden Weasels. Both joined Whiskeytown as strictly instrumental members, but Cary’s role soon expanded. 

“I just started out playing fiddle those first few practices,” Caitlin told me in 2002. “Then I told Ryan, ‘You know, I can sing harmony if you want,’ and it went from there. But even from the very first practice, Whiskeytown was really exciting to me. I had no idea what I was getting into and I didn’t take it all that seriously. But right off, I knew it was really good.” 

Caitlin would sing lead on only one song in Whiskeytown’s recorded output, 1995’s “Matrimony.” But her vocal harmonies with Ryan soon emerged as a Whiskeytown signature, and the one consistent sonic element of the band’s three-album existence. Onstage, Caitlin also served as a beloved matriarch figure, soothing ruffled feathers whenever Whiskeytown’s antics got out of hand. Everybody loved Caitlin, Skillet Gilmore most of all. Despite the antimarriage sentiments of “Matrimony,” the two would wed in October of 2000. 

By the time she joined Whiskeytown, Caitlin was also a Sadlack’s employee alongside a lanky left-handed guitar player named Phil Wandscher. Phil knew who Ryan was before they met and, in a harbinger of their contentious future relationship, thought very little of him based on that first encounter. It happened at a local open mike night where Wandscher was a regular, performing as a duo with Greg Readling (a future member of Tift Merritt’s first band, The Carbines, as well as the bluegrass group Chatham County Line). Wandscher and Readling would also hang out to watch whoever else showed up, and sometimes things got comical. 

“One time this really skittish kid got up with a book of poems he was looking down at, reading them,” Phil said. “And then he got scared and ran offstage. ‘Well,’ I thought, ‘that kid’s a fuckin’ freak.’ Come to find out that was Ryan. Might have been the first time I saw him. But I saw him everywhere after that.” 

Wandscher was still learning guitar himself, and he bounced around among a few other local bands. He was also part of the after-work crowd of Sadlack’s employees hanging around Skillet’s house, and he decided he wanted in on Whiskeytown. So one night, he made a bold declaration to Ryan: “I wanna play guitar in your band.” Phil signed on as Whiskeytown’s lead guitarist and occasional songwriter/lead vocalist. But his primary role would be Ryan’s instrumental foil, mirroring Caitlin’s vocal-foil role. 

In retrospect, it’s somewhat surprising that Ryan’s breakthrough group turned out to be a country band that sounded like Gram Parsons sitting in with the Rolling Stones at their most ragged. To that point, there had been little classic rock and even less country evident in the music Ryan played since he’d come to Raleigh. Indeed, college-radio indie rock like Sonic Youth or Superchunk seemed like more important reference points than the Stones or Parsons. 

“When Ryan and I lived together on Daisy Street, he’d come home and I’d be drunk and listening to old Rod Stewart or Rolling Stones records,” said his former roommate Tom Cushman. “He’d make fun of me for listening to that old-fart stuff because he was listening to Sonic Youth, Faust, Can—this really abrasive, inaccessible indie rock.” 

In Whiskeytown, however, Ryan’s punk-rock past seemed more evident in terms of attitude than musical style. While Whiskeytown may have been twangy, the main aesthetic was ragged-but-right and don’t sweat the tuning. And thanks to Ryan’s ample gifts for picking up styles quickly, he could convincingly sing and play country music as if he’d been doing nothing but that from the beginning. It also didn’t hurt that his plainspoken voice and phrasing resonated on the same wavelength as the aforementioned Gram Parsons. 

Beyond musical reference points, interpersonal relations were also a key element of the band’s chemistry. Like the Replacements, Whiskeytown were a volatile combination of personalities made even more so by voluminous alcohol consumption—that name was no accident. The fact that Ryan and Phil’s tempestuous relationship seemed to be steeped in mutual hatred gave Whiskeytown a very high baseline for tension, drama, and combustibility. Ryan once said that the worst heckling he ever got was from his own bandmate onstage. 

“In the middle of a song, Phil would sometimes look over and go, ‘Fuck you,’” Ryan told me in 1998. “I’d say ‘Fuck you!’ back, we’d stop the song and there’d be feedback while we tried to hit each other.” 

Tension between Ryan and Phil to the point of physical violence would be a Whiskeytown constant. Caitlin once had the misfortune of getting caught in the middle of a scuffle and got clocked for her trouble. Ryan felt bad enough about it to give her a mandolin as a peace offering, which he presented with a letter of apology: 

I am very sorry, 

I think I must be crazy. 

Forgive me if you can— 

If you can’t, play this 

Much love, and sorry, Ryan 

Despite the personality clashes, the Ryan/Caitlin/Phil triumvirate was pure musical gold, thanks to multiple dynamics. The most obvious was the vocal combination, Ryan’s Parsons to Caitlin’s Emmylou Harris, in harmonies that could be heart-stoppingly beautiful. When they were on, they sounded like they were born to sing together. Ryan’s voice was usually top-dead-center, with Caitlin’s dusky voice providing color, support, and sometimes counterpoint. 

But Phil’s role was just as important. Sometimes his guitar would take that counterpoint role to Ryan’s voice, and sometimes it was more a matter of their different instrumental sensibilities meshing. 

“I loved the way we’d play together, the guitar parts kind of intertwined,” Phil said. “He was more indie rock while I was more classic rock, which he always used to give me shit about. But he came around.” 

Ryan was never much for waiting around, so Whiskeytown got busy recording almost immediately. Just a few months after forming, they scraped together enough money to go into Sonic Wave Recording, a studio near the Raleigh Five Points district. This was a reversal of the customary order of things—bands would usually spend long months or even years woodshedding and playing live before recording. But recording before amassing much of a gig history was a conscious decision. 

“The whole goal was to write and record, then really start playing live, rather than falling into the trap of playing live all the time and you’ve got no time to go into the studio,” said Wandscher. 

At Sonic Wave, they worked with Greg Elkins, a friend of Ryan’s who lived near his old closet abode in Oakwood—right down Elm Street from Dana Kletter, and next door to members of the band Erectus Monotone. Elkins’s band Vanilla Trainwreck had just broken up in September 1994, and he was trying to get a studio career going. Whiskeytown were one of his first recording projects, and he was every bit as raw as the band when it came to studio techniques. 

“At that point, it would be generous to say that I barely knew what I was doing,” Elkins said in 2011. “There wasn’t a whole lot of time or money involved and everybody was bending everything as far as they could to make something happen. Rubbing two sticks together to make fire, basically. It was lean for everybody. Pretty much the perfect scenario. Quite frankly, those recordings are an embarrassment to me. That’s not a comment on the musical quality, only on my limited abilities back then. It’s been hard that one of the first things I ever worked on turned out to have the legs that it did.” 

The eight tracks Whiskeytown recorded with Elkins at Sonic Wave all eventually saw the light of day. Four of them comprised Whiskeytown’s first mini-album, which was released in early 1995 through a complicated chain of relationships involving Ryan’s old girlfriend Sarah Corbitt. 

Corbitt had graduated from Saint Mary’s and gone on to UNC in Chapel Hill, where she also worked part-time at an independent store called Monster Records. By then, she was dating Ross Grady, an NC State graduate student with Whiskeytown members Caitlin Cary and Steve Grothmann. Between his friendship with various band members and his local-music radio show on WKNC, Ross was around during Whiskeytown’s formation. 

In fact, if any critic can legitimately lay claim to being first on the scene with Whiskeytown, it’s Grady. He wrote the first story about the band in January 1995 in the Independent Weekly, a piece about alternative country focused on “Whiskey Town” and another local band called Pine State. It ran with an onstage picture of Whiskeytown (taken by Grady himself) in which Ryan appeared to be about twelve years old, and yet another virtuoso quote by the young maestro: “I don’t have time to be unclear—I’m going to die someday.” 

One of Sarah Corbitt’s Monster Records coworkers was Kurt Underhill, another young man with music business aspirations. He had recently formed a label called Mood Food Records (with the motto “SoundFood for your MusicMood”), and he was looking for bands. Knowing that she and Ross were in the local-band loop, Underhill asked Sarah whom he should sign. 

“I told him, ‘You should put out Whiskeytown,’” Sarah said. “‘They’re great and people love them.’ I got him and Ryan on the phone together during a shift, and they did the rest.” 

And so it came to pass that Whiskeytown signed a record deal not long after forming (although it was a deal they would soon regret) and had music for sale in Schoolkids, Monster, and other record stores in short order. Titled Angels and pressed on old-fashioned seven-inch vinyl, the new record was an EP of four songs from the Sonic Wave recordings: “Angels Are Messengers from God,” “Captain Smith,” “Tennessee Square,” and “Take Your Guns to Town.” 

“Take Your Guns to Town” puts a spin on the 1958 Johnny Cash classic “Don’t Take Your Guns to Town,” although the chorus plays both sides to give it a sense of push-pull tension: “Take your guns to town/Don’t take your guns to town.” The recording features Ryan singing solo and describing the feelings of someone on the road (or on the run), with the obligatory references to drinking. But the words are secondary to the exuberant arrangement, wonderfully balanced between snarling guitars and Caitlin Cary’s keening fiddle. 

“Captain Smith” features a rare Phil Wandscher lead vocal, which works well enough; but mostly it convinces you that Ryan was the one who belonged out front as the primary singer. It’s the most up-tempo of the EP’s four songs, blazing along at a rollicking runaway-train clip with call and response between the guitars and vocals, and the drums doing the pushing (a template also favored by the Old 97’s). By contrast, “Tennessee Square” is a stately waltz where acoustic guitar sets the tempo, with lyrics about being stuck in a nowhere town that sounds a lot like Jacksonville. 

As for the songs that wouldn’t be released until later, there was “Macon, Georgia County Line,” very similar in tempo and style to “Captain Smith” (with harmonica credited to Phil); “Oklahoma,” a snarling rocker on which Ryan’s vocals range from murmur to holler; the downcast ballad “Pawn Shop Ain’t No Place for a Wedding Ring”; and “Nervous Breakdown,” a cover of the 1978 hardcore flip-out by Black Flag, done up in an amusingly straightforward countrypolitan arrangement prominently featuring harmonica. 

But the most attention-getting song of the bunch was the mini-album’s unofficial title track, “Angels Are Messengers from God,” a ballad that later came to be known as “Faithless Street.” And it does evoke the street (or the gutter) more than heavenly bodies, coursing with exhausted anger and resentment—even though it’s one of the quietest, most deliberate songs Whiskeytown ever committed to tape. The guitars are subdued and the tempo is a slow heartbeat, with Caitlin’s sadly crying fiddle carrying the tune. Ryan claimed to have written “Angels” after a night of heavy drinking, in a fifteen-minute spurt. But Caitlin’s fiddle part was important enough to the finished recording for her to rate a cowriting credit. 

In terms of subject matter, “Angels” could be the sequel to Ryan’s post–Patty Duke Syndrome revenge anthem “Bastards I Used to Know,” cursing loneliness and blue-collar poverty with similar vehemence. But “Angels” feels more like a forward-looking manifesto because of the end of the chorus, which Ryan sang solo in a tone of resigned weariness. It was an infamous declaration that would haunt Whiskeytown for the next five years in the form of a thousand pun-filled headlines, kickers, punch lines, and rants: 

So I started this damn country band 

’Cause punk rock was too hard to sing. 

Another notable Whiskeytown recording from that period was a cover along the lines of “Nervous Breakdown,” punk godfather Richard Hell’s 1977 protopunk anthem “Blank Generation,” which they recorded with no production to speak of on a four-track cassette machine in the living room of Steve Grothmann’s rental house. It was for Who the Hell: A Tribute to Richard Hell, which Ross Grady put together and released on his label Cred Factory Records in the spring of 1995 as a benefit for area AIDS service groups. 

Who the Hell makes an interesting time capsule of the local scene at the moment of Whiskeytown’s birth, spinning a web of connections. Both of Ryan’s old Patty Duke Syndrome band-mates are on it in Refrigerator Heaven, a band that also featured Greg Elkins. Elkins’s other band, Vanilla Trainwreck, is also on Who the Hell, as is Matt Brown’s Ashley Stove. So are the bands June, Pine State, Joby’s Opinion, and other leading locals of the time. But even though Ryan would later proclaim Whiskeytown’s “Blank Generation” to be an embarrassment, it pretty much steals the album. Grady thought enough of it to do a radio edit with the word “fuckin’” bleeped out, included as an unlisted hidden track at the end of the compact disc. 

“Getting Whiskeytown onto Who the Hell was kind of a no-brainer,” Grady said in 2011. “I knew everybody in the band, so they were an obvious choice. Somebody else really wanted to do ‘Blank Generation’ and got really mad I gave it to Whiskeytown instead. I wouldn’t be surprised if I’d verbally promised that to someone else before I knew Whiskeytown wanted to do it. At that moment, they could kinda do anything and it’d turn out really fuckin’ awesome. It was impossible for them to screw something up.” 

Like “Nervous Breakdown,” the Whiskeytown version of “Blank Generation” is less a cover than a deconstructive rewrite. Grothmann transcribed Richard Hell’s lyrics as best he could (this being long before you could look up any song on the Internet), but Ryan composed a completely different arrangement to go with them. It sounds as if it was recorded under water, commencing with an off-kilter guitar lead that stutters a bit before Caitlin’s woozy fiddle picks up the riff and runs with it. Then the rhythm section kicks in, accelerating the shambling free-jazz stumble of the Richard Hell and the Voidoids original to a crazed hoedown gallop. Ryan applies his best snot-nosed sneer to the opening line—“Weeeeell, I was sayin’ let me outta here before I was even booOOOOooorn!”—not harmonizing with Caitlin so much as hollering in unison on the double-time chorus: “’Cause I belong to the/Blank Generation/Take it or leave it/Any fuckin’ time!” Right before the outro, Ryan cackles and gives a whoop: “All right, let’s cut this biscuit! Hey!” 

As it happened, “Blank Generation” was the first Whiskeytown recording that I remember hearing. On the day that Who the Hell showed up in my mailbox, I probably played “Blank Generation” at least twenty times. 


Chapter Five 

Even though he made Whiskeytown’s first recordings and was a longtime friend of Ryan’s, Elkins was not exactly sold on his new alternative-country direction. Elkins much preferred Patty Duke Syndrome, noting that “all of his indie-punk-underground-rock friends were really disappointed that country music was being brought into the picture.” But that was nothing compared to what Ryan’s old Patty Duke band-mate Brian Walsby thought. The harshest part of that 2002 cartoon Walsby drew about Ryan recounted his reaction to Whiskeytown: 

I hated his involvement in it because I thought the only real reason he stumbled into country music was only the result of him burning all of his bridges with all of his relationships, & how he had to do a brand new thing. Pretty dopey, but that is how I felt. . . . I cringed at their “Nervous Breakdown” cover, & then I flipped off the stereo speakers when that song with the immortal lyric “punk rock’s too hard to sing” came on. I took it really personally!! 

The accompanying drawing shows an enraged Walsby in cartoon form, raising a middle finger and screaming in response. There were other rumblings around town about country music’s supposed uncoolness, too. 

“Because they were alt-country, it seemed like there was some grumbling and discontent about the emergence of that,” said Sarah Corbitt. “It didn’t fit. You know, Raleigh was punk, Chapel Hill was experimental and country was . . . kinda lame. So I remember people hearing about Whiskeytown and going, ‘Uh . . . really?’ In the punk community, it didn’t seem to be accepted in the beginning even though it was people like John Howie [drummer for Finger, then leader of the honky-tonk band Two Dollar Pistols], this rock drummer who’d grown up listening to George Jones and Johnny Cash. And Ryan was more of a rocker back then. So there was this perception of it being very uncool at the beginning. But that changed and it became very cool very quickly.” 

Cool or not, Whiskeytown moved early on to make themselves even more country by adding steel guitar to their instrumentation. The group would have a succession of steel guitarists over the next several years beginning with Chris Riser, who also played in the band Pine State. Riser had joined Whiskeytown by the time the band played a now-legendary gig with the Backsliders and 6 String Drag in late January 1995 at Raleigh’s Brewery nightclub. 

“That show was when I really thought something was going to happen with this band,” Riser said in 2011. “I was in at the very beginning, right when they started playing out. Ryan had seen Pine State and I was playing lap steel, and he said, ‘Hey, you should come play with my band.’ So I started driving over to Raleigh. I’d just started law school and practices were at Skillet’s house. They were really good for a band that hadn’t played out much, very fun to play with. But I also remember practices being a lot of playing a few songs, and a lot more getting high.” 

That went for the live act, too. Those early Whiskeytown shows were not unlike what aging hippies used to say about the Sixties: Anyone who claims to remember them probably wasn’t there, because a lot of liquor was going down. The audience would join right in, too, often turning their shows into communal spectacles. Typically, somebody in the crowd would yell out, “Why’d you do that?” during the pause when Ryan was explaining why he’d started this damn country band in the “Angels” chorus, as if we were at a live-music version of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. 

That ritual aside, no two Whiskeytown shows were alike, and nobody ever knew what was in store—including Ryan’s bandmates—because he would often do on-the-fly arrangement changes onstage without cluing anybody in ahead of time, radically altering tempos, keys, lyrics, and whatever else took his fancy. The contrast between his smirk and the rest of the band’s dumbfounded bemusement was always funny to witness. 

Whiskeytown sets tended to careen wildly back and forth between tight and dialed-in, a gloriously ragged mess. Ryan would stand at the center-stage mike, tousled and unkempt in denim and flannel, eyes tightly closed as he sang with Caitlin swaying away as she played fiddle to his right. Phil played lead guitar in a hunkered-down glower to Ryan’s left while the bespectacled rhythm section of Steve and Skillet brought up the rear, valiantly attempting to maintain a semblance of order. I remember Skillet wearing a wristwatch, the better to try and keep the train running on time, but it was an unruly mob to manage. Their shows were chaotic, funny, often alarming, and occasionally even sad, but never dull. For someone with my fondness for rock mythology, Whiskeytown were the ultimate music encyclopedia entry come to life. Excessive alcohol consumption, check; blatant interpersonal hostilities there to see onstage, check; the sense that things could go flying out of control at any moment, check; and a preternaturally gifted frontman everyone else could barely keep up with, whose life was an open book—check, check, and check. Even the most shambolic Whiskeytown shows felt epic and larger than life, and the band’s legend quickly grew. 

Just about everybody of a certain age in Raleigh’s club-going population has at least one Whiskeytown gig story from back in the day, usually some variation of its being simultaneously the best and worst show they’d ever seen. One of my favorites involved the song “Matrimony,” which was written and sung solo by Caitlin. That left Ryan with nothing to do, so he’d usually pass it by retreating to the side of the stage to light up a cigarette. Eventually Caitlin came to refer to “Matrimony” as “The Ryan Break,” because there was no telling what he’d do when it came up in the set. Like the night at the Brewery when Ryan decided to take his break offstage and made a move to leave. Unfortunately, he missed the first step, took a spill, and just missed falling on top of a guy in a wheelchair. After standing up and dusting himself off, Ryan continued on over to the Comet Lounge, a dank and black-walled bar next door to the Brewery. 

“I got a couple drinks, a cigarette, ran into somebody I knew, hung out a little,” he told me in 1999. “I thought I’d been gone maybe five minutes, but it was more like fifteen or twenty—and I forgot I was supposed to be onstage. Finally, I walked into the back door of the Brewery, and they’re fuckin’ playin’ an Elvis cover. I’d been gone so long, they played ‘Matrimony,’ one of Steve’s songs, one of Phil’s songs. They’d run out of songs, so they were doing ‘That’s All Right Mama.’ I got a beer and walked up to the stage and yelled, ‘You guys fuckin’ suck!’ Caitlin starts hollering, ‘Ryan! You get back up here!’ I said, ‘You can’t make me!,’ then I went back to the bar and got another beer. Then I went back up, stood there tuning for four or five minutes and finally started up.” 

“There’s nothing more fun than heckling your own band,” he concluded with a satisfied cackle. 

Another memorable train wreck happened in October 1995 back at the Berkeley Café. Whiskeytown took the stage well after midnight in a highly inebriated state and played a wild set for an audience split between the Sadlack’s hippie crowd and members of the local punk cognoscenti. Everybody got along fine except for Ryan and Phil, who concluded the show by taking their mutual antagonism out on Ryan’s guitar. 

Just before walking offstage at the end, Ryan flung his guitar into the crowd. It made a loud and sickening electrical noise when it hit the floor—but that was nothing compared to the sound when Phil jumped off the stage and landed feet-first on the guitar’s body. Jeff Hart was standing nearby and likened the stricken instrument’s dying shriek to “Eugene Chadbourne’s rake caught in a lawn mower” (Chadbourne being the legendarily eccentric outsider-art folk musician from nearby Greensboro). Ryan was out on the club’s patio by then, and Hart brought him the guitar’s remains, which he proceeded to smash on the back steps. 

“Being a guitar fiend, I asked if I could have it,” Hart said in 2011. “I figured I could use some of the parts. For years I had the neck, back of the body, and some of the strings in a bag. I finally threw the hardware away, and I’ve kept what’s left behind my refrigerator. It’s skinny like a boat paddle.” 

Ryan signed the guitar, too: 

You can’t always get what you want, but you can break what you need. 

I am a bastard, David Ryan Adams. 

The second time I interviewed Ryan was the fall of 1995, a few months after that abbreviated first encounter, for a magazine called Huh. In the interim, I’d also written a short piece about Whiskeytown for Billboard, the music-business trade magazine, which used to run paragraph-length blurbs about up-and-coming new acts under the heading “Continental Drift.” In print, I referred to Ryan as “the closest thing the area’s music scene has to a prodigy,” which prompted the editor to ask that I include his age. So I called Sadlack’s looking for Ryan, who wasn’t there that afternoon. But I talked to Skillet, who told me Ryan was twenty years old. Minutes after I’d hung up with Skillet, my phone rang and Ryan was on the line. 

“I know Skillet told you I’m twenty, but I’m really twenty-one,” he said. “Okay?” 

“Um . . . okay,” I said, a bit confused, and we stammered through a little awkward small talk before hanging up. 

So it was that Whiskeytown’s first national press in the summer of 1995 noted Ryan Adams’s age as an alcohol-legal twenty-one years old, even though he wouldn’t actually hit that milestone until November. I’d been clued in about that by the time Ryan and I sat down again, so I asked him why he’d lied about his age. He blushed, just a little. 

“Because,” Ryan said with a sheepish laugh, “I knew that a bunch of record company people would be coming around after that, and I wanted them to buy me drinks. So I needed to be legal in-print.” 

I supposed that made me an accessory to underage drinking. 

Since this second interview happened at Sadlack’s, Skillet was there, too. So was Caitlin, although she didn’t say much, because she was behind the counter working. I had just gotten a finished copy of Faithless Street, Whiskeytown’s first full-length album, and I had all three of them autograph it. Skillet matter-of-factly signed just his first name on the bottom of the front cover, just above the Street part of the album title. With a flourish, Caitlin signed her full name inside right next to the lyrics to “Matrimony.” And Ryan left his signature at the top of the front cover just below Whiskeytown’s name, adding an odd little message in the same childish printed scrawl I always saw him use: 

Signed this for David 

Yes I did 

     Ryan Adams 

That wasn’t all he wrote, either. Possibly remembering the circumstances that cut our first interview short, Ryan brought along a few handwritten quotes he wanted to make sure he got on the record, just in case we were interrupted again. Written on a Rathskeller restaurant receipt (for a Guinness purchased the evening before) and titled “Interview—,” it was a spiel he’d clearly spent some time on, with scratch-outs in more than one place. And it was a charmingly earnest statement of purpose: 

I, and so far as I know, the rest of Whiskey town (excluding Caitlin) are not so much interested in country music as we are in writing songs that have themes blending typical American life with matters of the heart. It really is not in so much as an attempt at country or country rock as it is an attempt at recreating what something in our lives might have felt like, seemed like or looked like. I think this record was an attempt—a lesson if you will at doing this in a studio. It scratched the surface for what we will do later on. 

Unfortunately I think that we have had live shows that weren’t documented in any way that completely dissolved the barriers between us as musicians and us as artists. We don’t always win the ballgame but then again who does. 

This band actually does exactly what I was just discussing when we are all on the spot with each other. There’s something about the way we play when we are under confident that is essential to what we expect from ourselves. Otherwise I think as a band we just end up feeling cheated. You just can’t practice the mistakes that end up making a song timeless. Ask Ray Charles—for that, ask Black Flag. 

I was really glad he let me keep that receipt. 

Ryan was plenty chatty in person, too, and so was Skillet. Most of the conversation centered on the recording of Faithless Street. They had cut it in a whirlwind (and well-oiled) summer week at a studio out in the country near the town of Apex, west of Raleigh, working in a converted barn aptly named the Funny Farm. And for all the progress Whiskeytown had made in a few short months, they were still raw rookies when it came to recording in a studio. 

“We were nervous, not knowing what to do,” Skillet said. “We didn’t have any sort of plan going in, and the guy who recorded us was drunk half the time. Plus I had to fire Ryan halfway through.” 

“Yeah,” Ryan said, “I forgot to get some other people to cover my shift.” 

At that point, I remember Skillet reaching over to give Ryan a playful shove. Everyone laughed. 

This interview happened not long after Whiskeytown’s guitar-shredding show at the Berkeley (“I hated that guitar. That’s why I smashed it,” Ryan said by way of explanation), which only added to the band’s growing reputation for drunken on-stage entropy. And yet Faithless Street was strangely, unexpectedly quiet. Thanks to Ryan’s seething emotions and the subject matter—mostly the aftermath of doomed young romance, depicted with shattering intensity—the album wasn’t at all mellow. But the overall tone was surprisingly subdued, with rockers outnumbered by more measured, down-tempo songs. 

“I can’t explain how it came out that way,” Ryan said. “The songs that session just became what they wanted to, like they always do. Live, we just try to get the songs to the point where they ought to be and doors start to open, suck you in. Sometimes, they’re quiet one night and louder the next. I definitely think the next record will be real satisfying. We just scratched the surface this time. Next time, we’ll really dive in. We understand the process better, and the sound is getting wider. The band is taking on more of an identity. 

“I want to do some writing on the road, too,” he added. “Maybe being in Kentucky broken down at a gas station would be good—actually getting to see stuff I’ve been writing about without seeing it. I haven’t been outside of North Carolina much. Never been to the Midwest, and the first time I was in New York City was when we played up there recently.” 

One of those outnumbered rockers on Faithless Street was a furious Stones-style raveup called “Revenge,” which Ryan called “a chance to dislike somebody on-record” and likened to his Patty Duke kiss-off “Bastards I Used to Know.” But “Revenge” felt separate from the rest of the album’s strum and twang, especially because it was a hidden bonus song tacked onto the end of track 12. Long on dirty-guitar snarl, “Revenge” was convincing enough to confuse people as to whether this was a rock band or a country band. Even though he was on-record calling Whiskeytown “this damn country band,” Ryan didn’t seem interested in the category. He was, however, happy to join in on the growing debate about the “authenticity” of alternative country. 

“Personally, I don’t consider Whiskeytown a country band,” he said. “More than country, we’re interested in American music. I do love to listen to country, but I can’t play straight country like a lot of the old heroes. My grandma would listen to the Grand Ole Opry on RNS. With me, it was Hee Haw, Dukes of Hazzard, and General Hospital.” 

We also talked about my favorite song on Faithless Street, the lead-off track “Midway Park”—named after that military housing development down in Jacksonville. With its mysterious lyrics about graves, feathers, beads, pillars, and darkness, it almost sounded like the product of a visionary fever dream. But “Midway Park” was less abstract and more straightforwardly autobiographical. Ryan said he’d written it about an old girlfriend who gave him a necklace that broke when he was running to answer a phone call from her, sending beads everywhere. So Ryan gathered up all the pieces, took them to a graveyard, hid them under a stone, and wrote a song about it. As a postscript, Ryan said, he’d woken up one recent morning to discover that girl in his room watching him sleep. 

“I was totally hung over and we hadn’t seen each other in three years,” he said. “I just pulled the covers over my head and asked her to leave. This person I was totally in love with showing up after three years, it was just too much.” “Midway Park” sounds a beguiling opening note to Faithless Street. It commences with a hypnotic guitar riff (a kissing cousin to “Lonely Is as Lonely Does,” the 1984 ballad by Whiskeytown’s fellow North Carolinians the dB’s), counterpointed by Skillet’s easy-riding cymbal and Caitlin’s plucked fiddle strings. And Ryan’s vocal goes for the throat, conveying just the right edge of pleading desperation as he steps to the microphone to croon an opening line hinting at galaxies of open-ended possibility: 

I’ll ride with you tonight, I’ll ride forever . . . 

Line by line, the focus sharpens. That gentle cymbal builds up to a forceful backbeat, and the guitars ramp up to something resembling a snarl, goading Ryan from a croon on up to a holler. But as the sound gets more intense, Ryan’s words grow more thoughtful with wordplay contrasting the dual meanings of the verb “lie”—to tell untruths, or to repose? It means one or the other in different parts of the song, and both at the end. On the outro, Ryan’s doubled voice says “we’ll lie” and “tell a lie” simultaneously. 

My first hearing of “Midway Park” on an advance-copy cassette tape left me awestruck at its simple beauty and plainspoken elegance, every piece a perfect fit. Rough as it was, it still had nary a note out of place. So I rewound that sucker and played it again, and again. Once I finally let the tape play past “Midway Park,” the rest of the album was just as impressive. Faithless Street showed remarkable maturity and sophistication, especially given the chaotic circumstances of its recording. Phil Wandscher told an amazing and very possibly exaggerated story about what it took to get the basic tracks into releasable shape. 

“The guy we recorded it with was supposed to mix it, but he wasn’t getting it done,” Wandscher said in 2011. “We basically had to go steal the tapes because the dude was so strung out. He started getting really weird about things. There was a little buzz locally and maybe he felt like he could milk more out of it. So Skillet and Ryan went over there when he was nodded out, found the tapes, and heisted them. Then I had to lock myself in a studio for a solid week, not even mixing but fixing all these problems so it could sound like a record. The drums were out of phase and shit was all fucked up.” 

Postproduction was more like damage control than conventional mixing and mastering, and it’s certainly true that Faithless Street will never win any technical awards for its fidelity. As is often the case with music recorded on the cheap, too much of its sound is compressed into the midrange frequencies, forcing the other instruments to battle it out with the guitars. Ryan and Phil’s guitar parts almost completely overwhelm the lower-end frequencies, especially Steve Grothmann’s bass. Faithless Street would eventually get a significant upgrade on a reissued version that came out in 1998, featuring extensive remixing by Chris Stamey and Tim Harper. 

But even in its raw state without any sonic tweaking, the original low-fidelity version of Faithless Street was a stunning, exquisite debut album that caught ears far beyond the Triangle. Rough edges and all, it announced Whiskeytown as one of the best new bands in America when it was officially released in early 1996—and catapulted the group to the top of the alternative-country class. 

After the introductory tone-setting bow of “Midway Park,” the second song on Faithless Street establishes Whiskeytown’s honky-tonk bona fides. The original quintet never sounded more ragged-but-right than on the first fifteen seconds of “Drank Like a River,” interlocking a stomp-along drumbeat with churning guitars and Cary’s airy fiddle hovering like a carrion bird circling overhead, drawing a bead on this song’s protagonist. “Drank Like a River” is country and punk in equal measure, drawing the second part of that equation from Ryan’s squalling lead vocal. He sounds like he’s on the business end of a crushing morning-after hangover as he describes an unfortunate soul whose life got wrecked by his darlin’, and so he tries to drink the pain away. Whiskey river take my mind, indeed. 

It gets even more countrified on track 3, “Too Drunk to Dream,” thanks to a terrific pedal steel lead. Chris Riser had departed Whiskeytown’s lineup by then, leaving local session man Bob Rickers to fill in. Rickers is the unsung hero of Faithless Street, adding superb and just-right decorative flourishes throughout. But his playing is especially fine on “Too Drunk to Dream,” which he takes straight to Bakersfield, California. As for Ryan, he sings in an angelic Gram Parsons croon worlds away from the previous song’s exhausted rasp. If “Drank Like a River” could’ve been the Replacements on a honky-tonk bender, it’s easy to imagine George Jones singing “Too Drunk to Dream.” 

Phil steps in as lead singer on “What May Seem Like Love,” a withering kiss-off that benefits from another stellar steel guitar part. It’s more notable for some of the poison-pen lines than the vocal performance, although Wandscher’s deadpan voice effectively conveys the angry frustration of the lyrics. Phil returns toward the end of the album as lead voice on “Top Dollar,” the penultimate track, on which he gives his Keith Richards tendencies full sway. 

Caitlin’s fiddle is the star of the title track, “Faithless Street,” a renamed version of “Angels Are Messengers from God.” At that time, Faithless Street was Chamberlain Street in Raleigh, where Ryan lived in a rental house just up Hillsborough from Sadlack’s. Dressed up with some very fine pedal steel weepiness, this is better-realized than the version that appeared on Whiskeytown’s debut mini-album. The tempo is a bit more deliberate, proceeding as a waltz driven by Caitlin’s Irish-sounding fiddle. 

By all rights, the following “Mining Town” is a song that should not work. The lyrics represent Ryan at his most imaginatively self-conscious, describing a played-out gold rush town straight out of some period Western along the lines of Paint Your Wagon. Ryan plays a clipped acoustic-guitar strum that lopes along at an easygoing pace, with a few unexpected accents to underscore the song’s sense of uncertainty. He sings in an exaggerated, crooning drawl—“Maybe Iiiiiiii’m comin’ for you toniiiiiight”—that sounds like it would be right in Jimmie Dale Gilmore’s strike zone. Onstage, however, Whiskeytown used to rock this one up to the point where it almost sounded like heavy metal. 

“If He Can’t Have You” begins with a sparkling guitar riff that shines like a diamond. Ryan has said that this song was copped from Patty Duke Syndrome, and the guitar riff does echo a number of Patty Duke songs (“What’s Your Name?” and “Super Song,” among others). Phil dirties it up with a fiery guitar lead, while Ryan’s vocal describes the feelings of trying to reconcile an awkward breakup that leaves former lovers tripping over each other around a too-small town. In contrast to the prettiness of that opening riff, Ryan’s voice sounds angry, raw, and worn-out. 

But that’s nothing compared to the next song, “Black Arrow, Bleeding Heart”—a song Ryan played that first night I saw him and introduced as “a song about what happens.” And it sounds almost delicate, even as the lyrics paint a picture of stalkerish obsession. Quiet piano and Rickers’s Greek-chorus pedal steel swoops serve as adornments—and while the lyrics open with the image of throwing rocks at a window, it sounds more like what you’d feel after throwing bricks at a mirror. 

Then comes Caitlin’s big star turn on “Matrimony.” Over the years, Caitlin has taken pains to downplay the autobiographical aspects of this song. But she did write it at a time when she was very much soured on love. 

“‘Matrimony’ was sort of about me at that moment,” Cary said in 2002. “I’ve always said that one is not about my parents, it’s probably about me. For a good many years, I thought [marrying] was something I’d never do. I went through a really bruising breakup in Texas, had three or four years of hating men and hating the idea of relationships. ‘Matrimony’ was written during that time. It’s funny how many people have come up to me over the years to say that ‘Matrimony’ got them through a breakup—‘I love that song, I just got divorced from a total bastard and that song really carried me through it.’” 

Deriding married life as “misery, simply a faster way to die,” Cary sings in a straightforward and defiant voice (in waltz time), telling her story in curiously formal language that hints at no inclination to change her mind. But eventually, she did change her mind. Caitlin and Skillet were engaged by the time Whiskeytown played one of their last-ever shows, on New Year’s Eve as 1999 turned into 2000 at Cat’s Cradle. Ryan marked the occasion by serenading the happy couple with what he called “my own personal version of ‘Matrimony,’” which he sang in his best over-the-top Mick Jagger impression. 

“Alanis Morissette is not ironic,” Ryan said by way of introduction that night. “This is ironic.” 

Back on Faithless Street, meanwhile, Ryan returned to sing lead on “Hard Luck Story,” which is less a song than a tongue-in-cheek writing exercise. The lyrics break out almost every country cliché ever set to music in its two minutes—truckers, buckets full o’ tears, fickle hearts, bad moons risin’, drinkin’, cussin’, fightin’ in bars. Ryan claimed he jotted down the lyrics to “Hard Luck Story” on a pizza box during a spare twenty minutes of the Faithless Street sessions, and the song sounds like that in the best possible way. On a very heavy album, “Hard Luck Story” provides a much-needed dose of levity. It’s also Ryan’s most relaxed Faithless Street vocal, with Caitlin’s harmony vocal interjecting both sass and class. 

After Phil’s “Top Dollar,” the last “official” song on Faithless Street is “Oklahoma,” a song originally recorded during the Angels mini-album sessions. It has the alternative-rock era’s loud-chorus/quiet-verse dynamic down pat and it’s fine, though no great shakes (especially compared with the album’s opening stretch). “Revenge,” the unlisted hidden bonus song, would have made a better hard-rocking closer. Not surprisingly, “Oklahoma” would be the one Faithless Street song to be left off the 1998 reissued version. 

The reissue also added a few outtakes from the Funny Farm sessions: “Desperate Ain’t Lonely,” a new version of “Tennessee Square,” “Excuse Me While I Break My Own Heart Tonight,” and “Lo-Fi Tennessee Mountain Angel.” Parenthetically subtitled “(for Kathy Poindexter),” that last song paid tribute to the lead singer of local punk band Picasso Trigger, with lyrics that described wanting to sing country despite being in a punk-rock band. Poindexter had written a song of the same name about Dolly Parton, and Ryan decided she deserved her own version. So he wrote it. The recorded version is acoustic and quiet. Onstage, however, Whiskeytown usually played “Angel” at maximum blare, with Ryan singing at a flat-out scream. 

Funny thing, years later Kathy Poindexter wound up leading a country band called Death and Taxes. 


Chapter Six 

Once Faithless Street went into nationwide release in early 1996, things started to happen very fast. Ryan had been right about major-label interest once word about Whiskeytown got out beyond Raleigh, and Faithless Street was a wonderful calling card. But not everyone in town was thrilled about Whiskeytown’s rising fortunes. 

“To me, Ryan was always most notable because he really, really, really wanted to be a ‘rock star’ and I didn’t know very many people in the Raleigh scene who did,” Dana Kletter said in 2011. “To those of us who’d been there a while, that would be an unseemly thing to have people know about you. It was just so anti-Raleigh, not like the way people were there. His ambition marked him. One time Ryan came striding into the Rockford with that Keith Richards hairdo he was sporting for a while, a lot of rings, his whole rocker costume. He sat down and declared, ‘Well, I’ve decided to do it. I don’t care if they fuck me over, I’m gonna go for it and sign a big record deal.’ I was, ‘Great,’ and then he declared, ‘The reason you’re not doing what you want to do is you’re so fearful.’ That was the sort of thing my irritating little surfer brother says to me, and I was also about to sign another deal with Rykodisc, so as usual he had no idea what he was talking about. I told him that and he said, ‘You think I’m stupid.’ ‘No, Ryan, I know exactly how clever you are and that you’re willing to do anything, which is the problem. You’re not a bad musician, I’m just uncomfortable with the person you are and I’m not like you.’ He said, ‘Whatever.’” 

Clashing worldviews and jealousies aside, Whiskeytown’s potential move to a major label raised another issue in that the band was already under contract to a label. But Mood Food was small, while Whiskeytown’s potential was large. It was obvious that a big label was going to buy out Mood Food and take Whiskeytown up to the big leagues. Signs pointed toward that happening at South By Southwest, the annual industry convention in Austin, Texas. 

But South By Southwest wouldn’t happen until March, and Whiskeytown weren’t playing live much, because Caitlin Cary and Steve Grothmann were busy with school that semester. Give Ryan Adams a spare couple of months and he’s liable to start a new band. And that is precisely what he did in early 1996, forming a short-lived ensemble called Freight Whaler. The ever-loyal Skillet Gilmore was on drums, with two members of the band Ithica Gin—guitarist Sloane Doggett and bassist Chris Laney—plus pedal steel guitarist Nicholas Petti, who had replaced Chris Riser in Whiskeytown by then. Freight Whaler were more of a standard roots-rock outfit than Whiskeytown, and they mostly served to muddy the waters for a brief time as to which band Ryan was really in. 

My most vivid memory of the group was seeing a show where Ryan cryptically announced after each song, “Freight Whaler pushes the rock envelope!” It was good, though far from envelope-pushing. But as with all of Ryan’s endeavors, Freight Whaler began with much promise. Laney still remembers the initial band meeting to talk things out, when Ryan could not sit still. 

“He was literally standing on top of the couch while we were getting to know one another,” Laney said in 2011. “Sloane compared Ryan to Peter Pan afterward. It was almost more literal than the classic ‘Peter Pan Syndrome’—the way he’d float around the room literally climbing on things. He was just so excited, and his excitement for music was monstrous. When he’d talk about it, he just couldn’t contain himself. He’d be coming out of his skin.” 

Even though there wasn’t a liquor reference in the name, Freight Whaler were just as alcohol-intensive an experience as Whiskeytown. Wes Lachot, who produced a Freight Whaler recording session, recalled that Ryan’s in-the-studio methodology was to do a few takes and then “get drunk and listen to them to see if they sounded any good.” Things played out similarly onstage, such as a disastrous February 1996 show in Chapel Hill. Freight Whaler were opening for the Scud Mountain Boys, a Massachusetts band that was one of Laney’s all-time favorites. 

“Ryan was going through some stuff,” Laney said. “A&M Records was interested in him and didn’t seem to know if Whiskeytown or Freight Whaler was his band. Ryan was in a weird state with his girlfriend, and A&M had sent this girl to chase him around, too. All kinds of stuff was going on, extracurricular activities, and Ryan got inebriated. He’d sometimes do this high-pitched Prince vocal thing, and he did that. And there we were, playing for this enormous band to us, and he fell back into the drums. Knocked them over. ‘Oh my God, are you serious?!’ But he jumped right back up and we all helped get the drums back in place.” 

Freight Whaler’s recording session was a one-day affair in the dead of winter. Skillet made it through even though he was nursing a broken collarbone, sustained while falling off a skateboard onto ice (in an act of pity, Lachot gave the chronically broke Gilmore fifty dollars afterward so he could go to a doctor). While those recordings have never been released, the Freight Whaler song “Bar Lights” would later be the final track on Whiskeytown’s last album—but that was a few years down the line. Soon enough, Freight Whaler were mothballed, and Ryan went back to concentrating on Whiskeytown. 

With record labels starting to sniff around, Whiskeytown needed a manager. That’s when Jenni Sperandeo entered the picture, by way of the Replacements—the lovably scruffy band from Minneapolis that changed many lives during the 1980s, including Sperandeo’s. She was studying prelaw at Michigan State University when she first heard the Replacements, who inspired her to start working at the college radio station. 

After graduating in 1992, Sperandeo started an independent radio promotion company called Jackknife with a focus on alternative-country bands, which put her in touch with bands, radio stations, and record labels. She was also a regular on the No Depression Folder. And when No Depression started up in 1995, Sperandeo was the magazine’s first advertising director, because she knew pretty much everybody in the alternative-country world. Then Whiskeytown entered her field of vision and pushed all the same buttons the Replacements had. Ryan asked her to manage the band, and, with some hesitancy, Sperandeo gave up selling ads for No Depression and agreed to take on the band. Overseeing Whiskeytown’s affairs was to be a wild experience, but Sperandeo and her managing partner Chris Roldan had an appropriately jaded perspective on it. 

“Ryan was definitely dialed into The Myth at all times,” Sperandeo said in 2011. “It sprung from his own head, fully formed. Even when Ryan was Mr. Drinker and doing a lot of drugs, it didn’t worry me as much as it should have, because I was young and stupid and really into the band. But at the end of the day, Chris and I would look at each other and say, ‘Anybody who spends his own money to have his teeth capped is not gonna kill themselves.’” 

South By Southwest 1996 would be alternative country’s big moment of promise, and Whiskeytown were just one of several insurgent-country acts who came to town as the object of major buzz. Another was from right up the road in Dallas, the Old 97’s. Whiskeytown and Old 97’s were booked onto the same South By Southwest showcase bill at a downtown Austin club called the Split Rail. Numerous major-label representatives were there to see what all the fuss was about. 

Rob Miller already knew all about the fuss, but he was at the Split Rail anyway. Miller co-owned a Chicago-based independent label called Bloodshot Records, which started up in 1994 and had been happily putting out records by bands that were under the major-label radar—Old 97’s among them. That spring, however, the mainstream was suddenly interested in his label’s wares. Most people in the music industry would find that encouraging, but Miller was unnerved. 

“We’d started this stupid little label to do this goofball music, and the next thing we know there’s a line down the block and people are telling us we’re the next Sub Pop Records,” Miller said in 2011. “I was scared to death. And that night at South By Southwest, between nerves and tequila, I was in various stages of sickness in the bathroom. Rhett Miller from the 97’s comes in and says, ‘Hey, you should meet this guy.’ And it was Ryan, who was also in various stages of being sick in the stall next to me. So that’s how we met.” 

Ryan was stricken with nauseated stage fright that night for several reasons, one being all the record-label types eager to buy him drinks. But there was something else, too. As Nicholas Petti recounted between gales of laughter, a girl had shown up backstage wearing a Whiskeytown T-shirt she made herself. And she approached Ryan to let him know that her fandom knew no bounds. 

“This girl comes up to Ryan and says, ‘Your voice makes me wet,’” Petti said, then promptly doubled over with laughter again. 

Ryan disappeared back into the band’s van alone, and there was some doubt as to whether or not he would come out in time for that night’s performance—or ever again. And so the band called in a few familiar faces from back home, including “Grog” (Greg Mosorjak), who booked Raleigh’s Brewery nightclub and was in Austin for the conference. 

“That girl just freaked Ryan out so much he would not go onstage,” Grog said in 2011. “Skillet told me, ‘Ryan’s not even gonna get out of the van.’ He was rolled up into a ball in the back. So I went into the van to talk to Ryan. It took everybody to talk him out and onto the stage.” 

Ultimately, Ryan did come out and the show went on, although he was visibly terrified. Once onstage, however, he delivered. Whiskeytown’s ten-song set began with “Drank Like a River” and ended with “If He Can’t Have You,” pounded out as a loud, jaggedy stomp. Ryan had problems keeping his guitar strap on, and at one point his microphone came loose from the stand and was just hanging there. So he kind of crouched and leaned over as he sang and played, determined not to stop. Somehow, he didn’t miss a beat. 

Though sloppy, Whiskeytown’s set got the job done: Every label representative in the room wanted to sign the band. Ryan retreated back out to the van afterward, as label recruiters swarmed around pressing business cards onto the windshield. I tried to get a word with Ryan later in the evening, after the crush subsided and he reemerged, only to discover him deep in conversation with a gaggle of wide-eyed young female admirers. I couldn’t swear to it, but I think the girl with the homemade T-shirt was one of them. 

Ryan and I exchanged waves, and I left him to it. 

A number of labels came courting Whiskeytown that spring, but two primary suitors quickly emerged. There was the aforementioned A&M Records, one of the most respected boutique labels in the business—recording home of everyone from Seattle grunge band Soundgarden to the iconic ’60s-vintage “Ameriachi” trumpeter Herb Alpert (the “A” in the label’s name). Debbie Southwood-Smith was A&M’s representative on the case, and she had a big credibility chip sure to impress Ryan: She had signed Uncle Tupelo to Rockville Records some years before. Southwood-Smith also had an assistant at A&M, Amy Lombardi, who would soon figure very prominently into Ryan’s story. 

The other major contender was Outpost Records, a label I’d never heard of until a Saturday afternoon not long after South By Southwest. My phone rang and it was Mark Williams, one of Outpost’s owner-founders. He had missed Whiskeytown in Austin, but after hearing the buzz and the record he flew into Raleigh to see the band. Whiskeytown were playing that day at an outdoor festival out in the country somewhere, and Mark called to ask for directions. The festival was a hippie-rock kind of event and not Ryan’s scene at all; I remember telling Mark that this would not be optimal conditions for his first Whiskeytown experience. But he didn’t care. 

“It was a mess, but that didn’t matter,” Williams said in 2010. “I’d already heard Faithless Street so I knew they could write, and Ryan and Caitlin had something. So they could’ve played in front of a disco ball and it wouldn’t have mattered. I saw them do worse shows later, but they stumbled through it.” 

Outpost was a joint venture among Williams, Andy Gershon, and Scott Litt, who collectively had label, management, and production experience with acts ranging from R.E.M. to Camper Van Beethoven, Smashing Pumpkins, and Nirvana. Williams’s initial tip about Whiskeytown came from Chris Stamey, whose old North Carolina band the dB’s Litt had produced in the early 1980s. And once Williams heard Faithless Street, the hook was set. Outpost had backing from Geffen Records, then awash in cash from Nirvana and Guns N’ Roses, so the label could offer as much promotion, distribution, and money as any in the industry. 

Good thing, too, because Whiskeytown and Mood Food were well and truly over each other by then. Frustrated at being signed to a label too small to take advantage of his band’s buzz, Ryan began referring to Mood Food as “Doom Doof” and repeatedly bad-mouthing Kurt Underhill. Kurt had just as many not-so-nice things to say about Ryan, too. Despite the growing antagonism, however, Whiskeytown were still under contract, and whoever took the band on was going to have to write Underhill a sizable check. 

As labels started circling around, there was some talk of Ryan signing as a solo act, without the band. Several labels, including A&M, were interested in going that direction. As much as I loved Whiskeytown’s barely controlled chaos, there were times when I thought that Ryan going solo might not be such a bad idea—especially after an afternoon I spent at Ryan’s rather squalid “Faithless Street” quarters on Chamberlain Street. 

He’d invited me over to hear some of his new songs, and it was an eye-opening couple of hours. He played a few on acoustic guitar, but most of them were on cassette tapes. As they played, he filled in all the other parts by mimicking the sounds of drums, electric guitars, even Caitlin’s fiddle. Bobby McFerrin had nothing on Ryan in the vocal-sound-effects department. I remember telling a friend that the experience was what it must have been like to go over to Paul Westerberg’s house in the spring of 1984 to hear the songs that later became the Replacements’ Let It Be. 

As great as those songs Ryan played that day were, I don’t remember any of them turning up on records afterward, except for one. Ryan played a full-band version of “I Hope It Rains at My Funeral” that Whiskeytown had just recorded, which would surface two years later on the Tom T. Hall tribute album Real. It was quite good; and yet it still wasn’t nearly as good as what Ryan had been doing all by himself that day. And I remember thinking: 

“What does he need a band for?” 

In the music industry’s good old days, when labels had stupid amounts of money to throw around, bidding wars could go on for long stretches of time. Whiskeytown’s courtship lasted through the summer of 1996, and it involved much wining, dining, and whining across the country. Stephen Judge was managing Athenaeum by then, and he was in New York City when he bumped into Ryan—who told him about getting up and walking out of a meeting with one label as a sort of punk-rock gesture. And Nan Warshaw, Rob Miller’s Bloodshot Records co-owner, tells a story about something similar happening when she tagged along for dinner with a label executive in Chicago. 

“We went to this Thai place and I remember Caitlin was trying to have a sensible conversation,” Warshaw said in 2011. “But Ryan was rolling his eyes and not paying attention. This woman had just flown in from L.A., very bubbly and enthusiastic, and she said, ‘We want to make you the next Offspring.’ And Ryan got up and walked out. So I got a free meal out of it, but I’m not sure it was worth the company.” 

Things were finally coming together that September at the annual College Music Journal convention in New York, where the band members were entertaining offers. They’d just about decided on Outpost, when word came of trouble back home: A hurricane had hit Raleigh. Most hurricanes aren’t much more than rainstorms by the time they get a hundred miles inland to the Triangle. But Hurricane Fran reached Raleigh with hurricane-force winds, tearing up wide swaths of the city. Skillet, Caitlin, and Steve headed back immediately. But Ryan and Phil stayed in New York and couch-surfed, staying at the apartments of label employees who were trying to sign them. 

After about a week of this, Whiskeytown’s lawyer Josh Grier told Ryan and Phil that they had to get out of town and go home. They were broke, of course, so Grier gave them money for train fare—which they promptly went out and spent on a bender. It was just as well that their hangovers kept them asleep past the departure time, since they had no money left for train tickets anyway. 

They were, Wandscher later said, “living the life of rock ’n’ roll retards.” But the rest of the band weren’t, a schism that became apparent after Ryan and Phil finally made their way back home to Raleigh. Three-fifths of Whiskeytown—Skillet, Caitlin, and Steve—abruptly quit the band on the eve of signing a record deal, throwing the band into chaos. Then, at about the same time, Ryan’s girlfriend Melanie Bryan (cocredited for photography and design on the Faithless Street album package) broke up with him. It was all too much for Ryan, who promptly fled town. 

“Ryan freaked out, disappeared back to Jacksonville, and nobody knew how to get in touch with him,” Wandscher said in 2011. “I had to go down there, find him, and talk some sense into him. Debbie Southwood-Smith from A&M was visiting him down there, whispering in his ear and trying to sign him as a solo act. So I went down there and told him, ‘We started this thing and we’re so close to it coming to fruition. Stick with the band, because you need it. We’re in this together. Let’s try to do what we started off to do.’” 

Ultimately, Ryan came back to Raleigh and they signed with Outpost. The deal involved Outpost paying Kurt Underhill a hefty sum—$200,000, according to Mark Williams—plus conceding rights to release a collection of Whiskeytown tracks from the vaults. Meanwhile, a new Whiskeytown lineup began to come together. But the process took a while, and there were a nebulous couple of months after the band disappeared. 

“There have, um, been some lineup changes,” comanager Chris Roldan understated in an interview we had that November. “As far as we know, Whiskeytown still exists unless they’ve changed the name—which might actually be an issue, but I can’t go into that right now. So, I don’t know. It changes every day and every time I say something, it turns out different. I can say that Whiskeytown does still exist. Maybe not in the same form as before, but it does. I just tell people, ‘Call me tomorrow and I’ll tell you’—and the next day, I tell them the same thing. Yes, we like the spontaneity of Whiskeytown.” 

Eventually, the reconstituted Whiskeytown included Caitlin back in the group alongside Ryan and Phil. But the rhythm section was different, with the addition of drummer Steve Terry and bassist Jeff Rice. Terry had been playing in another band in Raleigh, The Lie, and tending bar at the Comet Lounge, while Jeff Rice was the younger brother of Backsliders guitarist Brad Rice. Together, they gave Whiskeytown more of a straight-ahead hard-rock whomp. 

As for the departed, Steve Grothmann went on to play in the Tonebenders, Countdown Quartet, and 6 String Drag’s horn section, which took him all over. Skillet didn’t go far, though. He stayed within the Whiskeytown orbit as sometime road manager, and he would be in and out of the drummer’s chair for various tours during the rest of the band’s existence. 

A couple of rehearsals later, the new lineup was set to go. As 1997 dawned, it was time for Whiskeytown to make The Big Record. 


Chapter Seven 

Most Whiskeytown shows involved wildly unpredictable swings between tight and train-wrecky; but every now and then, they’d play one that was Capital-T Tight all the way. My favorite of those happened May 18, 1997, at a restaurant in downtown Raleigh’s warehouse district called Humble Pie. 

The show was hastily arranged to accommodate No Depression coeditor Peter Blackstock, in town to interview Whiskeytown for the band’s cover story in the magazine. And it was phenomenal, a long and well-behaved marathon that showed just how orderly a place Planet Whiskeytown could be when Ryan was in the mood for it. Former members Steve Grothmann and Skillet Gilmore were both there and sat in on various songs, and the band pretty much played every song in the repertoire. Of all the Whiskeytown shows I wish were recorded, this one tops the list. 

“Man,” a friend remarked afterward, “that felt like seeing the Beatles at the Cavern Club.” 

Such a comparison didn’t even seem overblown in those heady days. The spring of 1997 was a tremendously optimistic time for the Triangle music community, because that was when those “next Seattle” predictions belatedly came true in some wonderful and weirdly unexpected ways. Corrosion of Conformity, the pioneering speed-metal band from Raleigh that had been plying the underground for fifteen years, somehow picked up a nomination for a Grammy Award, which seemed far-fetched. Chapel Hill’s Ben Folds Five had a slowly building breakthrough hit single (“Brick,” an autobiographical song about an abortion) that would explode by the end of the year and get the piano-pop trio the first Saturday Night Live slot in local-music history, which seemed improbable. And Squirrel Nut Zippers—a jazz band composed of slumming punk musicians from various Chapel Hill bands—were already gold going on platinum thanks to an MTV hit called “Hell,” which seemed completely insane. 

There was even something like optimism afoot in the nation and culture at large in the mid-1990s, a time when the “morning in America” invoked by Ronald Reagan a decade earlier seemed like it might be coming true. Of course, another few years would bring on the dot.com crash, a wave of hideous teen pop, and eventually American Idol and Clay Aiken. But in 1997, the US economy was the healthiest it had been (or would be) for a generation, work was plentiful, and the mainstream still had room for the occasional Green Day, Beck, or Sheryl Crow to slip through. 

It was easy to imagine Whiskeytown joining their ranks with Strangers Almanac, set to be released by Outpost in July. Not long before that Humble Pie show, an advance copy of the album arrived in the mail with a handwritten note from Jenni Sperandeo: “Babe: Hang on! Here we go!” Ryan and I sat down to do another interview around the time of that Humble Pie show, for a couple of Whiskeytown stories I was working on (one feature for the News & Observer and another for Billboard magazine). We met next door to the Brewery at the Comet Lounge, one of Ryan’s favorite bars in Raleigh and a place he namechecked in the Strangers Almanac song “Yesterday’s News.” But he wasn’t too thrilled with the Comet’s liquid offerings that night, based on how he signed my copy of the album: 

This Long Island ice tea is probably a Los Angeles Ice Tea—Too much Coke not enough vodka—See you at the rock thing—David Ryan Adams 

Even by his own lofty interview-ninja standards, Ryan was in rare form that night, as quotable and cocky as ever, and also of a mind to settle a few scores on the eve of his first major-label album’s release. Not even an unauthorized release—Rural Free Delivery, consisting of all eight tracks from the 1994 Greg Elkins sessions that had yielded the Angels mini-album, just out on Mood Food Records as the price of letting Whiskeytown go to Outpost—could put a dent in his mood. So I told the bartender to keep the drinks coming, wound Ryan up, and turned him loose. I just tried to keep up. 

“At first, I was kind of upset that we made a ‘big’ record,” Ryan said. “But y’know, you’ve got to get big before you can be Keith Richards. So we just decided to get it out of the way, just deliver the goods. I think, because of my age, some people will think this record is a smart kid just making stuff up. But it’s not that at all. Some people will like this record and get it—at least I hope they will. It will talk to people, I think. It’s not a record where we segregated our audience or ourselves at all into corners.” 

Here he paused to take a breath, and a drink. 

“We, um, just went out back and took a leak with it,” he finally said, cracking a smile. 

I knew another subject sure to get Ryan going, the silly and increasingly shrill debate about whether or not alternative country represented “real” country. For all the commercial potential that Whiskeytown represented, alternative country was still selling just a fraction of what mainstream country’s hat acts were doing. And Nashville was unimpressed with this new wave of bands, as evinced by a withering, pompous essay in the Journal of Country Music. “No Depression, Any Country?,” the piece asked, singling out Whiskeytown for particularly harsh criticism based on a couple of Faithless Street songs: 

What’s troubling is the band’s annoying ironic distance from its material, a sense of play-acting that seems more condescending than good-humored. “I’m a fast-talking, hell-raising son of a bitch,” crows a Whiskeytowner in “Hard Luck Story,” swearing with about as much authority as a deacon tipsy on fruit punch. Now, if the singer sang these words over a crunching AC/DC metal riff, he knows he’d sound like some chestbeating dork. Instead, by drawling them over some twangy music in a sing-songy Buck Owens voice, he can poke fun at the character in the song while making sure no one thinks he’s singing about himself. Most importantly, he still gets to say, “I’m a fast-talking, hell-raising son of a bitch.” 

Another essay on slate.com echoed this criticism, citing Whiskeytown as one of several bands that “use country as a shock device, a flash of bad taste, and seem to view the genre as an oppressive religion.” This was reminiscent of a story Roger McGuinn has told about visiting a country radio station after the Byrds’ Sweetheart of the Rodeo was released, and seeing what someone had written on the album cover: “Do not play. This is not country music.” McGuinn was hurt by that. But Ryan seemed more pissed off about getting called out. 

“We are not a country band and never said we were, not even when we had a full-time pedal steel player,” Ryan said with some heat. “We just play what sounds good to us, and we’re already from North Carolina. I lost my accent from growing up near a military school with ten different ethnic groups. So I could give a fuck about being a country band, I just want to be a good band. When people associate us with Uncle Tupelo or Gram Parsons, we never asked for any of that or ‘proclaimed’ it. We just play what sounds good to us and I could give a fuck about being a country band.” 

Actually, Whiskeytown did proclaim that—on-record, no less. Ryan gave a dismissive wave at the mention of his song about this damn country band he started. 

“My fascination with country music is my business,” he said. “When I write songs, I write what I’m feeling as opposed to following some curriculum, unlike some bands. Like those fuckin’ Old 97’s. I can’t stand frat boys, whether or not they’re from Texas.” 

Ah, the Old 97’s, Ryan’s latest target for invective. Whiskeytown had spent that spring on the road with the Old 97’s as part of the No Depression tour—which kicked off at South By Southwest with a memorably sloppy show in which Ryan destroyed yet another guitar at the end of “Faithless Street.” Sponsored by the magazine, the No Depression tour also featured the Pickets and Hazeldine on fourteen dates across America. The Old 97’s, who also had their first major-label album coming out that summer, got the tour’s headline slot. And even though they’d been friendly with Whiskeytown before that, afterward Ryan went out of his way to talk smack about the Old 97’s every chance he got. 

According to Old 97’s frontman Rhett Miller, however, it was all just an act for the cameras. 

“In Nashville at the end of the tour, Ryan got very drunk and came to me and said, ‘I think we should have a feud,’” Miller said in 2011. “‘You know, like the Beatles and the Stones. It’d be good for both our careers.’ I was kinda taken aback and said, ‘That sounds like no fun at all, I want no part of it—but I call the Beatles.’ Well, Ryan took that and ran with it. Over the next year, I kept reading and hearing from people at random shows how he’d been trashing me.” 

This happened enough that Miller eventually felt compelled to post a response on his band’s Web page in February 1998: 

We’re pretty tired of hearing what that little turd Ryan says about us, but you know what? He never has said anything to our face. As a matter of fact, last summer, when we fronted him out in Chapel Hill he weaseled out and lied that he hadn’t ever said anything bad about us. The whole “argument” is pretty ridiculous since it only consists of Ryan pathetically standing on stage saying naughty things about us. I really haven’t figured out what his agenda is. Sometimes I think it bums him out that we have a real band and we’re all real friends, and he’s just some drunk, lonely, Paul Westerburg [sic] wannabe. Whatever. 

Some years later, Miller said, Ryan sought him out to apologize and ask if they could patch things up. Despite some skepticism, Miller said sure. Things were cordial enough between them for a while, until one night when Ryan visited Miller at the Roosevelt Hotel in Los Angeles to ask a favor. He wanted Miller to undertake a diplomatic mission to John Doe and Exene Cervenka of the band X. 

“He asked me to go to John and Exene and ask them to be nice to him,” Miller said, laughing at the memory. “‘I have an X tattoo on my arm,’ he said, ‘and I want them to not hate me.’ He’d been mean to some girl they knew, something like that, I’m not sure exactly what. But I was supposed to go on this mission of apology for him to John and Exene, who are very strong-willed people and also kind of my heroes. I didn’t feel like I could tell them what to do, which is what I told Ryan. I guess that put out the flame of renewed friendship because it was the last time I ever talked to him.” 

Back at the Comet in 1997, most of his career still ahead of him, Ryan was throwing down weak Los Angeles Iced Teas while contemplating the costs involved with feuds, friends, and getting ahead. The fight with Rhett Miller wasn’t the first Ryan picked on his way up, nor would it be the last. It was all part of Ryan’s mythological persona as the brash, theatrical punk unafraid to say anything to or about anybody, consequences be damned. But were the inevitable bruised feelings a cost of success, or an impediment to it? Were the antics worth the anguish? And could Ryan even help himself? 

“I don’t have an antisuccess bug,” Ryan said. “But sometimes it’s hard to put up with everything you’re supposed to do. If I’m in a certain mood, it maybe translates too much. Maybe that’s because I’m young and prone to throw fits. I do feel bad when I’ve disappointed people. But it always seems like we make up for it somehow.” 


Chapter Eight 

Every member of Whiskeytown circa Strangers Almanac has done fine work in the years since then. But none of them, Ryan Adams included, has ever made a better start-to-finish album. It’s hard to imagine they ever will, either, because Strangers is a bolt of bottled lightning and those usually only come one per customer. It’s not the biggest-selling album in Ryan’s catalog, but Strangers remains his Exile on Main Street, the record of his that matters most. And even though the album plays like an organic, unified whole, it emerged from circumstances of utter chaos. Having a new rhythm section to break in wasn’t even the half of it. 

“I’ve always been amused at reviews that refer to Strangers as ‘overproduced,’ ‘too rigid,’ or ‘all structure,’” Outpost’s Mark Williams said in 2010. “It’s a miracle it turned out like it did because the preparation was so all over the place.” 

Credit a perfect alignment of talent, desire, maniacal sense of purpose—and the right person at the helm. At that time, the obvious producer choice seemed like Chris Stamey. He’d been the one to bring Whiskeytown to the attention of Outpost Records, and the band had done some preproduction recording with him in 1996. But Williams wanted Whiskeytown’s mainstream introduction to lean more toward the Americana country-rock side, and he had a specific template in mind: Wildflowers, the 1994 album by Tom Petty. Produced by Rick Rubin (who also oversaw Johnny Cash’s American Recordings comeback album that same year), Wildflowers was about the twangiest Petty had ever sounded; but it rocked, too, especially the driving “You Wreck Me.” The album’s primary engineer was Jim Scott. After talking to Scott, Williams said, “There was something about him that made me feel like he’d capture the realness of it.” 

Scott got the nod and convened with Whiskeytown in Nashville in February 1997 to start recording. But things got off to a rocky start. 

“I remember those first three days,” Caitlin Cary said in 2002. “We went into this fancy rehearsal studio to play the songs for Jim Scott. They were terrible and Ryan was being a real brat, throwing in lots of Stones licks. And I remember the look of terror on Jim Scott’s face. He told us this wasn’t gonna fly and actually left for a day: ‘Work this shit out, and I’ll come back when you’re playing better.’ It’s an amazing miracle that record came out the way it did.” 

That set the tone for their working relationship, and it turned out to be the right approach. Scott was a demanding taskmaster who refused to settle for half-assed or even good when great was out there, and it was. “Quit jerkin’ me” was Scott’s mantra in the studio with all of them, but especially Ryan—who, as writer and lead voice on all thirteen songs, had the heaviest load to carry. In 1999, Ryan summarized the recording of Strangers Almanac: “We went in snotty, half-drugged, lubricated to the gills on alcohol and I was totally heartsick.” Phil Wandscher described the recording sessions as “complicated but good,” noting that Scott “was the perfect dude for the mission.” 

Eventually, the band tightened up enough for actual recording to begin. Mark Williams was in Los Angeles anxiously awaiting the results, and he called Jim Scott after the first day to ask how it was going. Not bad, Scott replied; they’d started a few things. Williams asked what they recorded first and was told a song called “Inn Town.” That was not a song he’d heard, or even heard of. 

“I had a list of about twenty songs we’d agreed to do for the record, and I wasn’t finding one called ‘Inn Town’ anywhere on it,” Williams said. “Then Jim mentioned another that wasn’t on the list, and another. So I talk to Phil and find out that Ryan had written some songs on the way to Nashville, and those were the first things he wanted to do. Unbelievable! I was throwing my hands in the air, calling Ryan and yelling at him, ‘What are you doing?!’ But ‘Inn Town’ turned out to be one of my favorite songs of his ever. That’s why we opened the album with it.” 

As Strangers Almanac was being made, its original working title was Sorry I Said Goodbye. Which is fitting because Strangers stands as Ryan’s farewell to Raleigh. It feels like a “Dear Jane” breakup letter you’d leave under a windshield wiper blade because you’re afraid to venture any closer than the curb. Picture that late-night-to-early-morning moment of clarity, somewhere between drunk and hungover, after everyone else is gone and it’s quiet and you’re finally alone with your thoughts, fears, dreams—but most of all an overwhelming obsession for that person-place-thing you’ve been trying not to think about while drinking in a vain attempt to forget. Strangers casts that moment in amber, turns it into a paperweight you can hold. 

And maybe, just maybe . . . the album might be a literal narrative of a night on the town. Over the years, I’ve come to think of Strangers Almanac as a song cycle about Ryan’s last night in Raleigh. Maybe it’s even the night before he struck out for Nashville to begin recording. “Inn Town”—one of those new songs Ryan dashed off during the 543-mile drive west on Interstate 40, probably with a view out the windshield very much like the one shown on the album’s original back cover—sets the tone. In his introductory essay to Merge Records’ Our Noise book, Ryan wrote that the song’s title was a nod to Mac McCaughan’s old band Wwax, whose first single’s B-side was also called “Inn Town”: 

When I finally made my first record as in my first real album for a real major label (a no no where I come from at least the scene I had come from) I named the first song after that song—the very song that made me want to make any music at all really. 

At first listen, “Inn Town” seems like a strange track to open an album with. Subdued and downcast over its long, slow six minutes, it gets Strangers off to a dark and mysterious start. But even though it’s quiet, “Inn Town” is riveting, boiling an ocean’s worth of salty tears down to a bare-bones barfly vignette. In his 1997 No Depression interview with Peter Blackstock, Ryan said that “Inn Town” came out of feeling literally dead. 

“I felt beaten alive with my own anxieties and paranoia and my own problems,” he said, “and the stress and the fact that we’d spent the last eight months being shopped around and sold and bought and tossed and wined and dined and limousined, and drugged, and fucked, and whatever else.” 

“Inn Town” begins with a hesitant acoustic riff in Drop D (one of Ryan’s favorite regular tunings), played on a pawnshop guitar they bought in Nashville for a hundred dollars after driving off and leaving Ryan’s guitars in a parking lot back home. Other instruments gradually join in, Caitlin’s fiddle evoking the tone of a funereal Civil War dirge. Every part is well played, perfectly arrayed as the song draws you in. But what clinches the deal is Ryan’s raspy voice. “Singing as if his life depended on it” is one of those clichés that’s been tossed around enough to be meaningless, which is too bad because that’s exactly what Ryan sounds like here. Just a few months after turning twenty-two years old, Ryan stepped up and delivered the performance of a lifetime. As framed by Jim Scott’s arrangement, Ryan sounds exhausted from the battle between his head and his heart—and all the wearier because he’s too wound up to sleep. 

What seems hardest of all for him to bear is the knowledge that there’s something better over the horizon, a whole wide world to get out and see, if only he can escape the trap his life has become. The way Ryan’s voice climbs on the chorus hints at monstrously intense yearnings to fill that hole inside him that was gonna be tough to ever fill. But for tonight, he’s back in town from his travels (to Rocky Mount, Goldsboro, Fuquay-Varina) and settling into the same bar stool alongside the same people complaining about the same ol’ shit and drinking the same ol’ beer. PBR, breakfast of champions. It’s your turn to buy. No, it’s your turn to buy. Fifty cents, or a dollar, three—I don’t owe you anything. You can picture the scene at the Comet or Sadlack’s; Ryan’s voice draws it out in vivid detail. And for all the cheap thrills, it still feels like death or at least Groundhog Day. Who wouldn’t want to run away? 

Bravado takes over on song number 2, “Excuse Me While I Break My Own Heart Tonight,” which is when the pace of drinking picks up enough for things to get a little manic. “Excuse Me” has a split personality, in that the “While” of the title implies a foregone conclusion but the actual lyrics hedge that by saying “if.” Ryan’s narrator is on a fool’s errand he has convinced himself is an epic, noble quest: Tonight, he vows, I am gonna get so plowed I can’t even remember my name! And yet the tone gives his resignation a sense of triumph, which is naïve enough to break every heart within earshot. You take your comfort where you can, and if it’s empowerment from doing the deed yourself, well . . . that’s something. 

“Excuse Me” commences with Ryan counting off, “One-two-three-four,” but he should be counting down because session man Greg Leisz’s pedal steel sounds as if it just launched off toward another galaxy. Ryan is credited with banjo, which plunks along in Leisz’s wake like rocket stages falling to earth. “Excuse Me” employs an unusual structure, opening with a chorus, and it has a bridge that’s really another verse. And that bridge is also curious because it’s a cameo performance by Alejandro Escovedo, who sails in from out of nowhere to sing seven lines and then vanish. What’s odd is that the bridge/verse describes locking eyes with someone who for a brief moment seems like a kindred spirit with possible comfort to offer. I used to wonder why Caitlin didn’t sing this part, because it would make sense to personify it as a woman seen across a crowded room. And yet it feels perfect this way, with Escovedo—onetime leader of the band True Believers and a shaman-like figure to a younger generation of country-punks—in the role of wise-elder Greek chorus, conveying blessings. It’s a great moment. 

Track 3, “Yesterday’s News,” sounds like what might happen when you’ve had enough to drink to think that picking a fight in a bar seems like a good idea. Maybe you’re at the Comet Lounge, since the lyrics make the invitation “See you at the Comet.” The up-tempo arrangement feels like a cross between Fleetwood Mac and Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band—dramatic piano flourishes copped from Roy Bittan, and a guitar solo that sounds as if it were derived from something Lindsey Buckingham played on Rumours. 

The fight, however, does not go well. Track 4, “16 Days,” finds you sitting on the curb outside the Comet nursing a bloody nose, thoughts inevitably straying toward that person-place-thing . . . 

No no no! 

You don’t want that. But you plead your case anyway, “16 Days” building line by line toward an apology, even though nobody is there to hear it except your own shadow falling across Hillsborough Street from the streetlight buzzing overhead. You repeat that apology to yourself over and over, as if it were a mantra you’re rehearsing just in case you get the chance to present it for real. But you don’t. That person-place-thing is nowhere in sight, sixteen days and fifteen nights later. It’s just you out here on the street, alone with yourself and your demons, and it’s a toss-up which is scarier. Which can only mean that it’s time for another drink or three . . . four . . . five . . . 

By track 5, “Everything I Do,” you’ve drank so much that you’re not forgetting anymore, you’re remembering, not to mention repeating yourself; it’s just the same two verses, repeated over and over and over. “Everything I Do” might have Ryan’s best vocal performance on Strangers, urgent and pleading and desperate, so immediate. But it’s a song that belongs just as much to Phil Wandscher, whose jagged stabs of swampy guitar say as much as any words ever could. At the end of one verse, Ryan hits a note just a little flat and teeters on the brink of going horribly wrong. Wandscher’s guitar saves the day by scooping that note up and carrying it home, sloppy and glorious. Whatever Ryan and Phil’s personal differences, they’re a perfect match here. The horns kick in, giving “Everything I Do” the feel of Muscle Shoals soul. 

As Wandscher’s final solo begins bursting in air, you stumble into a bathroom to throw up, something that’s been a long time coming. It’s awful, but you feel better after purging. Hungry, even. So you wipe off your mouth and head east down Hillsborough; past the Rathskeller, Schoolkids, Faithless Street, Sadlack’s, and the Velvet Cloak, but before Saint Mary’s and that blowjob painting, to the IHOP. You slide into a booth and order up a short stack. Something catches your ear, the way someone at another table laughs, and it reminds you of your grandmother and the way she’d talk about the grandfather who went off to the Great War and never came back. And you remember that box of ancient perfume-scented letters you found in the attic of your mom’s house last Christmas while looking for another string of lights for the tree. That’s “Houses on the Hill,” a beautifully drawn short story of a song, pensive and precisely detailed in both sound and lyrics. Banjo, piano, and lilting fiddle all lock in, giving the arrangement a steady rolling feel. Like striding downhill, through a graveyard, toward a gently falling stream . . . 

Hey, excuse me—could I get another cup of coffee? When you’ve got a minute? Yeah, sure, the check, too. I’ll take it to go. 

Between the pancakes and the bacon and the coffee and whatever else is still down there, you’re a little queasy again. Time to turn around and get moving. “Turn Around,” track number 7, is the sound of reacquiring bearings and continuing onward, moving for the sake of moving. Feels good to walk it off, throw your head back, and gaze up at the stars while striding on down the strip. 

Sadlack’s beckons in the distance, a few blocks away, and it’s still open. You have equilibrium again, but no telling for how long, so you keep moving. And there’s that person-place-thing again, creeping back into your mind. You brush it off. Or try to. Decide to pass Sadlack’s by this time—you feel weird about that place ever since you saw the graffiti in the bathroom noting that your name is an anagram for “YR A SAD MAN,” though not weird enough to quit going there altogether—and continue on to the Five-O Club farther up Hillsborough, because they’ll have a deejay and you feel like dancing. Maybe there will be someone there you know. Or someone who knows you. 

“Dancing with the Women at the Bar,” track 8, invokes both tonight’s full (fool?) moon and the Hillsborough Street strip you’re traversing. Equilibrium is holding steady, you feel pretty good, and yeah, there are women here to dance with and a deejay spinning new-wave oldies; The Cure, The Smiths, New Order. Your dad used to do this, too, dance with strange women in bars. Sometimes you like to think about doing the same things as him. Funny thing, for a song about dancing, this one takes forever for the drums to kick in. For about the first minute, “Dancing” is just pedal steel ambience, acoustic strumming, and Ryan singing in a hushed croon that sounds as if he’s seen a ghost. Perhaps his own, even. 

After dancing with the women at the bar for a bit, you spot someone you know over in a corner. Not a friend so much as an acquaintance, maybe even a friendly enemy. You’ve got a lot of those in this town, and they’re hard to keep straight. But you walk over anyway, he asks how you are. Your guard is down because one of those women was kind of flirty, and you’re still watching her out of the corner of your eye. How am I? So you tell him and he laughs, and not in a nice way. 

“Waiting to Derail,” song number 9, is the sound of your guard going back up as you storm out of the Five-O rather than get into your second fight of the night. Once outside, you break into a run, speeding up until you’re at a dead sprint even though nobody’s chasing you and you’ve got nowhere to go except home, eventually. If you can find the car. Where is it? You can’t remember, which might be a problem since you kinda sorta didn’t exactly really quite tell Van you were borrowing his car . . . 

Panting, you come to a stop within sight of a pay phone as “Waiting to Derail” wheezes to a close. 

I’m not gonna drunk-dial. 

I’m not gonna drunk-dial. 

I’m not gonna drunk-dial . . . 

You’re gonna drunk-dial. Under the pretense of calling a cab, you pick up the phone. But you don’t call Yellow Cab. You dial the number of that person-place-thing instead. Heart racing, you listen to it ring. And ring. And ring. You hang up just before the voicemail picks up, looking around to regain your bearings. If this were New York, you could tell where you were by the avenues (which run one way) and streets (which run the same). But it’s not New York. It’s Raleigh, which is simple enough to navigate drunk or sober (and good thing). 

“Avenues” is that aborted late-night phone call, a yearning acoustic reverie along the lines of the Replacements’ “Skyway.” It’s also one of Ryan’s most enduring love songs. He was dating Amy Lombardi by then, and that’s whom he wrote “Avenues” for. “Everything I Do,” too. Three years later, Ryan would call a song on his first solo album “AMY,” refer to Lombardi as “my Anita Pallenberg, the coolest and most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” and explain to me that “Avenues” was “about how it doesn’t matter where the fuck I go, I’m still going in her direction.” But she’s in New York, which is north; and tonight home lies to the east, in that Oakwood closet on Bloodworth. Which you’ve not lived in for a couple of years. Wait a minute . . . 

The hour is at hand when it’s no longer possible to suppress thoughts of how much you’re missing that person-place-thing. And you’re wondering what it might feel like to give in—step off the fence, out of limbo; choose to go or stay, fight or flight, pick a side. Either way, what would you have to give up? Would it be worth it, losing what you have to get what you want? Do you want it bad enough? What would you wind up “Losering”? That’s song number 11, and for reasons you cannot fathom you find yourself punching a brick wall to a stomp-along back-beat. Now you’ve got bloody knuckles to go with the bloody nose from earlier in the evening. 

Dang, when did it get past three a.m.? All the bars are closed and the night’s last stragglers are staggering home, you among them. Van’s car was a few blocks from where you thought you’d left it, but no matter. You get in and start to drive, carefully, whistling past the graveyard (where we’ll lie) and humming “Somebody Remembers the Rose,” song number 12. Underscored by doomy minor-key piano chords, “Rose” weighs the risks of love and revealing yourself while lamenting the singer’s own damaged heart. This is also the only song on the album with the word “stranger” in the lyrics. Rhymes with “danger.” 

By now, the streets are deserted, not even any cops out, and you make it on home even though it’s “Not Home Anymore,” track number 13. Just an empty house. So you go around turning on lights to pretend you’re not alone, and you’re really not because you’ve got ghosts for company. They’re talking overtime tonight. You don’t want to hear them but you do, even when you put the pillow over your head in a vain attempt to drown them out. 

As “Not Home Anymore” fades out, the last sound on Strangers Almanac is a ringing alarm clock. It’s not like you slept at all. Why’d you even bother setting it? Good night, then. Good morning. Goodbye. Sorry . . . 


Chapter Nine 

Maybe I just drank the whiskey, but I really did think Strangers Almanac was going to be enormous. I actually got chills the first time I heard “16 Days,” imagining it as the “Smells Like Teen Spirit” of alternative country. The hook, Ryan’s lyrical wordplay, and the vocals were all killer, every element exquisitely balanced. Ryan’s yearning lead vocal was amazing, with letter-perfect harmonies from Caitlin and Phil. So I had “16 Days” pegged as the breakout hit, with “Excuse Me” as the follow-up single to close the deal. 

Around that same time, a review of Strangers Almanac appeared in Rolling Stone magazine. “If there’s to be a Nirvana among the bands that are imprecisely dubbed alternative country,” the review began, “look to Whiskeytown.” Of course, that review was written by Grant Alden, Peter Blackstock’s coeditor of No Depression magazine, so perhaps he drank the whiskey, too. But at the time, that level of success didn’t seem far-fetched. 

The ride was going to be bumpy, though. Drama set in before the band hit the road that summer, when bassist Jeff Rice had to bow out of the lineup over health issues. For a replacement, Whiskeytown drafted one of Ryan’s old Freight Whaler bandmates. Chris Laney had just graduated from college and was working at a restaurant in Atlanta when he got the call, and he trucked on up to Raleigh to commence rehearsals. 

“Ryan basically told everybody, ‘Chris Laney’s coming in and he’s awesome, kick-ass, it’ll be great,’” Laney said in 2011. “I’d met Phil once before and was told, ‘That’s asshole Phil’—and they stuck me with him, living on his couch. We had one band practice with everyone there and it was an hour at the most. It felt like Ryan was there maybe twenty minutes. He sang through a bass amp and we might have played three or four songs when he told everybody, ‘See, I toldja he could do it.’ He left, and I didn’t play with him again until we were onstage.” 

Laney picked up where Jeff Rice left off, so Whiskeytown had a rhythm section that was decidedly more rock and less country. When they were on, that version of Whiskeytown could rock with an intensity bordering on metallic. Jeff Hart was playing bass in John Howie’s Two Dollar Pistols by then, and he remembers opening a Whiskeytown show in Tennessee during that period. 

“That was the best version of Whiskeytown ever,” Hart said. “Ryan was great and Phil was at his very best, too. It was tight and powerful, not falling apart like it’d been a year and a half earlier. It was a quantum leap from anything I’d seen them do before.” 

Unfortunately, however, there were other nights when things were falling apart more than ever. Relations between Ryan and Phil remained beyond strained, and the entropy that Jim Scott managed to keep under control in the studio ran amok onstage. Thomas O’Keefe, the band’s long-suffering road manager, once summarized Whiskeytown’s batting average as follows: “Typically, one-third of their shows were superb; one-third sucked; and one-third were some memorable punk thing. When Ryan would smash things and lay on the floor making noise for twenty minutes, Caitlin had already walked off by then most of the time.” 

There were times when Ryan’s onstage actions were just as mystifying to the rest of Whiskeytown as to audiences. Caitlin Cary remembered O’Keefe getting furious enough to scream at Ryan, “Do you have any idea how lucky you are, that people come to hear these songs you wrote on a bar napkin?!” And Steve Terry recalled a Whiskeytown show where Ryan decided he’d had enough after three songs and just sat down, leaving the rest of the band to continue on with Caitlin singing lead while Ryan just looked on. 

More typically, however, Ryan’s misbehavior was more active than that. 

“I had this drum kit I loved that the label had bought for the record, and I toured with it,” Terry said. “But one night in Dallas, we were doing the typical end-of-show thing of making drunken noise. Ryan had that gleam in his eye and the next thing I knew, he’d done the full-on Kurt Cobain catapult over the kit and into my lap while I continued trying to play. Then he stood on the drums, flipped them over and I thought, ‘I guess it’s time for me to leave.’ It was fun to watch but also heartbreaking—five-grand down the drain.” 

The summer of 1997’s most infamous onstage disaster happened in June in East Lansing, Michigan, manager Jenni Sperandeo’s college town. She booked Whiskeytown into her old hangout bar for a show that was supposed to be a triumphant homecoming. Instead, it turned into an evening Ryan later described as “the pinnacle of bad vibes.” 

Indeed, Ryan did not like the vibe of the club or the crowd. He especially didn’t like that some members of the audience seemed to be paying more attention to a televised sporting event than to the band. So he got agitated, and the show took a hard-left turn into confrontational performance art. 

“Things got bad real fast when I detuned my guitar in the middle of a song and started makin’ a racket,” Ryan told me in 1998. “I was rebelling against the [sports] people and they were going, ‘FUCK YOU!’ ‘BOO!,’ all this shit. So I finally said, ‘I hate sports bars, the guys who hang out at places like this were the ones who used to beat up me and my friends when we were riding skateboards. So, sorry, I’m not playing this place.’ Which was the exact wrong thing to say. The people who were there to see us went crazy, started screaming at us. This one guy stood up, screamed ‘WHAT?!’ and threw ice at me. ‘Hey, you stupid SOB, I’ll kick your ass,’ I said, and threw a guitar pick at him. People were screaming that we were ‘Replacements ripoffs’ or some such shit, so I said, ‘Fuck this’ and walked out. A college kid tried to start a fistfight with me on the way, but our vampiric sound guy stood in his way.” 

The confrontation continued outside after Ryan retreated to the top of the band’s van with Steve Terry, Chris Laney, and a twelve-pack of beer. Angry people exiting the bar started out by hurling insults. Soon that escalated to tomatoes, rocks, bottles, and cans. Ryan and friends returned fire. 

“Four or five different cars were driving by pelting us while yelling, ‘You guys suck!’” Ryan said. “Somebody in a Trans-Am threw a tomato and it half-hit the van and half-hit me. I threw a full can of Old Milwaukee in their window and it just exploded. Knocking up a Trans-Am with a can of beer, I felt pretty good about that. The side of the van was covered in dents, beer, tomatoes. One car kept pulling up, wanting to fight, and Phil was going, ‘Come ON, motherfucker!’ He threw a half-full Pepsi at the guy and kinda messed him up. But then the cops came and they split, and then Tom finished loading everything and we sped off and left our manager to deal with this riot.” 

As for Sperandeo, she was able to joke about it: “I’m proud of my people for having tomatoes and being prepared to fight back.” Still, she also described it as “the most humiliating night of my life.” 

“It’s like he wanted to be mean and hurt my feelings as much and make me look as bad as possible, and he chose that place to do it,” she said in 2011. “Like he figured that was the best way to be as big a dick as possible. He threw many shows, but I’m sure that one was especially satisfying. Somewhere I have pictures from before the show. It was one of those excessive-eyeliner nights for Ryan, who was completely wasted. Yeah, it was mean.” 

Hostilities continued online for several days afterward, as people weighed in with overwhelmingly negative feedback about Whiskeytown on the Postcard mailing list. One of the thread’s most memorable posts came from someone who had been at the East Lansing show and was unimpressed with Whiskeytown’s halfhearted cover of “Sweet Home Alabama.” So he posted a rewrite of the lyrics, with “Apologies to Lynyrd Skynyrd”: 

Sweet home Carolina 

Can’t contain that swollen head 

Sweet home Carolina 

What monstrous ego have you bred? 

East Lansing caused enough of a backlash that Ryan felt obliged to post a lengthy apology in which he admitted there was “no excuse for that show.” He also tried to explain himself: 

Its hard not to feel backed into a corner being pojked with sticks at shows weather or not youre sitting their smiling rooting us on. And as far as the problem being with me and not the band, I never professed at having any people skills, I newver professed at being a nice sober guy out to shake all your hands like the 97s or whoever the top of the nice guy list is this week. Im 22 and Im trying to keep my shit together like anybody else in this world. The diffrence is my wiorld Is your world now and Im having a lot of trouble dealing. Maybe next year Ill be the nice guy you all wanted me to be, or the showman of the year in Rolling Stone, but until tyhen Itoo am a human being tired of getting ripped off llke you and tired of being turned into things i am not. I have feelings like anybody elses, only youre spending a whole lot of time buying into mine. Makes me feel like wearing make up. Makes me feeli like a hooker. I am truley sorry you have to endure how i feel, just to get to the music I make. But after all, thats what you paid for isnt it. 

It was hard to know just how seriously to take Ryan’s antics, or to know whether they were impulsive or premeditated. Paul Cardillo played in another Triangle country-rock band called Red Star Belgrade, which opened a Whiskeytown show in Florida in 1997. Afterward, both bands wound up back at the motor lodge and frolicked in the pool. There was some drinking going on, Cardillo said, but it wasn’t out of control. Everything was very fun and lighthearted—until a record company guy drove up in a stretch limo with a couple of women in the back. 

“As soon as that guy showed up, it was like a switch flipped and Ryan went into Keith Richards mode,” Cardillo said in 2011. “He started prancing around the pool, doing shots of Jack Daniel’s out of the bottle. And he took a chaise longue chair and threw it into the pool. The record guy was there maybe an hour, and after he left, Ryan dropped his guard immediately. He went back into the pool to get the chair, put it back where it had been, and went to sleep. It seemed like just such an innocent thing.” 


Chapter Ten 

Strangers Almanac was a critical favorite that year, landing at No. 23 in the Village Voice’s critics poll for 1997 (and inspiring Voice critic Robert Christgau to call Ryan “a dulcet young hook merchant with ‘left to pursue a solo career’ embroidered on the seat of his jeans”). But it was nowhere near a commercial hit, never cracking the Billboard 200 album sales chart even though it continued to sell steadily over the years. By the time it was reissued in an expanded “Deluxe Edition” in 2008, Strangers had moved 141,000 copies—respectable, but nowhere near what I expected. It just never caught on at enough commercial radio stations to break through, leaving Whiskeytown stuck in the college/public-radio ghetto. A few years after the fact, Ryan was able to be philosophical about how he’d used his own foot for target practice. 

“Everybody in Whiskeytown, no matter how fucked up we were, had a good work ethic about playing and writing songs,” he told me in 2000. “I don’t know how we managed to do it, but we retained a profile as a band worth listening to. After ‘16 Days,’ we could’ve turned into an alt-country Trixter—there’s your slice, now move on. But we did everything we could to fuck up that whole thing.” 

Indeed they did, and Whiskeytown continued to get as much attention for the extracurricular activities as for the music—especially the ongoing mutual loathing society between Ryan and Phil. Things between them were as tense and nasty as ever by the time Whiskeytown rolled into Kansas City for a show on September 25, 1997. Over lunch that afternoon, Phil told Steve Terry that he thought the end was near. 

“‘Dude,’ I said, ‘I’m just about done. I can’t take this anymore,’” Phil said in 2011. “Steve was freaked. ‘Fuck,’ he said, ‘what am I gonna do now?’ ‘I don’t know,’ I told him. ‘I don’t know what I’m gonna do, either.’ But it was fuckin’ uncanny, as if Ryan had been sitting at the next table listening. That night, boom, he beat me to the punch.” 

Reports vary as to the precise circumstances of that night’s events. Some say the blowup happened during “Jacksonville Skyline,” others during “Today”—two songs that had yet to be released. But by all accounts, the onstage tension was palpable as Ryan and Phil needled each other amid much dark muttering. Eventually, that turned into Ryan launching into a mid-song tirade, smashing his guitar and (according to Thomas O’Keefe) telling the stunned audience, “Get on the Internet and tell your friends you just saw the last fuckin’ Whiskeytown show.” 

It wasn’t, and yet it was. The next day, Phil Wandscher, Steve Terry, Chris Laney, and utility-player sideman Mike Daly were all sent back to Raleigh. Ryan and Caitlin finished out the tour’s final three dates as an acoustic duo. Onstage in Louisville the night after Kansas City, Ryan reportedly explained the rest of the band’s absence as due to “illness.” After the dust settled, Ryan and Caitlin would assemble new players and continue on, and it was still good—in some ways, better than ever. But from that point on, Whiskeytown were a band in name only. The lineup became a revolving door, each replacement more of a temporary employee than the one before. A year later, Whiskeytown’s former members would number a dozen, enough to inspire a legendary piece of graffiti in bathrooms around Raleigh: “I used to play in Whiskeytown and all I got was this lousy T-shirt.” You could buy a T-shirt that said that, too. 

Even as Whiskeytown ceased to be a band of equals, however, Ryan insisted he did not want it to be that way. 

“I never in my whole fucking life for one second intended to be the frontman for Whiskeytown,” he told me in 2000. “That band was supposed to be shared songwriting and a shared spotlight between Phil and Caitlin and myself. I always wanted it to be more like the Eagles. Not musically, but this shared bigger band so the identity wasn’t just me. And it became me when Phil left. I did not fire ten band members. A lot left for superpersonal reasons that had nothing to do with me. Some I did fire, mostly because I was the only one with the balls to do it. I don’t know why, but I accepted the responsibility. Just like I accepted the responsibility for being the frontman of a band that didn’t need one.” 

Thomas O’Keefe, for one, believed none of that. 

“Ryan once said, ‘I drive this circus from the back of the bus,’” said O’Keefe, who after Whiskeytown would go on to a long run as road manager of the immensely successful and far-better-behaved San Francisco pop-rock band Train (of “Hey, Soul Sister” fame). “He’s always known exactly what he’s doing. He knows you get way more press by firing the band in Kansas City than you do from waiting until you get home three days later and just replacing everybody. He really did the drugs, got drunk, wrote all those songs. But there was all this calculation in building ‘Ryan Adams’ up to this image, and he’s had his hand in that. It’s no accident that he became the alt-country Keith Richards.” 

Back in Raleigh, the next model of Whiskeytown came together swiftly. Sideman Mike Daly was summoned back, as was drummer Skillet Gilmore (even though Ryan had said in the No Depression cover story, “If you quit, you’re gone, you don’t come back”). As for newcomers, Whiskeytown acquired impressive lead-guitar firepower in the person of Ed Crawford, better known in alternative-rock circles as “ed fROMOHIO.” Crawford had played in the Minutemen spin-off fIREHOSE, moving to Chapel Hill after fIREHOSE dissolved in 1994. When he got the call, Crawford and his girlfriend Jenni Snyder were playing in a local band called Grand National, which went on the back burner when she also joined Whiskeytown as their new bassist. 

Following a quick round of rehearsals, Whiskeytown were back on the road mere weeks after Kansas City. Over the next year, Mike Daly became a Whiskeytown mainstay, and Steve Terry would return to the drummer’s slot for a tour or two. But Phil Wandscher was definitively, permanently banished. Fourteen years later, he was still bitter about it. 

“What really bums me out is how self-serving so many people were,” Wandscher said. “Nobody knew how to handle it. Ryan would pretend he didn’t want the band to be his, but that was just his manipulative way of making people think something was theirs that really wasn’t. Toward the end, I felt more like a babysitter than a musician. Everybody was coming at me like I was supposed to have some kind of answer. Then when the shit hit the fan, fingers got pointed—all at me. ‘It doesn’t look like this is gonna happen anymore, because you’re the problem.’ ‘I’m the problem? Thanks a lot!’ What was funny was that everybody had been bitching about Ryan and how fucked up things were, wanting to quit. Then all of a sudden they were right there by his side and ready to figure things out. It’s just funny how hypocritical some people were.” 

In January 1998, Whiskeytown played the long-running public television show Austin City Limits, splitting the bill with their friends-turned-rivals the Old 97’s. It went fine in front of the cameras, although Ryan and Rhett Miller reportedly had a backstage scuffle over a bottle of liquor. But nobody got hurt, and Whiskeytown’s performance was terrific. 

If the 1997 model of Whiskeytown was more rock than country, this early 1998 version rocked harder still. Crawford brought a different feel that accelerated and toughened up songs like “Dancing with the Women at the Bar,” making them rock harder than ever. And Ryan was feeling good enough to be self-deprecating about the seriousness of the Strangers Almanac songs. Speaking of “Houses on the Hill” during the Austin City Limits telecast, he quipped, “I’d have written another line, but I’d killed both of the characters already.” 

“That was probably the weirdest high-water mark of my time with Whiskeytown, getting them onto Austin City Limits,” Jenni Sperandeo said. “It would’ve been perfect if Phil had still been in the band. But it was great and they nailed it, which was a huge accomplishment. They were a fairly new band to be on that show. I do remember a lot of conversations about the length of Ryan’s shirt cuffs hanging out like Keith Richards’.” 

Ryan concurred about that when I interviewed him shortly after the Austin City Limits taping, joking that he’d looked “like a gangrenous version of Keith Richards.” That didn’t stop him from being effusive about the show, and things in general. 

“It went incredible, probably the best Whiskeytown performance ever,” he said, calling from Seattle. “Ed outdressed me, that bastard, in a double-breasted jacket. But everybody played great, although Skillet looked like Skillet—‘I’m gonna wear this brown sweater’—dumbass. But he played great. The tour’s goin’ really good. There have only been a couple of minor incidents that were my fault. I just got overcapacitated a couple of times and fell out from exhaustion, not sleeping enough.” 

One of those “minor incidents” would pass into lore, as recounted by Ryan himself in Rock’s Backpages a couple of years later. Ryan said he was “resuscitated from a drug-induced coma” on the tour bus, waking up to paramedics trying to determine how out-of-it he was by asking: “What year is it?” Overhearing this, Thomas O’Keefe replied, “If you know Ryan, that’s not really a fair question.” 

Crawford was in his thirties, a grown-up. I remember thinking that he might settle Ryan down a bit. He certainly brought a high level of technical proficiency to Whiskeytown’s lead-guitar slot, with all the punk credibility one could ask for. “Turn Around” always rocked harder onstage than on-record, and Crawford helped mutate it into a fascinatingly twisted concoction along the lines of the Ramones covering Fleetwood Mac. 

Still, the Whiskeytown live experience remained as unpredictable as ever. Winston-Salem Journal critic Ed Bumgardner interviewed Ryan around this time, despite serious reservations based on an unpleasant encounter with Ryan during the Patty Duke Syndrome days. But Ryan called at the appointed time and was chatty, smart, funny, and completely professional about the interview. Told he was being “so unlike yourself,” Ryan laughed and said he’d quit drinking because “I didn’t like who I was becoming.” Encouraged, Bumgardner went to Whiskeytown’s show in Winston-Salem—where, he said, Ryan was visibly intoxicated. 

“Not just a little drunk, either, but weaving, slurring, roaring drunk,” Bumgardner said in 2011. “The first song, Ryan walks over to his amp, turns his guitar up and lets it feed back. The band tries to soldier on, but he keeps doing that and turns it up even louder. The amp is just screaming and he doesn’t stop. People start to boo, he turns it up louder still. People start to leave, he keeps going. Finally the rest of the band walks off, disgusted, and he keeps standing there in front of the amp feeding back and drinking a beer. At this point there are maybe ten people left, mostly me and a few musicians from town. Then Ryan picks up an acoustic guitar and plays one of the most beautiful forty-minute sets I’ve ever heard. No band, just him.” 

On the phone from Seattle, Ryan brushed off discouraging words about onstage eccentricities. What he was most excited about was an album that Whiskeytown had quickly knocked out back in North Carolina over the holidays, with Chris Stamey producing and Ben Folds sitting in on piano. Titled Forever Valentine, the album was made as a Christmas present for Outpost’s Mark Williams. 

“I’m not at liberty to talk about it because it’s gonna get bootlegged,” Ryan said conspiratorially. “The two copies we had on the tour bus are gone. It’s so fuckin’ good, I’m shittin’ gold, man. We could put it out next week and it would be classic, but we’re not gonna. We’re gonna put out some other record first, and people will want this one more and more. Then if I get into a golfing accident, I’ll have some backlog. But Ed’s on it and Skillet’s on it and we’re a real band! The only problem is Jenni Snyder’s not on it. Chris Stamey played bass. We were doing sixteen songs in two weeks and I was just throwing out ideas as fast as I could. I needed someone who could catch them and go with them, and that was Stamey. It’s really good, a rock record, but in the sense that [Television’s] Marquee Moon is a rock record. It’s ballad-oriented, but two or three songs are like Elvis Costello or Ron Sexsmith, that kind of pop. There’s some Southern soul, and some screaming loud, out-of-control guitars.” 

Noting that some of its songs were “like Strangers Almanac, Part Two,” Ryan concluded with a satisfied cackle, “We’re gonna call it Passers Out Almanac.” 

In a harbinger of future developments, Forever Valentine was an interesting yet unfocused record consisting of eleven quite good but quite different songs. It had a few Faithless Street–style twangy shuffles, moody pop songs that would have fit right in on Strangers Almanac, and some meat-and-potatoes riff-rock songs. The songs from that third category bore Crawford’s stamp, especially “Rays of Blinding Light”—still one of Ryan’s best-ever balls-out rockers. But Forever Valentine would never get a proper release (although two of its songs later turned up on Whiskeytown’s final album Pneumonia). Instead, it became one of the leading entries in Ryan’s catalog of “lost” albums. Ryan was always writing and recording songs faster than any label could put them out, but he was never one to slow down. Another batch of songs was just a bar napkin away, and they weren’t going to suck, either. 

That spring, Whiskeytown played a show in Durham and crossed paths with Ross Grady. In the midst of much drinking, talk turned to speculation over whether or not Grady deserved credit for releasing the high points of Whiskeytown’s recording career—the “Blank Generation” cover on Who the Hell as well as an original called “The Great Divide” on a compilation titled Power of Tower (a benefit for Duke University radio station WXDU, which had lost its broadcast antenna to Hurricane Fran in 1996). One thing led to another, and Ryan pulled out a red Sharpie to write up a “contract” on the insert from that compilation. Viewable at ibiblio.org/grady/suck, it reads as follows: 

I hearby give Ross Fucking Grady the rights to anything I did that sucked. 

“Ryan said that due to our long association, he felt comfortable with me releasing anything and everything of his that sucked,” Grady said in 2011, laughing at the memory. “It was not clear if he was asserting there was no such body of work. That might have been our last conversation.” 

By late April, this model of Whiskeytown had breathed its last. While on the road in Europe, Ryan posted an explanatory recap in the No Depression Folder: 

Jenny Snyder was let go from the band before Europe due to lack of, or ability to play well. Ed is her boyfriend, and yes that is a very one way thing, he is HER boyfriend, so in effect you can imagine that Ed is sitting at home right this very minute as I post from tour here in the motherlands. Damn Shame. Ironically enough, we never knew how good we sounded without all those extra members rotting the cheese. Mike Santoro is playing bass with us now, and Daly has taken over yet another instrument to juggle with while on stage. Caitlin is very happy as she does not have to tolerate or babysit anymore, not to mention the guitar level has tettered off enough to hear her fiddle. I will name a new guitar player before the next tour, album as it happens to come around. All is well and I must admit I am enjoying myself these days with the band and all and couldnt be happier. I only wish Id have waited to go sober after this tour, the beer looks pretty fucking tasty. oh well. Tell everyone back home hello and that Im a ego centric rat bastard with a temper and a bad haircut. theyll believe ya. 

Ryan assembled still another version of Whiskeytown in June 1998 with Superchunk drummer Jon Wurster and two members of the recently disbanded Backsliders, guitarist Brad Rice and bassist Danny Kurtz. Formerly of Finger as well as the Backsliders, Rice was a player Ryan had long admired—an incendiary lead guitarist with exquisite taste. A perfect fit, he also upped the band’s rock ante even further. I saw this configuration of Whiskeytown play an absolutely brilliant show at the Brewery in Raleigh that month, a set that featured a dozen new songs. It was a send-off for a run of dates opening for iconic Creedence Clearwater Revival leader John Fogerty. 

“That show at the Brewery was one of my most satisfying musical experiences ever,” Jon Wurster said four years later. “That band was just so good, and Ryan is the most natural musician I’ve ever played with. It just comes so naturally to him, everything about music. It’s insane in a way. He’s kind of like Dylan, in that he gets bored with stuff pretty quickly. Once something is down and he knows it, he’s ready to move on.” 

Indeed, the twelve new songs at that Brewery show should have been a tip-off. Ryan wasn’t interested in playing half-hour sets to promote an album he’d grown tired of, especially in daylight for indifferent crowds of someone else’s fans. A tour that seemed like an opportunity to play for bigger audiences quickly became an ordeal to endure. It went badly enough that Ryan’s first order of business afterward was to fire Jenni Sperandeo as Whiskeytown’s manager (he would eventually hook up with Frank Callari, manager of Lucinda Williams and other notables from the alternative-country world). 

“I think the egg timer got set on the John Fogerty tour, which was a low blow for me,” Ryan told me in 2000. “I was super-disappointed we got sent out on that, because I was basically pushed into it. Whatever democracy did exist was that those guys really wanted to go out and I didn’t. We’d always made a point of not opening for people, you become like an oil rag for somebody else’s machine. So we did that tour, and that’s when the sound and the morale of the band kinda got lost. I was struggling to make the show even remotely worthwhile in front of these people who could’ve given a fuck. The biggest reception we got was in Hershey, Pennsylvania, when I came out with a towel around my head and played Boston covers. I rapped, took my shirt off, even played a little drums. Any night when we were up there smoking, we’d finish a song and hear somebody yell, ‘Next!’ I got pissed one night: ‘You’re fuckin’ next, asshole. Come on up here, I dare you.’ That sucked.” 

Never one to suffer in silence, Ryan did bring on some of the heckling himself. “We’re Whiskeytown, and you don’t care, so fuck you,” he said onstage one night. “Up next is John Fogerty, who was born on the bayous of Southern California.” Noted Wurster, “That worked about as well as yelling at your parents.” 

Despite the rough spots, Ryan behaved well enough for Whiskeytown to make it through the Fogerty tour without imploding. But that egg timer kept ticking as the year wore on and Whiskeytown continued touring. Things came to a head in early September on the West Coast. In Vancouver, the show concluded with a Gibson Firebird guitar that Steve Terry said was “worth more money than God” coming to a bad end. 

“We’d been to a couple of strip clubs before the show and he’d gotten plowed,” said Terry, who was back in as Jon Wurster’s replacement by then. “He smashed that guitar onstage. I thought Thomas O’Keefe was going to strangle him. If you had that guitar today, it’d probably be worth fifty grand. And he just snapped it in two or three pieces. But hey, it was his money.” 

In Los Angeles a few nights later, Ryan excused himself mid-set to run backstage and throw up. And in between was a blowup big enough to dwarf what happened in East Lansing, a show at the fabled Fillmore in San Francisco. Angered at being told he couldn’t smoke onstage (as per California state law), Ryan went into tantrum mode when he saw people smoking out in the crowd. So he kicked both monitors off the stage and flung his microphone stand into the audience. 

“Yeah, that one turned into a full-blown riot after I smashed the monitors,” Ryan told me a few months after it happened. “We actually played a great show that night. The last twenty-five shows of the Strangers Almanac tour, we closed with this punk song called ‘Piss on Your Fucking Grave.’ The chorus goes, ‘Fuck you, fuck you, fuck off,’ real pretty, but it’s real punk on the jam. We were playing a great version that night, almost Black Flag, but it really made people angry. A cup hit the stage, so I decided to push the monitors into the crowd—not on top of anybody, nobody was in harm’s way. But the crowd still came back with every cup and bottle they had. I knew I was just opening up my checkbook when I did it. I don’t wanna walk out of this business someday going, ‘I got six really good guitars out of this.’ I’d rather just smash it all. So the sound-man walked out to hit me, the crowd was yelling, ‘Fuck you!,’ there were two bouncers waiting by the side of the stage to kill me. The crowd was heckling and also participating, throwing bottles, cups, cigarettes—you’re not supposed to smoke in clubs out there but I told everybody to do it and I’d pay the fines. So this soundman came over and took a swing at me. I was laughing, but I swung back and connected.” 

Before it turned into a free-for-all, Mike Daly grabbed Ryan, heaved him over his shoulder, and hustled him out. Going to the van seemed like a bad idea, so Steve Terry took Ryan to a blues bar down the street to have a drink and wait out the chaos. That was where Jac Cain found Ryan. An old Raleigh hand, Cain was touring as soundman for Squirrel Nut Zippers, who were in town the same night. So Cain went to Whiskeytown’s Fillmore show and witnessed the chaos. 

When Cain found Ryan and asked why, Ryan responded, “I figure if I cause enough of a ruckus, I’ll get famous.” The next day, Ryan elaborated on that sentiment with a profoundly un-contrite explanation he posted online: 

Whiskeytown does not discriminate. We will fuck up your club, . . . . .“for fun”. . . . . . for no charge. If your club is more famous than some other club because some stupid fucking enexcusable slobbering blues ripping piece of shit played there, “back in the day” this will not mean that the club will see a whsikeytown on their best behavoir, waiting to be appreciated by being affiliated with your famous bullshit ass club. 

the monitors were great. they were better when they flew about six feet into the audience. to the people with sound mind and stooges records to boot, let us all think about the beautiful sounds of the grills being ripped off the speakers after a “great fucking show”. to anybody else . . . . . . . you wannna talk about destruction . . . . come see sometime, anyfuckin time and tell me different. what the fillmore needed was a service whiskeytown was willing to provide. rocknroll not afraid to bite them back. this band “is” rocknroll, so you eat it. think Im kiddin . . . . 

you people are so alternative-country you forgot rock”n”roll made both of those things cool. sit in the hot plastic seat in hell and wait for your new copy of the son volt record———piss off best of luck. 

BORING, 

Ryan 


Chapter Eleven 

Like Whiskeytown, the music industry was also in drastic transition as 1998 wound down. Record labels had been changing hands for huge sums of money all through the 1990s, but the biggest purchase of all came down in May 1998: Universal Music Group owner Seagram’s purchase of PolyGram for the staggering sum of $10.6 billion, which created the world’s largest music company by a wide margin. As a subsidiary of Universal-owned Geffen, Outpost Records was a tiny component of the deal, which would take more than a year to complete. It would take even longer for the ripples to reach Whiskeytown. 

In the interim, Whiskeytown pushed ahead toward album number three. I saw the band’s final show of 1998, right before Christmas in Chapel Hill, with James Iha from Smashing Pumpkins on guitar. Ryan played piano for most of the set, which featured a lot of brand-new songs too unformed to get a sense of. It was a dispiriting performance; not because it was sloppy (which it was), but because it was so low-energy. If that wasn’t the worst Whiskeytown show I ever saw, it was definitely the sleepiest. 

The songs from that set seemed built more for recording than performance, and that was the direction Whiskeytown appeared to be headed. The band would spend most of 1999 out of the public eye at work on an ambitious and grand pop statement with another farewell-themed working title: Happy Go Bye Bye. Ryan had vacated Raleigh to live with Amy Lombardi in New York City by then, and most of the recording took place upstate in Woodstock. In addition to the Ryan–Caitlin–Mike Daly core, the cast of players included bassist Jennifer Condos and guitarists Iha, Brad Rice, and Tommy Stinson from the Replacements. 

The album’s drummer, producer, and ringleader was Ethan Johns, whom Ryan had met in Los Angeles while mixing Strangers Almanac. The son of Glyn Johns (the studio legend behind Who’s Next, Exile on Main Street, and other iconic classic-rock milestones), Ethan was producing an album for the scion of another legend, Chris Stills (son of Stephen). They hit it off, and Ryan enlisted Ethan to help build the grand pop cathedral of his dreams. Reports surfaced of wondrous and elaborate doings in the studio, as Ryan made his Brian Wilson move toward a more ornate pop style. 

“Yeah,” Caitlin Cary said a few years later, “that was supposed to be our ‘huge’ record where we made back everybody’s money.” 

The album was done by the end of summer and penciled in for release in the first quarter of 2000. Even though Outpost’s place in the new Universal/PolyGram empire had yet to be determined, advance copies of Whiskeytown’s still-untitled LP 3 started going around in the fall of 1999. The merger was still grinding along, and one ominous sign was the decision by UniGram’s corporate overlords to shut down Outpost parent Geffen. Finally, word came down in November 1999 that Outpost was to be folded, too. Its two biggest bands, Days of the New and The Crystal Method, were going to wind up on other labels within Universal. But everyone else on the roster, including Whiskeytown, was stuck in limbo. 

“When PolyGram and Universal merged, no one thought out the details down to the level of us, a seemingly insignificant little joint venture,” Outpost office manager Jeff Wooding said when the news broke. “Everybody told us, ‘Don’t worry, it will work out.’ So much for that. It is tragic, a what-might’ve-been thing. Cycles come and go, and we would’ve still been here developing artists when it came back to us. But the combination of corporate mergers, downsizing, the pop marketplace, and a lack of vision over what to do with us became our death knell.” 

There was still an expectation (or at least hope) that Whiskeytown’s third album would be emerging soon when the band did its first performance in many moons on September 19, 1999. It was in New York City, a Gram Parsons tribute taped for the public television performance show Sessions at West 54th. Ryan was the star of the show, which opened with him singing a duet with Emmylou Harris on “Return of the Grievous Angel”—a huge honor and very symbolic, being tapped to sing with Parsons’s old duet partner on one of his signature songs. Ryan also returned at the end with Whiskeytown to do “A Song for You.” 

But perhaps the most significant part of the evening happened after-hours, when most of the players from the Sessions show went to a bar in New York’s East Village. An impromptu hootenanny broke out, Ryan and Caitlin playing with the duo of Gillian Welch and David Rawlings on an assortment of songs including “My Heart Is Broken,” “Theme for a Trucker,” Welch’s “Orphan Girl,” and endless covers. 

“We ended up playing music until four or five a.m.,” Welch said in 2000. “Ryan seemed kinda burnt on Manhattan and he kept saying, ‘Nobody ever does this up here, just plays for fun.’ We mostly did old covers—George Jones, Hank Williams, the usual fare.” 

When I got in touch with Ryan a couple of days later, he was still buzzing about the experience. He had booked some solo shows starting the following month in North Carolina, intending “to [explore] the powers of performing solo and exposing the beauty of song unadorned,” as he put it in an e-mail dated September 22, 1999. He went on: 

whiskeytown have made such a beautifully collaborative effort, this album, that I decided I should spent that kind of time by mself writing things that explain me more as an individual. . . . 

new york is 58% and a dream. my best to you. 

Just under a month later, Ryan walked onstage at Chapel Hill’s Local 506 nightclub, plopped down on a stool, adjusted his glasses, took up his guitar, and opened a vein straight into the heart of every person in the room. Triangle club crowds can be notoriously chattery and indifferent, especially when confronted with something unfamiliar. This was Ryan all by himself, playing songs so new that he had to read the lyrics out of a notebook. You could have heard a pin drop as everyone listened, dumbfounded and mesmerized. As good as Ryan had been that first time I saw him solo, this was an exponentially higher level of magical—as if he were a living, breathing tuning fork dialed into The Lost Chord, stripped down to its barest essence and rendered for all to hear. It’s still one of the most astonishing performances I’ve ever witnessed. I would put Ryan, circa Fall 1999, up against anyone from whatever Hall of Fame you care to mention. 

Ryan and Amy Lombardi were going through a difficult stretch that would eventually drive them apart, inspiring Ryan to leave New York for Nashville the next year. He sounded as if he was already bidding her farewell in song after song, each more sadly beautiful than the last, all of them alluding to broken hearts and the fleeting nature of love. Only one song sounded angry, the opening “Born Yesterday”—an enraged rant made even spookier by the deliberate heartbeat of its pace. Steeped in the paranoid jealousy of suspicious minds, “Born Yesterday” was venomous enough to pass for a note left behind at the scene of a murder/suicide. 

That one aside, all the new songs were mournful, and Ryan played them as if casting a spell that only broke during the applause after each one. As spare as these songs were, they were nevertheless incredibly evocative snapshots that made you feel exactly the melancholia he was going through. Except Ryan made it sound deeper and more earth-shattering than anything anybody on earth had ever felt. 

Early on, he introduced one tune by calling it “a new song that I wrote that I absolutely fucking hate.” The title was “Hey There, Mrs. Lovely,” for my green Ryan’s best love song ever—a small gem of a vignette about two doomed lovers who can’t overcome their own damaged hearts enough to be together. When the girl cries, the boy gets scared and wants “to dry your eyes with cinnamon and pears.” An odd sentiment, but the gently chiming riff was beautiful, and Ryan’s vocal revealed enough naked, raw emotion to put a lump in your throat. I think Ryan hated it because it was as vulnerable as he ever sounded, and I remember thinking that “Mrs. Lovely” sounded like the song every girl wished a boy would write for her. I had to hear it again. Fortuitously, Ryan was playing the very next night in Raleigh. So off to the Brewery I went. That next night’s show was also powerful, but looser and more relaxed. A lot of Ryan’s old Raleigh drinking buddies were in the house, resulting in much good-natured banter back and forth, and Ryan gave as good as he got. “I see you and I know who you are,” he said with a smile, calling out one heckler. “Hell hath no mercy for you!” 

I must confess that I indulged in a little heckling myself that night. Early on, Ryan noted that he was playing mostly new songs and thanked the crowd for its receptiveness. That was enough for somebody in the room to mockingly request “Free Bird,” the old Lynyrd Skynyrd warhorse. 

“You know,” Ryan said as he tuned his guitar, “I actually heard ‘Free Bird’ recently, it’s really a fuckin’ good song, man. It really is.” 

Listen closely to bootleg recordings of that show and you can hear my voice answering back: “No it’s not!” 

“Okay,” Ryan said with a laugh. And to my delight, he went right into “Hey There, Mrs. Lovely,” which was just as marvelous as it had been the night before. Ryan was kinder to “Mrs. Lovely” in Raleigh, joking afterward that he should call it “I Have (Continual) Bad Luck with Women.” 

Then he split the arrow in the bull’s-eye with his next song, “Oh My Sweet Valentine,” a fare-thee-well that conjures up a cinematic goodbye scene backlit by rain falling through sunshine on a mountain meadow. “Valentine” falls in the same general ballpark as Freddy Neil’s “Everybody’s Talkin’,” an ostensibly sad song about endings that nevertheless conveys such joy in the simple fact of being alive that it ultimately feels triumphant. As the last verse concluded, “It’s such fun to be alive.” The whole show was full of moments like that. It was awe-inspiring to witness. 

“This is amazing,” Whiskeytown alumnus Jon Wurster whispered when I bumped into him that night. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever seen him do, by far.” 

I think everybody there would have agreed, including Ryan’s two opening acts, Chip Robinson and Kenny Roby. The show concluded with Robinson, Roby, and Caitlin Cary on-stage alongside Ryan to do an encore version of “16 Days,” Whiskeytown’s should’ve-been-a-hit from three years earlier. Roby sang a verse and took a few liberties with it, recasting the last line thus: 

God, I wish sometimes I wrote this song . . . 

Ryan rang out 1999 with Whiskeytown at Cat’s Cradle, a millennial New Year’s Eve performance featuring all of Faithless Street and Strangers Almanac played in order. It was excellent, especially Ryan’s “Matrimony” serenade to Caitlin and Skillet. And at that time, Ryan was still pledging loyalty to Whiskeytown. 

“The band is what I belong to, and comes before solo things,” he told me in a preshow interview, and he seemed to mean it. 

But it still felt like the end. Ryan and Caitlin were both well into solo careers as 2000 began, even though they still had a lingering piece of unfinished Whiskeytown business. Outpost Records was gone, but Whiskeytown’s third album was not forgotten. Titled Pneumonia, it was in circulation as a bootleg, trading hands for hundreds of dollars on eBay. By the end of that year, LA New Times was calling it “arguably one of the best albums of 1999, and now 2000.” 

That’s an overstatement, but Pneumonia is a very fine album with some spectacular high points, maybe even higher than anything on Strangers Almanac. Yet Pneumonia lacks that album’s vision and sense of purpose, and not just because it’s so much lighter in tone and spirit. Pneumonia is bursting with ambition, but there is a self-consciousness about it, too—the album feels like it’s as much about its own ambition as anything else. That said, the album is full of great songs and even greater ideas, almost too many to be contained on a single record. It suffers from a lack of focus and never quite meshes into something that feels like an organic whole, mostly because its songs sound like they belong on three different albums. Truth be told, the Pneumonia sessions probably could have yielded even more albums than that. Ryan submitted demos for nearly seventy songs, about half of which were recorded for the final fifteen-track album. 

Pneumonia’s best moments sound like the logical follow-up to Strangers, wistful pop-rock and country-flavored songs like “Tilt-A-Whirl,” “Bar Lights,” “Easy Hearts,” and most of all the gorgeous “Jacksonville Skyline.” A back-pages remembrance of Ryan’s old hometown with a feel reminiscent of Elton John’s Tumbleweed Connection period, “Jacksonville Skyline” finds Ryan at the peak of his powers as a singer. Where his vocals on Strangers were intense to the point of life-and-death, this time he doesn’t sound like he has anything to prove. But that doesn’t translate to laziness. Instead, he sounds confident and in command. 

Another Pneumonia subset consists of piano-based pop songs echoing the likes of Randy Newman and Leon Russell, and they’re very good even if they feel a bit like genre exercises. The jaunty “Mirror, Mirror” sounds like one of Paul McCartney’s throwbacks to English music-hall vaudeville, with a cinematic keyboard flourish worthy of a Newman soundtrack theme. And Ryan’s vocal on “The Ballad of Carol Lynn” is a dead ringer for Russell, circa 1972’s “Tight Rope.” 

But the album’s more experimental tracks represent a mixed bag, falling on a continuum from excellent to painfully bad. Exemplifying the former, the ornate orchestration of “Under Your Breath” is lovely, underscored by Ryan wringing a maximum amount of emotion from a vocal just this side of a whisper. “What the Devil Wanted” is effectively spooky, ruminating on the lengths to which people will go for love. The ambient arrangement and Ryan’s hushed murmur conjure up the unsettling feeling of awakening from a bad dream unable to remember any details beyond a feeling of dread. 

On the painfully bad end of the scale, the cheesy tiki-torch lilt and self-conscious croon of “Paper Moon” are suck-out-loud awful, wrecking some pretty good lyrics. “Paper Moon” was the first song Ryan ever did that I could not stand, and I remember telling him he should’ve saved that one for the box set. But it was a song that meant a lot to him. 

“It’s written as a love song without any bitterness or irony in the lyrics,” Ryan told me in a 1999 interview. “No biting or second-guessing. It’s just a pure song about being in love with life and with somebody. It doesn’t harbor any snide backhanded comments. It’s not afraid of itself, it’s just sure of itself and in love with itself. I’d never been able to write something like that, expressing a love of life without some suicidal or manic undertow happening in the words. So it feels a little . . . unnatural. And I’m mumbling under the string section: ‘Love takes care of love, hate just burns you out.’ Which might call bullshit on what I just said because it’s an awful sentiment: Love only takes care of itself and nothing else, while hate fucks people up and makes them die. So if you’re not in love, you’re nowhere. And if you’re hating, it will eat you alive.” 

Considered as a whole, Pneumonia felt less like a summation than a transitional effort setting the stage for several possible future directions. Ideally, its songs would have been released as part of a series of different records tracing several years of Whiskeytown’s evolution rather than being crammed into a haphazard single album that didn’t quite hang together. Still, Ryan considered it to be his magnum opus. 

“I think this record is amazing,” Ryan said. “It’s not suited to everybody in the same way. But it’s true to what we wanted to do. People have so many expectations of what Whiskeytown is supposed to be, and they don’t seem to care at all about what we want to do. You know, they miss their little folk ballad, or their keg anthem. It’s a beautiful thing to say, this record, and I’m not used to saying beautiful things. I usually say things that make you want to hide in the beer cooler. But this isn’t lampshade-on-your-head rock. There comes a time when you have to figure out where the influences stop and your own identity begins. I wanted this to sound like no one but us, with the influences being only small minor tools to help the songs exist in a better format.” 

As far and wide as Pneumonia ranged, its overall sound and feel were very much of a piece with late 1990s pop in general. Had it come out on its original timetable, the twangy pop of “Choked Up” or “Crazy about You” would have sounded right at home on the radio alongside the Cranberries and Sheryl Crow. But that was not to be. 

As 2000 dragged on with no end to the UniGram corporate stalemate in sight, Whiskeytown’s limbo continued. Ryan developed a gallows-humor attitude about his career. That spring, Whiskeytown played again at South By Southwest, scene of the band’s earlier buzz-band triumph in 1996. Ryan paused between Pneumonia songs to make a sardonic announcement: “So these are all songs off our next record, called It’s Never Ever Gonna Fuckin’ Come Out.” 


Chapter Twelve 

Ryan played solo at the 2000 South By Southwest, too, eliciting the same mesmerized amazement in Austin that he had the previous fall in North Carolina. With Whiskeytown on ice, he was already making plans to do a solo album, and he had just the record label in mind. Ryan wanted to bypass the major labels to do a one-off solo record for the independent label Bloodshot, which had released a few Whiskeytown singles over the years. And just as he had four years earlier in Austin, Ryan bumped into Bloodshot co-owner Rob Miller in a bathroom—although neither was ill this time. Ryan asked if Bloodshot wanted to put out his first solo album, and Miller had a short, emphatic answer: Hell, yes. 

“We may or may not have washed hands before we shook,” Miller noted. And so the deal was set. 

Several months later, a compact disc arrived at Bloodshot’s Chicago office with no fanfare. After flirting with a series of gag titles, I Am Not Shelby Lynne and Englewood Humperdinck among them, Ryan had settled on Heartbreaker (which he later claimed was a reference to pop singer Mariah Carey’s 2000 hit single of the same name). Miller cued up the disc with great anticipation—only to have his heart sink upon hearing the first thirty seconds, an in-the-studio argument between Ryan and guitarist David Rawlings about a supremely arcane record-geek point (which Morrissey album contained the 1988 song “Suedehead”), complete with faux-British accents and much snickering. Once the music kicked in, however, dismay gave way to relief and amazement. Miller and Bloodshot co-owner Nan Warshaw had taken out a bank loan to pay for Heartbreaker, and it turned out to be the best forty thousand dollars they ever spent. 

“A few of its songs absolutely just slayed me right off the bat, and it’s a record I still go back to and find something new in ten years and more later,” Miller said. “That’s the sign of a classic, it just keeps on giving. It was one of those precious moments of clarity where my weird take on the world dovetailed perfectly with the art of a particular person in a way that might do well commercially. I remember getting kind of antsy and agitated. Ever read The Right Stuff, when Alan Shepard is going during a launch, ‘Please, Lord, don’t let me fuck this up’? It was like that. We’d been handed something really special and we didn’t want to fuck it up.” 

My initial reaction to Heartbreaker was disappointment that it didn’t have any of those astonishing Fall 1999 solo songs, especially “Mrs. Lovely” or “Valentine.” But that didn’t last long, because it was an extraordinary record. Cut in Nashville after Ryan had abandoned New York, Heartbreaker marked the beginning of a new personal—as well as professional—chapter. Plenty of the album’s songs were about Amy Lombardi, who was definitely in Ryan’s past by then. And yet there’s an exuberance to Heartbreaker, which is loose in all the right ways. 

Most of the record was Ryan and producer/multi-instrumentalist Ethan Johns cutting things on the fly, with guests including Rawlings, Gillian Welch, Emmylou Harris, and future Wilco member Pat Sansone. The opening that so alarmed Miller, “(Argument with David Rawlings concerning Morrissey),” actually set a perfect tone for Heartbreaker’s freewheeling first-take feel. And it led right into the first track, “To Be Young (is to be sad, is to be high),” a cutting blues-rock kiss-off with Ryan’s sneering drawl evoking Highway 61 Revisited–era Bob Dylan. 

“That lead-in is not an edit, it’s exactly what happened directly before we went into ‘To Be Young,’” Johns said. “When Ryan starts to count off and stops, it’s because I’ve got a mouthful of cookies and a soda in my hand. He had to wait for me to put the drink down. They were full-fly into this argument. I thought I had a few minutes, so I’d have a quick snack. And when I heard that, it was so funny I didn’t want to cut it off.” 

Similarly, “Damn, Sam (I love a woman that rains)” begins with a split-second of tape distortion. Ryan wrote “Damn, Sam” on the spot, told Johns to roll tape and began playing; Johns lunged for the “Record” button and didn’t quite hit it in time. Distortion and all, that first take perfectly captured the song’s fever-dream weirdness. Simultaneously earthy and elegant, Ryan’s lyrics claim he’s “as calm as a fruit stand in New York and maybe as strange.” The first time he played “Damn, Sam” live, Ryan introduced it as “my existentialist, absurd Texas singer-songwriter song.” You could imagine Guy Clark or Butch Hancock writing something like it. 

“My Winding Wheel” also has a West Texas feel, gliding along with stoic bravado as Ryan dares a lover to get herself dolled up “for all the boys you think could outdo me.” “My Winding Wheel” is one of the songs where Lombardi’s presence is most felt, but she’s really all over the album. If Heartbreaker was The Freewheelin’ Ryan Adams, Lombardi is the album’s Suze Rotolo figure, directly inspiring “To Be the One,” “Call Me on Your Way Back Home,” and, of course, “AMY.” 

“On this record, there are so many songs concerning her and us,” Ryan would tell me. “I thought if I put it all on the table, I’d actually put one with her name on it, in capital letters.” 

A lush pop tune, “AMY” was far better than most of the experimental pop songs on Pneumonia. And it was certainly direct—“Oh, I love you, Amy/Do you still love me?”—as well as sturdy. On his 2007 covers album Version, British producer/deejay Mark Ronson would do a sly cover of “AMY” (which may or may not have been a reference to Ronson’s most famously tragic production client, the late British soul starlet Amy Winehouse), tarting it up with horns and a dance club backbeat. 

Amy Lombardi wasn’t all that Ryan was pining for on Heartbreaker. “Oh My Sweet Carolina” is a wonderful love letter to The Old North State, enhanced by a stately piano solo from Pat Sansone. “Sweet Carolina” traces Ryan’s wanderings from Cleveland to Kentucky and beyond, and it’s never quite clear whether he’s looking for something or running away from it—especially since all roads eventually take him back to where he once belonged. Twenty thousand roads he went down down down, indeed. Just to emphasize that song’s connection to “Return of the Grievous Angel,” Gram Parsons’s old duet partner Emmylou Harris contributes an incandescent harmony vocal. 

“Come Pick Me Up” is just as evocative, but of a time more than a place. It’s a barfly anthem set in that closing-time moment when late night loneliness is rearing its ugly head and codependency doesn’t sound like such a bad thing because it sure as hell beats facing the rest of the night and tomorrow morning’s hangover alone. It’s probably just as well that Ryan wasn’t a pop star by then, because the thought of mobs of frat boys screaming the titular chorus makes for an unsavory image. 

“Come Pick Me Up” has had an intriguing, up-and-down afterlife, including placement in a Cameron Crowe movie, 2005’s Elizabethtown (as soundtrack to an all-night phone call between romantic leads Orlando Bloom and Kirsten Dunst); a still-unreleased cover by country megastar Tim McGraw, who vowed in a 2010 interview that he’s still going to get it onto an album someday; and a tragicomic, horribly bowdlerized 2011 performance on prime-time television by American Idol finalist Paul McDonald, who literally skipped across the stage as he sang. 

As the little record that could, Heartbreaker eventually defied every expectation anybody ever had for it, including Ryan—who told me at one point that it would be “amazing” if it sold 20,000 copies. He also signed off an e-mail to me with “dont hate my record.” But Heartbreaker’s haters were few. Even though it was originally intended to be a simple placeholder to keep Ryan busy and visible during Whiskeytown’s downtime, Heartbreaker turned out to be his best and most fully realized solo record. 

The album was also a milestone for Bloodshot Records, a label accustomed to putting out albums that might sell a few thousand copies. But Heartbreaker sold more than 300,000 copies in the United States plus another 100,000-plus overseas, Bloodshot’s top-seller by many multiples. It never made the charts, nor did it have the benefit of major-label distribution and marketing. Yet Heartbreaker would outsell every other album in Ryan’s catalog except for 2001’s Gold. 

Heartbreaker also drew near-universal critical raves, including a finalist nomination for the prestigious Shortlist Prize for Artistic Achievement in Music (an award won by the exotic Icelandic postrock band Sigur Rós) and a No. 26 finish in that year’s Village Voice critics poll. But perhaps the most high-profile testimonial came from Elton John, the iconic piano-man pop star whose commercial peak came around the time Ryan was born in 1974. In the credits of his 2001 album Songs from the West Coast, John included this in the thank-you section: 

Special thanks to Ryan Adams, who inspired me to do better. 

In the summer of 2000, I did a long series of interviews with Ryan before Heartbreaker’s release for a No Depression profile that I hoped would be my first cover story for the magazine (alas, Allison Moorer would get the nod instead for the September–October 2000 issue). I was still in Raleigh, while Ryan was in Nashville, so it was by phone and e-mail. But he was chatty as ever, especially on the subject of all his unreleased albums. 

There was still Whiskeytown’s Forever Valentine, of course; Destroyer, the partially recorded follow-up to Heartbreaker; his collaboration with Replacements/Guns N’ Roses bassist Tommy Stinson, Fucker; the hard-rock SnoKobra; a multidisc compilation of home recordings that Ryan wanted to call either Four-Track Mind or Exile on Franklin Street, in honor of another of his former addresses in Raleigh; and three albums’ worth of songs recorded with various casts of players at dB’s bassist Gene Holder’s studio in Hoboken, New Jersey. But most of all, there was Pneumonia. 

“I’m excited for Pneumonia to come out,” he said. “I can’t guarantee there will be a Whiskeytown then, but I think it’s a really grand record. I’ve decided I want it taken back to the original mix and concept. We did some stuff to it that was pretty unholy with the mixing, trying to turn an arty record into something that would be more accepted. Taking small brush-strokes and making them bigger to accommodate it being on the radio or soundtracks. I want it to be a brilliant last record.” 

Hearing him call Pneumonia “a brilliant last record” got my attention. I had to admit it made sense. Ryan’s solo act was fantastic, and Whiskeytown hadn’t been a real band in years. Heartbreaker was on the way, Caitlin Cary was about to release her first solo record (a mini-album called Waltzie), and even Mike Daly was writing and recording his own songs by then. So I asked Ryan point-blank: Is this it for Whiskeytown? 

“It’s not like we sat down and said, ‘Okay, this is it,’” Ryan said. “But . . . this is pretty much it. I don’t see what validity we’d have at this point, anyway. We kind of did what we’d set out to do anyway. If in fact we are closing out the Whiskeytown chapter, that would be better than going on. Who wants to hang around forever, doing the same shit? It would put to shame any of the good shit we did do. A lot of people already don’t like seeing Whiskeytown anymore because we got too ‘professional.’ They’re mad there’s nobody puking anymore. Whiskeytown was supposed to just be a party band that might accidentally make some good songs. And we did do some songs that were really, really good and played some places we never thought we would. None of us thought we were that good, anyway. I always thought we sucked in a nice way, with really good songs. 

“Anyway,” he concluded, “when you have to fly somewhere to have a band meeting, your band is gay and you should break up.” 


PART THREE 

After 


Chapter Thirteen 

One evening in April of 2001, Ryan called me at home in a highly worked-up state. I was surprised to hear from him because we’d not spoken since that No Depression profile, which unexpectedly caused some hard feelings. Amy Lombardi was upset the story gave her full name and identified the publicity firm where she worked (which I hadn’t thought would be a problem, given the title of the song “AMY” and how openly Ryan talked about her). Ryan’s manager was upset because managers hate everything they don’t have control over. And Ryan was upset because, I guess, he’d seen a shaman in Seattle. 

On the phone that night, however, Ryan acted as if there’d never been a cross word between us. Ostensibly, he called seeking advice. Ryan had played South By Southwest again that spring with his new rock band, the Pink Hearts, drawing a dismissive review in the Independent Weekly. Written by Angie Carlson, music editor of the Triangle-based alternative weekly, it described the show as “throwaway” and “half-baked.” So Ryan wanted to know: Did I think he should confront her over it? 

“No,” I told him, trying to keep my eye-roll out of my tone of voice, “you shouldn’t. Why do you even let this shit bother you?” 

“I dunno, man,” he sputtered. “It’s just . . . well, it’s my old hometown and that review is just so unfair! I don’t know what their problem is with me. I mean, what the fuck?” 

I repeated that he shouldn’t bother, knowing full well that he would. I subsequently heard from Angie Carlson that Ryan did indeed leave a “screaming rant” on her answering machine later that night. That put her in good company. You could assemble a pretty lively compilation of angry voicemails Ryan has left for his critics over the years, including well-traveled tirades directed at the editorial staff of Country Music magazine (to whom Ryan identified himself as “Clint Downwind”); Nashville Tennessean critic Peter Cooper, over a review that called Ryan out for throwing a tantrum at Ryman Auditorium when a heckler yelled out, “Summer of ’69”; and Jim DeRogatis of the Chicago Sun-Times. Of course, DeRogatis had a radio show as well as a column, which meant that Ryan’s voicemail hit the airwaves as well as the Internet. That inspired Ryan to take to the Internet himself with a long and rambling response that concluded: 

good luck jim/ art is the voice of god and he is always speaking and he is never wrong. 

Back on the phone, I listened to Ryan vent for a while, and then we talked about what he was up to. He’d signed another major-label deal with a Universal-distributed startup imprint called Lost Highway, formed by his manager Frank Callari and Nashville record executive Luke Lewis. Whiskeytown’s Pneumonia was finally going to come out, as the new label’s first release. 

Ryan had left Nashville for Los Angeles by then, and his new town seemed to agree with him. As usual, he had three different records going. He was also writing a screenplay called Sweetheart, and a book called The Bastard Diaries of Los Angeles. Probably because of that, the subject of my novel came up. 

“I’ve been told,” he said, “that the lead character is like an unholy cross between myself and Dexter Romweber”—the legendarily unhinged guitarist/savant of Chapel Hill rockabilly duo Flat Duo Jets (and yes, I did base the character on Dexter as well as Ryan). I told Ryan he’d have to read the book and let me know what he thought. 

“Maybe I will,” he said. 

But what excited Ryan most of all was his next album, to be called Gold. As usual, he had a huge cache of songs to draw from, and he intended for several dozen of them to come out on two discs—one about New York, the other about L.A., and both about heartbreak and misadventure. 

“It’s so fuckin’ good, man,” he enthused, still sounding just like that excitable, eager-to-please kid I’d met six years earlier. “I hope you like it.” 

“I hope so, too,” I said, and we rang off. 

That was the last time Ryan and I would ever speak. 

As Ryan had predicted, Whiskeytown were no more by the time Pneumonia finally came out in May 2001. Just in case anyone missed the point, there was a none-too-subtle postscript at the end of the credits in the CD booklet: Thank you and goodnight. 

This version of Pneumonia wasn’t the same record that had become the toast of the underground as a bootleg. That version had a polished mix by Outpost partner Scott, but Ryan decided he wanted the rough edges back and remixed it with Ethan Johns. This “official” version also featured a different sequence and track list. Two of the bootleg version’s best songs, “Tilt-A-Whirl” and “Choked Up,” had been dropped altogether (a California band called Minibar recorded a version of the latter song for the soundtrack to the movie Jay and Silent Bob Strike Back, as well as their debut album Road Movies). In place of those two songs were “Sit and Listen to the Rain” and an unlisted hidden track called “To Be Evil.” 

The changes didn’t ruin Pneumonia, but to my mind they certainly didn’t improve it, either—except for the extended version of the penultimate song, “Bar Lights,” which fell apart at the end as Ryan laughed off a broken guitar string. The new sequence was sleepier, and the revised track list made an unfocused record even more so. Downcast and moody, “Sit and Listen to the Rain” had an atmospheric guitar riff and hypnotic cadence reminiscent of Don Henley’s 1984 hit “The Boys of Summer.” A good song, but it felt like it belonged on Strangers Almanac. And in fact, those two reference points were why Ryan had kept it off the original version of the album. 

“I took it off because it mirrored sentiments in ‘Boys of Summer,’” Ryan had told me in 1999. “It has that kind of desperation, and that style of intense emotion from Strangers. The lyrics were self-loathing, lines about feeling cheated by myself, lost and unsure and afraid. Everyone was shocked when I pulled it because everybody loved it, including me. But Strangers is not all that Whiskeytown is. My one-third of what the band should be is that we’re not repetitive.” 

As for “To Be Evil,” it felt more like an interesting idea than a finished song. It seemed like an in-the-studio goof as Ryan chanted, “L-O-V-E’s gonna be the death of me” accompanied by pinging steel drums. “I’m not evil,” went the outro, “I’m just scared”—repeated as a mantra, over and over in a low murmur. 

Pneumonia did earn Whiskeytown its first and last ink on the Billboard 200 album sales chart, where it spent a single week at No. 158. By summer, however, Pneumonia was little more than a footnote to the megabuzz surrounding Ryan’s upcoming solo album Gold. The second half of 2001 was Ryan’s moment. He was everywhere in the months leading up to Gold’s September 25 release, proclaimed far and wide as The Next Big Thing. 

The New York Times weighed in with a glowing prerelease profile headlined “A Future So Bright, He’s Already Seen It.” Gentlemen’s Quarterly ran a spread on “Brave New Country” stars, featuring Hank Williams III, Neko Case, Waco Brothers, Robbie Fulks—and Ryan in a $1,150 wool gabardine seersucker one-button peak-lapel suit by Fendi (a surreal sight for those of us who’d never seen him in anything fancier than jeans and T-shirts). Ryan was also one of four performers in a Vanity Fair package on “The Troubadours,” photographed by no less than the legendary celebrity photographer Annie Leibovitz. 

Entertainment Weekly took that even further, picturing Ryan solo and dubbing him “The It Troubadour” in the magazine’s annual “It” issue. The black-and-white photo showed Ryan in his customary plaid and denim, slumped on a park bench with shades, cigarette, and, tucked into his belt, a plastic toy sword. The accompanying text noted his “early influences” as Edgar Allan Poe, Emily Dickinson, Edith Wharton, Sylvia Plath, Hubert Selby Jr., and Albert Camus. You could scarcely concoct a better parody of a self-conscious singer-songwriter. It was also a perfect setup for Gold, which included a song titled “SYLVIA PLATH.” Ryan’s relationship with Amy Lombardi had ended by then, but she was still providing inspiration for songs. Gold’s first single was “New York, New York,” a driving raveup that sounded like the Who’s “Pinball Wizard” as played by Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band. The lyrics described Ryan and Lombardi’s life in the city, and their eventual split as a fond farewell. Vowed the chorus, “I’ll always love you, though, New York.” 

When it came time to make a video, Ryan was filmed across the Hudson River from Manhattan, strumming a guitar and lip-synching “New York, New York” in the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge. It was September 7, 2001, and the World Trade Center’s twin towers were clearly visible in the New York skyline behind him. 

Four days later, the world as we know it ended, and those towers fell down after terrorists flew hijacked planes into them. There was talk of scrapping the “New York, New York” video, but it was released with a written postscript: 

Dedicated to those 

who lost their lives 

September 11, 2001 

and those who worked to save them. 

Suddenly, “New York, New York” wasn’t just a single but an unofficial theme song for a city and a nation struggling to recover from an unthinkable attack on their psyche. As if to underscore the distress signal, the cover of Gold pictured Ryan in front of an upside-down American flag. Wrote critic David Browne in Entertainment Weekly: 

Heard in the aftermath of the collapse of the World Trade Center, “New York, New York” now feels cathartic and healing in ways it never did before. The same is true of the rest of Gold. In light of this recent horror, the album’s sprawling tour through American music, from coast to beer-stained coast, is like a diner full of comfort food. . . . And Adams, for all the hand-me-down nature of his music and his degenerate-rebel image, sounds like a healer. 

Finally, it seemed the planets were in perfect alignment for Ryan to explode to huge stardom. Gold was getting the best reviews of his career, including four stars in Rolling Stone (where Strangers Almanac had only rated three), under the headline “Country Rock’s King of Hurt.” But that was nothing compared to the reception overseas. The British magazine Uncut’s five-star review pronounced Gold “sheer blinding genius,” and also declared it the best album of 2001 in its year-end issue a few months later. Time Out Britain concurred: “Shade your eyes, his star is born.” The adulation would continue into early 2002, including a No. 6 finish for Gold in the Village Voice critics poll and Grammy nominations for rock album and male rock vocal (plus a third nomination for Ryan in the category of male country vocal, for his song on a Hank Williams tribute album). 

After a lifetime of dreaming about this moment, Ryan seized it with gusto, putting on one virtuoso interview performance after another. The press was happy to play along. One particularly remarkable piece in College Music Journal magazine read as if Ryan and the writer were both auditioning for a sequel to Cameron Crowe’s Almost Famous, opening thus: 

Ryan Adams is a charmer. “Coffee. A little bit of cream, no sugar because I’m already too sweet,” he says to the angular waitress tracking the hotel bar like a stylus. His smile is quick and sincere. He knows it’s a horseshit line and if he’s at all self-conscious about it, it doesn’t show. 

A lengthy Rolling Stone profile showed a bespectacled Ryan at a typewriter, and in various places around New York (including leaning on a railing in front of the Chelsea Hotel marquee, puffing on a cigarette). Headlined “Ryan Adams Just Wrote Another Song,” the piece recounted author and subject going into a bathroom to toke up—and a live-in-the-studio tantrum: 

All of Adams’ rants are delivered with tongue firmly in cheek. He makes it clear that he’s tweaking his own image as the It Boy, the Moody Artiste. But at the same time, however much he tries to downplay it, everyone in the room is an extra in the Ryan Adams Show. And however mock-rant his rants are, they have the same effect as a real rant: He gets his way. 

“I didn’t want to be a star,” he insists. “I still don’t.” 

Ryan made the television rounds, too, playing on David Letterman and Jay Leno’s late-night talk shows. And he made it onto Saturday Night Live, the November 10, 2001, show hosted by actress Gwyneth Paltrow. That was a first for Raleigh, and folks back in the old hometown tuned in. Caitlin Cary felt like she was watching her little brother. 

“I was looking for signs of nervousness, and he did look really young and scared,” she said. “When he was on the couch afterward with Letterman, pulling on his ear, I’ve seen that before. I was thinking after Saturday Night Live, though, that they should’ve put him in a skit. Talk about a waste of comic ability.” 

Given this level of attention, it seemed a sure thing that Gold was going to blow right past the 500,000-copy gold mark and shoot on up to million-plus platinum at the very least. Oddly enough, that didn’t happen. Despite an avalanche of hype, Gold never climbed any higher on the Billboard 200 than where it debuted, at No. 59. “New York, New York” got a lot of attention and television play, including as bumper music for the VH1 network’s telecast of The Concert for New York City (Paul McCartney’s benefit show for victims of the terrorist attacks). But neither “New York” nor the follow-up single “Answering Bell” caught on. Not even Saturday Night Live gave the album a sales bounce. By the spring of 2002, Gold had yet to crack 200,000 in sales in America. Even after a decade, US sales for Gold were still well short of gold: around 420,000 copies. 

That’s a healthy sum, to be sure, but nowhere near the breakthrough everyone expected. Instead, the wave that seemed to be building up for Ryan as 2001’s alternative-country breakout would crest for another album on Lost Highway Records. That was the movie soundtrack for O Brother, Where Art Thou?, the Coen Brothers’ quirky take on The Odyssey. The film starred George Clooney, but the soundtrack’s music was raw, earthy Southern folk, gospel, and bluegrass. Performers included Alison Krauss, Ralph Stanley, John Hartford, and a couple of Ryan’s Heartbreaker coconspirators, Gillian Welch and Emmylou Harris. 

O Brother locked down the top spot on the country album chart for close to a year, and it also crossed over to hit No. 1 on the main Billboard 200 in March 2002 after winning the Grammy Award for album of the year. Eventually, its US sales reached more than 7 million copies. 

Gold did yield one hit, “When the Stars Go Blue,” but not for Ryan. The Corrs, a highly photogenic folk-rock group of Irish siblings, covered it with a cameo from U2’s Bono on their 2002 album Live in Dublin, and it reached No. 18 on the US adult top 40. Country star Tim McGraw did even better, taking “Stars” to No. 4 on the country singles chart in 2006. When American Idol runner-up Blake Lewis covered it on the show in 2007, host Ryan Seacrest would introduce the song as “Tim McGraw’s ‘When the Stars Go Blue.’” 

“When that was identified as a Tim McGraw song on American Idol, I just had to laugh,” Ryan’s lawyer Josh Grier said a few years after the fact. “Lost Highway complained that Ryan didn’t give them any hits. Well . . .‘When the Stars Go Blue’ was a hit, and Tim McGraw’s version was not so different from Ryan’s.” 

Watching Ryan’s ascent from afar was peculiar, especially since I was quite frankly dumbfounded at the prevailing critical sentiment that Gold was Ryan’s best record. It did have a handful of very fine songs, especially the aforementioned “When the Stars Go Blue,” which was done up with a lovely falsetto on the chorus. But too much of Gold felt like Ryan at his most self-indulgent, with half-baked rips of Van Morrison (“Answering Bell,” which also copped from the Band’s “The Weight”) and the Rolling Stones by way of Lenny Kravitz (“Tina Toledo’s Street Walkin’ Blues”) among its more obvious genre exercises. 

Not that it was terrible. In fact, if Gold was the first you heard of Adams, you probably came away impressed. But if you’d been lucky enough to hear him open up a hole in the universe with just his guitar and his voice, it was hard not to feel let down. 

With great regret, I said as much in the review I wrote for the News & Observer. So did No Depression magazine’s Peter Blackstock, in a column likening Gold to pyrite. Ryan was never one to let an unfavorable review go unchallenged—even though the record company biography accompanying Gold quoted him saying he had two new rules, one of them being “not to read my own press.” Three days after Gold’s release, Ryan paid a cybervisit back home to Guitartown.org, a Triangle-based music discussion group where Adams’s name came up enough for him to be christened HWSNBN (an acronym for “He Who Shall Not Be Named”), to let everyone back home know just what he thought about No Depression’s take on his record. Wrote Ryan: 

you are a stupid asshole. fuck you for having the balls to fucking decide what MY fucking standards are. fucking No Depression magazine . . . whatever. do you fucking call emmelou harris, or maybe steve earle, or whoever when theyre in the studio to check in and make sure shes making an “acceptable record worthy of her talents”. i m sure she would kindly hang up the phone.SHOULD I FUCKING CALL YOU AT HOME PETER, AND ASK YOU IF ITS OKAY IF I WANNA TRY SOMETHING DIFFERENT NEXT TIME??? 

it will be interesting to see how glossy your magazine covers are when universal and lost highway stop giving you the money to buy the ink you use to be a self-righteous asshole with. 

fuck you and fuck your magazine. 

Predictably, a firestorm erupted, with lots of people weighing in to blast Ryan over the next several days. Before disappearing, Ryan made one last kiss-off post: 

. . . you just cant stand it because its not about your lousy fucking internet groups anymore, peter you are getting old and jaded but worst of all, you are Ross Grady, with a zine, or maybe like a David Menconi but just no balls 

Several days later, Ryan played Irving Plaza in New York City. Elton John turned up onstage for a cameo performance on two songs, including his own “Rocket Man.” 


Chapter Fourteen 

Amy Lombardi was the subject of at least one other Gold song besides “New York, New York,” thanks to an incident that happened at the 2001 South By Southwest. During a confrontation with Lombardi and her new boyfriend (Carl Newman, leader of the Vancouver rock band New Pornographers), Ryan threw a drink on them. “I have had it,” Lombardi declared, and she put her hands around Ryan’s throat in a chokehold. After the police came, Lombardi was the one who wound up in handcuffs. 

“Harder Now That It’s Over” is the song Ryan wrote about it afterward. It’s as mournful as he’s ever sounded, beginning with “They slapped ’em on you/Where that bracelet used to be” and admitting he’d thrown the drink “just to piss you off.” The song’s conclusion: “I’m sorry.” 

Many of the songs on Gold were about a different paramour, however: actress Winona Ryder, siren to generations of young rock boys (not to mention the inspiration behind college-radio star Matthew Sweet’s touching-yet-stalkerish 1991 ballad “Winona”). Over the years, Ryder has been romantically linked to Conor Oberst of Bright Eyes, Soul Asylum’s Dave Pirner, actors Johnny Depp (at one time her fiancé) and Matt Damon—and Ryan, who fell under her spell after moving from Nashville to Los Angeles in 2001. Early in the Gold publicity cycle, Ryan attempted some halfhearted circumspection in his interviews by focusing on “what” more than “who.” Said Ryan in Rock’s Backpages in September 2001: 

I knew I was sitting there involved with someone I shouldn’t be involved with and enjoying every last miserable-ass moment of it. Because everybody does it, not just artists. Everybody loves a little bit of pain, ’cause it makes them feel real for a minute. 

But Ryder’s name was prominently featured in the thank-yous of the Gold credits (“Winona Ryder . . . damn girl”). Before long, Ryan gave up trying to keep her identity a secret. 

“Gold was written about a lot of things, but it is also a very personal record and can be looked at as a letter to Winona [Ryder],” he told an interviewer with the University of Iowa’s student newspaper in December 2001. Of course, Ryan has said a lot of contradictory things over the years about the women in his life—especially Ryder, about whom he wrote in a 2008 blog post, “I never dated Winona Ryder, but she is my friend and I will always love her.” But two other women besides Ryder and Lombardi figured into Gold in various ways, and both of them were show-business scions. 

One was singer-songwriter Leona Naess, stepdaughter of Motown legend Diana Ross. She and Ryan had appeared together in a 2000 Mademoiselle magazine fashion spread titled “Blossoming . . . the new Hollywood crowd (some of them known stars, some about to be) mix it up in summer’s prettiest evening clothes.” Ryan and Naess dated for a stretch, and she accompanied him to the Grammy Awards in 2002. She also appeared in the video for the second Gold single, “Answering Bell,” alongside Counting Crows singer Adam Duritz and Ryan’s new fan club president Elton John (Ryan reportedly asked his quasi-namesake Bryan Adams to play the Tin Man in the video, after they met while staying in the same hotel, but Bryan declined Ryan’s invitation). 

The other was singer/actress Carrie Hamilton, daughter of the legendary comedic actress Carol Burnett. She and Ryan were involved long enough for several pictures of her to appear in the Gold compact-disc booklet, alongside a number of disturbingly casual photos of Ryan brandishing a handgun. Hamilton served as inspiration for a number of songs that turned up later, one of which she cowrote—a beautiful, dreamy ballad called “Tomorrow.” She was just thirty-eight years old when she died of cancer on January 20, 2002. Ryan called her “the absolute love of my life” in Entertainment Weekly magazine, and he included this dedication on his 2002 album Demolition: 

GOD BLESS YOU CARRIE HAMILTON WHEREVER YOU ARE. 

“He was very sweet,” Carol Burnett said of Ryan in 2011. “We only met once, the first time Carrie was admitted to the hospital, and he was with her. While they were doing some tests, Ryan and I went down to the hospital cafeteria, and we sat and talked a while. I love the fact that he wrote some songs about her.” 

Even if Gold wasn’t a big hit, it definitely succeeded in lodging Ryan firmly in the celebrity jet stream. The media blitz continued into 2002 with a TV commercial for The Gap that showed Ryan playing the old Hank Williams standard “Move It On Over” with the iconic country legend Willie Nelson because, Ryan told CNN: 

Who says no to $30,000 an hour? I don’t. . . . But maybe the No. 1 main reason is because Willie was doing it and I was supposed to do it with him, and you don’t say no to Willie Nelson. 

Ryan also appeared in an MTV show down in Jamaica, Music in High Places, which showed him playing with his band and the iconic reggae star Toots Hibbert. He started turning up onstage at high-profile shows like Neil Young’s annual benefit concerts for The Bridge School, playing alongside Young, James Taylor, and Radiohead’s Thom Yorke in 2002. And for a stretch, he became as omnipresent as the likes of Sheryl Crow or Kid Rock in the press. It was hard to pick up a music publication of any sort without finding Ryan either holding forth in interviews or posing for pictures in the “People” columns with his new celebrity friends. 

Virtually every story at least mentioned Ryan’s maniacally productive ways and all the unreleased albums he had in the vaults. It wasn’t so different from when he’d lived on Daisy Street in Raleigh and was starting up several new bands a week with Tom Cushman. Except now he had the means to record everything properly—although the amount of unreleased music he had stacking up was just as much a point of frustration as ever. 

“I just work too fast for any label to be able to put records out as I’ve needed to do them,” he’d told me in 2000. “I was born twenty years too late. If I could do two records a year, I think everybody would be happier, especially me. But one every two or three years just doesn’t work for me. At the end of the day, it’s not about whether we’ve worked the road for two years pushing a record to get a hit and recoup.” 

Actually, two records a year wasn’t going to put much of a dent in the song stash Ryan had accumulated by 2002. Between Heartbreaker, Pneumonia, and Gold, fifty of Ryan’s songs were released in 2000–2001—and he still had multiples more songs than that. There was 48 Hours, a splendid little Heartbreaker-style set that Ryan dashed off in two days at a reported cost of $1,200 after seeing a particularly inspirational performance by Alanis Morissette (whom he saw fit to cite five times in the thank-yous to Gold). Its companion piece was Suicide Handbook, also known as Career Suicide, two discs of twenty-one “miserably sad” acoustic songs recorded in Nashville with Bob Dylan pedal steel sideman Bucky Baxter. Ryan also had a rock record with the Pink Hearts in the can, along with Destroyer and the earlier items (Fucker, SnoKobra, and the Four-Track Mind/Exile on Franklin Street oldies), and even a couple of “supergroup” projects. Ryan, James Iha, Hole bassist Melissa Auf Der Maur, and Lemonheads guitarist Evan Dando made up the Fucking Virgins, while the Candy Cane Killers were the duo of Ryan and British singer Beth Orton. 

Songs from some of these records turned up on Gold, the initial pressing of which included a bonus disc of five extra songs. Still, Ryan’s backlog was large and growing larger. He talked of putting the whole mess out as a box set, but Lost Highway was having none of that. What finally came out was a single thirteen-track album called Demolition, released almost exactly one year after Gold with a picture of a snarled cassette tape on the cover. Thanks to Ryan’s higher profile, Demolition actually charted higher than Gold by debuting at No. 28 on the Billboard 200, although it faded fast and only reached 170,000 in sales. 

As an odds-and-sods compilation, Demolition is neither as ambitious as Gold or as loose as Heartbreaker. And yet it stands as better-realized and more coherent than Gold, in that it goes deeper, giving a sense of Ryan as a person and an artist rather than a collection of influences. For better or worse, Demolition presents the auteur at his most Ryan-like—the extravagantly talented, hyperprolific doomed romantic, pained by love and in love with the pain. ADHD be damned, he is by God gonna bear down, make that amazing record, and go to the Hall of Fame someday . . . but not today. Not quite yet, when there’s all this fun to be had. Meanwhile, here’s another song; thirteen more songs, actually, all of them quite good, and there’s plenty more where they came from. 

Maybe one reason Demolition feels like more than a hodgepodge of leftovers is that it plays like a Tour de Muse, starting with dedicatee Carrie Hamilton. Ryan wrote “Nuclear” (a song also known as “Shut Up and Go to Sleep”) about the night he and Hamilton met. It opens the album with a sweeping pedal steel riff from Bucky Baxter, which sounds like fireworks ascending and bursting into a bright galaxy of twinkling, expansive color. Space-cowboy rock, indeed. 

Where the lyrics of “Nuclear” begin by mentioning the end of summer, the album-closing “Jesus (Don’t Touch My Baby)” invokes a summer that never ends—or maybe it wishes for one, since “Jesus” is a song about death. A prayerful plea that Ryan wrote while Hamilton was in the throes of cancer, “Jesus” throbs with an ambient pulse that feels like falling into that bright-light void. Ryan sounds utterly bereft and shell-shocked, singing through a lump in the throat. “Jesus” is touching, sad, and deeply, deeply spooky, even more so than the similarly styled Pneumonia song “What the Devil Wanted.” 

Another Demolition song, “Tennessee Sucks,” is a joke-filled knockoff that Ryan banged out for Hamilton’s amusement. The performance is casual, but undercurrents of manic desperation lurk beneath the song’s surface (especially in some of Ryan’s off-kilter piano flourishes). And the song that Hamilton cowrote, “Tomorrow,” is a gorgeous meditation on love and the distance between, with spare and just-right contributions from Gillian Welch and David Rawlings. Ryan told Uncut magazine that the scene described in “Tomorrow” was the last time he ever saw Hamilton healthy. 

Alanis Morissette holds sway on the three Demolition songs drawn from 48 Hours (which in many ways feels like the proper Heartbreaker sequel that never was). “Hallelujah” is not the oft-covered Leonard Cohen standard; rather, it’s Ryan fretting about his screwup ways accompanied by a first-rate bar band arrangement, punctuated by excellent harmonica from Ryan himself. “Desire” is hushed and reverent, another ode to unrequited love with a jittery stop-start tempo that emphasizes the theme of missed connections. And the stoic “Chin Up, Cheer Up” glides along like a train, clickety-clack. It feels like fleeing the scene. 

As Candy Cane Killers, Ryan and Beth Orton recorded a cover of “Brown Sugar” for a Rolling Stones tribute record put together by Uncut magazine. Ryan is also all over Orton’s 2002 album Daybreaker, most notably with a lovely vocal contribution to “Concrete Sky”—a song that sure sounds like Orton wrote it about him. Ryan returns the favor on Demolition with “You Will Always Be the Same,” an openhearted exhortation to keep on keepin’ on (although it does suffer from the same overly affected vocal style that marred much of Gold). 

Winona Ryder is back in an inspirational capacity on a handful of Demolition songs, all of them fairly gentle. “Gimme a Sign” dates from right around the time that she and Ryan met. “Cry on Demand” and “She Wants to Play Hearts” both call out their subject for her actorly, dramatically manipulative ways—while admitting the singer’s part in it, too. As Ryan admits in the latter song, “I guess I wanted to play, too.” 

During the press cycle for Demolition, Ryan talked about all these songs in a revealing series of interviews. Of particular note was a long piece in Entertainment Weekly that started off with Ryan refusing to give up Ryder’s name. But the writer kept prodding, and Ryan was spilling by the end: 

I mean, everyone knows I dated Winona Ryder. . . . Big fucking deal. Who would not? I really like her. She’s actually a very nice person. She’s nothing like anybody thinks. She’s a normal girl with normal girl problems who talks about normal girl things, who needs a guy, needs her hand held, needs to walk across a fucking street. So what if she dates musicians. She likes music! Everybody knows I went out with Beth Orton. It’s not a lie. We were each other’s muse. So fucking be it. I’m an artist and so is she. It isn’t like Lisa fucking Marie Presley and Nicolas Cage. It’s artists being with artists. Why not? Fuck! I love women with great lips. It doesn’t make me a fucking jerk. If I were a general contractor for a fucking construction firm in Louisville, I might have nothing in common with Winona Ryder or Beth Orton. As it happens, I am Ryan Adams, who writes a lot of songs, who goes out way too late and gets fucked up, who obsesses about his life, who is a guilt-ridden individual, who would like to pretend to be an artist, who therefore might get along with a girl with full lips who is an actress. 

Want to go get some coffee? 

Still, Ryan’s best muse on Demolition remains his ever-reliable gold standard, Amy Lombardi, who turns up toward the end of the album as the inspiration for “Dear Chicago.” It falls unobtrusively in the running order, between the lounge-lizard goof “Tennessee Sucks” and the Ryder meet-up ode “Gimme a Sign.” Clocking in at a hushed two minutes, “Dear Chicago” is the shortest, quietest song on Demolition. And it’s stunning. If this were a big-screen romantic drama, “Dear Chicago” would accompany the third-reel fast-forward montage showing two sundered lovers trying to carry on separately, only to keep stopping and staring into the distance—as the setup for a scene where they unexpectedly encounter each other after a long time apart. Only there’s not a happy ending to this one. 

Ryan strums a dreamy acoustic riff as he describes thoughts of suicide and the growing chill in his heart in a deceptively easy croon, recalling his ex’s prediction he’d come to a sad, lonely end. There is the slightest catch to Ryan’s voice as he murmurs that New York City is “almost gone”—yes, this is the sequel to “New York, New York.” And Ryan tries to defy that song’s forever-love vow, declaring that he’s “fallen out of love.” He says that three times at the end, the pitch rising with each repetition as he tries to work up his nerve (or convince himself it’s really true). It’s not until the very last one that Ryan can bring himself to say the final two words, which he doesn’t sing so much as exhale in what sounds like a last breath: 

with you. 

It’s a beautiful moment. But you don’t believe him, not even for a second. 


Chapter Fifteen 

Actually, some of Ryan’s best on-record moments from this period didn’t appear on his own albums. There was Beth Orton’s Daybreaker, and also Counting Crows’ 2002 album Hard Candy. Ryan wrote and contributed background vocals to “Butterfly in Reverse,” a lushly cinematic, piano-pop song with a hook so irresistible that not even uber-whiney Crows frontman Adam Duritz could screw it up. 

Better still was Ryan’s star turn on While You Weren’t Looking, the 2002 solo album by Caitlin Cary. The initial pressing included a bonus mini-disc of four songs, highlighted by “The Battle,” a heart-stopping duet with what might be the best vocal harmonies those two ever put on tape. For anyone who loved Whiskeytown back in the day, hearing “The Battle” was a fond, bittersweet reminder of how special their vocal blend was. And for a brief time in 2003, there was talk of Ryan, Caitlin, and Skillet Gilmore convening a Whiskeytown reunion. “I think it’s time Whiskeytown make an actual record we like,” Ryan posted on his website. Rolling Stone magazine picked up the story, and I interviewed Caitlin for the News & Observer. 

“I still feel really trepidatious about it,” she told me. “I knew this would happen sometime, but I wasn’t thinking about now. If handled correctly and done on the right terms, it could be great. It’s scary, though. I don’t think it could hurt either of us as long as it doesn’t turn into a fiasco—and it certainly has that potential. That’s probably what everybody is expecting. We always were the rubberneckers’ favorite band.” 

Shortly after that, a statement appeared on ryan-adams.com: 

Contrary to what you may have heard, Whiskeytown will not be getting back together at this time. Despite the rumors and gossip, Ryan is currently working on new music, not a Whiskeytown reunion. 

Never mind that Ryan himself had been the source of the “rumors and gossip,” but oh well. 

Seven years later, on her Facebook wall, an incredulous Caitlin Cary would recount a conversation she had one night with a customer she was waiting on at her restaurant job: 

Customer: You’re kind of famous. 

Caitlin: Yeah. 

Customer: How’s Whiskeytown doing these days? 

Caitlin: Well, we broke up in 1999, but we’re fine. 

Customer: You should really go on tour and play Whiskeytown songs. You could get a different lead singer. 

Another non-Ryan Ryan record was 2003’s The Fine Art of Self Destruction by Jesse Malin, a friend since the days when Malin’s old glam-punk band D Generation would come through Raleigh on tour. Ryan used his newfound clout to champion Malin, telling Rolling Stone magazine during a 2001 interview that he’d just accompanied Malin to the offices of Columbia Records “to demand $15,000 for him. That’s just the kind of guy I am.” Malin wound up on the independent label Artemis instead, but Ryan still produced and played guitar on Self Destruction, a very fine thirteen-track set that sounded like Paul Westerberg backed up by a punk version of Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band. 

Malin and Ryan also played together in a punk band, The Finger, under pseudonyms for contractual reasons—“Warren Peace” for Ryan, “Irving Plaza” for Malin. Ryan had some fun with that in interviews, telling the British website NME.com: 

I’m not officially supposed to say this, but there may or may not be this band called The Finger that just released this record . . . and I heard that I played on it. Let’s leave it at that. I heard they’re good, though. 

The Finger’s record was 2003’s We Are Fuck You, featuring a cover as X-rated as the title. The album’s twenty hit-and-run songs/rants clock in at less than thirty-five minutes. Like most of Ryan’s forays into punk or metal, it’s fun. Stupid, not particularly memorable and not what he does best, but fun. Metal has always been a base element of Ryan’s musical outlook going back to his Jacksonville childhood. He cut his teeth on guitar with the introduction to Iron Maiden’s “Somewhere in Time” (“but a really, really bad one-note version of it,” he told Paste magazine in 2007). But when it comes to metal, he’s still a better enthusiast than practitioner. In 2010, Ryan self-released a metal album called Orion that was so unmemorable, I couldn’t remember a single one of its songs after a dozen listens. 

Ryan’s metal jones was, however, responsible for at least one great moment of onstage genius, from a 2011 solo show in Oslo, Norway. In a flash of free-associative inspiration, Ryan launched into what he called a “black metal” version of Whiskeytown’s “16 Days.” Ratcheting the volume way down, he played a quivering single-string strum on his acoustic guitar while singing in a shredding, Cookie Monster yowl—but in a voice just about a whisper, including shrieks, with a perfectly off-kilter harmonica solo. He broke vocal character just once, pausing to note in his own speaking voice that the song’s reference to a Bible, rosary, and owed apology was “not a very black metal verse,” to riotous laughter and applause. 

If he ever does a comedy album, I’m there. 

There must be something about Oslo that agrees with Ryan. Firsthand witness accounts of a 2001 show there reported that he brought out a stack of vintage vinyl albums—Black and Blue by the Rolling Stones and Marvin Gaye Live!, among others—to hand out to the crowd. Later in the show, when someone in the audience yelled out that he wanted his money back, Ryan reportedly went out into the seats, found the guy, pulled out some money, and handed it over. 

There have, alas, been other shows where interactions with the audience didn’t go so well, most infamously an October 2002 concert at Nashville’s fabled Ryman Auditorium. Ryan was playing solo that night, and there was some heckling going on. At one point, a sarcastic call rang out for “Summer of ’69,” the cheesy mid-1980s hit by Bryan Adams. A confrontation ensued, and there were reports that security kicked the heckler out after Ryan gave him his money back (the heckler was actually escorted to another seat farther from the stage). 

This wasn’t the first onstage dustup Ryan had over his name doppelgänger—there were reports of a similar incident in Australia earlier that same year—but Nashville had further ripples. Nashville Tennessean critic Peter Cooper recounted the scene in his concert review, which was seen all over the country after the wire services picked it up. The incident made enough of an impression to be the subject of a question on the public radio show Wait Wait . . . Don’t Tell Me. Ryan left Peter Cooper an angry voicemail, which also went out far and wide over the Internet. Lots of people had lots of fun with that, most notably alternative-country singer-songwriter Robbie Fulks, who offered to reimburse anyone who made Ryan mad enough to get thrown out of a show. 

Over the years, the Ryman “Summer of ’69” incident has come to be Ryan’s equivalent of Bob Dylan getting called “Judas” onstage in England in 1966 (or maybe the Rod Stewart pound-of-semen-in-the-stomach rumor from the 1970s). It’s the one thing that everybody seems to have heard about Ryan, even nonfans. Ryan himself has discussed it at length a number of times, including a lengthy explanation he declared to be “THE REAL STORY” on ryanadamsarchive.com in 2010. Asked if he’d do the same thing if he had it to do over again, Ryan claimed he didn’t kick the heckler out of the show, even though he wished that the hall’s “worthless and clueless” security had done something about him. He also said that the heckler never actually yelled out “Summer of ’69,” and that the Tennessean’s Peter Cooper made the whole thing up. And he lamented the fact that his prior reputation only made it worse: 

. . . most people have some awful shows and they get to live through them and move on. My bad show there had to be written about the next day and sold to the Associated Press by that fucktard so he could buy some more baked beans and Jimmy buffet c.d.s I hope he enjoys them tonight sleeping in his car somewhere. Asshole. 

It ruined my solo career and I have never really recovered. I mean, Ever since that bullshit article got sold to the Associated Press by that fucking loser now every other wasted college kid thinks I get mad when someone yells “Summer of 69” 

I don’t actually care either way about that. 

What I don’t care for is being yelled at. Especially by people who are so satisfied that their hope is it would actually take effect. It just reminds me how much actual malice and misdirected bullshit there is in the world. I always loved music because it was an escape from that kind of college-party intelligence. what a waste. 

Offstage, Ryan stayed busy throughout 2003. By the end of that year, he had put out twenty-nine songs on three different Lost Highway releases—a full-length album called Rock N Roll and two mini-albums, Love Is Hell Pt. 1 and Love Is Hell Pt. 2. Originally, Love Is Hell was to be a single full-length album (and its two halves eventually were combined into a single-disc release in 2004). But Lost Highway was less than thrilled with its dark, downcast tone. There were concerns that Love Is Hell was not the album that could take Ryan to a commercial level beyond Gold. Ryan claimed that the label rejected the album as commercially unsound, but Lost Highway boss Luke Lewis later claimed he didn’t reject it so much as tell Ryan he could do better. 

Rock N Roll was what Ryan came back with, and Lost Highway released it in November 2003. Part one of Love Is Hell came out the same day with part two following a month later; but none of it set the charts on fire. The two Love Is Hell volumes barely dented the charts and collectively sold about the same amount as Demolition. Rock N Roll fared a bit better, debuting at a solid No. 33 on the Billboard 200. But it dropped off the chart a month later, eventually moving 215,000 copies as of 2012. 

Nevertheless, Rock N Roll is an intriguing record. After Gold’s tour of 1970s-vintage classic rock, Rock N Roll jumps ahead to the college-radio new wave of the 1980s, with hints of the Smiths, Replacements, and U2. “This Is It” opens the album with Ryan growling, “Let me sing a song for you that’s never been sung before”—a nervy declaration for someone who had long been accused of being little more than the sum of his influences. Besides which, the story the album tells is not new at all: Boy meets girl, they hook up then break up, boy finds someone else amid choice words for first girl. Rock N Roll has the sort of lyrics you might find scrawled on the wall of a college dormitory bathroom. It ranks as the angriest, crankiest-sounding record Ryan has ever made. 

It’s also the closest thing to the full-on rock record that Ryan had been promising but failing to deliver for years, especially the stomp-along rockers “1974” and “Note to Self: Don’t Die.” “So Alive” recalls the Smiths and U2, with a soaring arrangement and falsetto, and “Luminol” sounds like the Replacements at their snarliest. Ironically, the quietest song on Rock N Roll is the title track, a solo piano ballad on which Ryan admits, “I don’t feel cool at all.” 

One of Rock N Roll’s oddest postscripts involved its producer, Jim Barber, then-boyfriend of Courtney Love—leader of the band Hole, widow of Kurt Cobain, and one of the most volatile loose cannons in the music business. In 2008, Love wrote an infamous MySpace blog post accusing Ryan of ripping her off by running up $858,000 in charges on her American Express card while making the album. Sensibly, for once, Ryan did not make a direct public response. 

But the most interesting angle on Rock N Roll requires a bit of backstory from Ryan’s real life. By then, his love interest was actress Parker Posey, listed as cowriter of “Note to Self: Don’t Die” (on which she also sang backup vocals) and credited as the album’s “Exe’cute’ive Producer.” In his wake was ex-girlfriend Leona Naess, who had a self-titled album—produced by Ryan’s sometime-producer Ethan Johns, no less—that had come out two months before Rock N Roll. 

Naess was on the road that fall, and her tour T-shirts bore this declaration: “MY EX IS A WANKER.” Naess told Blender magazine that the shirt’s sentiment was “about all the ex-boyfriends in my life. It is not about any one person.” Be that as it may, I couldn’t resist playing Leona Naess and Rock N Roll back-to-back and indulging in a little armchair psychology. Where Rock N Roll sounds angry, Leona Naess sounds heartbroken. She pines for a departed lover described as “gone like a bullet from a gun,” while he describes putting a match to “pretty pictures in a magazine” (an interesting detail, given their joint appearance in that Mademoiselle fashion spread three years earlier). 

Considered together, the passions of these two albums felt akin to Shoot Out the Lights, British folk-rock duo Richard and Linda Thompson’s legendary 1982 breakup opus. It was as if each album was half of an argument, with Ryan and Leona talking back and forth in song: 

HER: Don’t use my broken heart to pick up other girls. 

HIM: I used to be so sad, now I’m just bored with you. 

HER: It’s only been pain loving you, you’re my dues to pay. 

HIM: You’ve lied to yourself forever. 

HER: Sweet melodies bring bitter memories, sing in my ear and drown out your heart. 

HIM: Welcome home, Miss So Unknown/Bet you want it back . . . but you can’t have it. 

HER: He is gone like meaning from a song, he is done like a vampire in the sun. 

HIM: Note to self, don’t change for anyone, don’t change just lie. 

HER: Where did you go, oh no did you tear it apart? Go back to the start, now there’s nothing left of my broken heart. 

HIM: Why don’t you leave me, leave me alone? 

Rock N Roll makes a better first impression, but Love Is Hell is the album that has aged better. Maybe that’s because grief is more lasting than anger, and Love Is Hell is downcast and monochromatic enough to make Suicide Handbook seem almost cheery by comparison. Between its unrelenting minor-key depressiveness and pain seeping through every crevice, Love Is Hell was never the most inviting album; it’s easy to see why Lost Highway’s brass balked at making it the official follow-up to Gold. The album’s checkered release history made it feel even stranger. In the credits, the album’s thank-you notes begin, “We appreciate and acknowledge anyone who stood beside this record in its long and strange journey into public forum . . .” 

For all that, Love Is Hell boasts a handful of killer tunes, some with a hint of New Orleans soul (and it was indeed partly recorded in the Crescent City, with production credited to John Porter and Ryan). The opening “Political Scientist” is one of Ryan’s rare ventures into current events, pondering the environment and government drug conspiracies. But most of the album is closer and more personal than that. 

It’s easy enough to play Spot the Muse on “City Rain, City Streets,” with its reference to a “genius in a hospital bed” and the anguished confession “I fucked you over a million times and you died” (Carrie Hamilton, rest in peace). “English Girls Approximately” seems like another song for Beth Orton, with a reference in the lyrics to “daybreaker” and a backup vocal from the legendary Marianne Faithfull. And Ryan sounds pretty much at the end of his rope throughout, whether copping to being “Afraid Not Scared,” fighting “World War 24,” or confessing “I See Monsters.” 

Fittingly, Love Is Hell’s one thin ray of optimism comes from a song that Ryan didn’t write himself, a cover of the British pop band Oasis’s 1995 hit “Wonderwall” (which earned Ryan another Grammy nomination, for best solo rock vocal performance). “Wonderwall” is not an obvious cover choice, but Ryan completely owns it with an exhausted sigh of a vocal that gives the song’s chorus plea of “Maybe you’re gonna be the one that saves me” deep layers of grief, guilt, and doubt that the Oasis original never had. The man who wrote the song apparently agreed. New Music Express reported an onstage quote by Noel Gallagher at an Oasis performance in London: 

I never got my head ’round this song until I went to [see] Ryan Adams play and he did an amazing cover of it. So now I’m going to cover one of my own songs in the style of Ryan Adams. 

Toward the end of 2003, a poem called “Midnight in America” surfaced. Penned by a writer named Tim Peeler from the North Carolina town of Hickory, it was eventually published in his 2005 collection Blood River: Selected Poems (Rank Stranger Press). 

Ryan Adams is faking self-destruction somewhere. 

Nearly all the trashcans are full. 

There are five more beers left in the tap 

at the Side Pocket Bar and Grill. 

Nationwide, there are too many sad cases to count; 

only one man drinks for the right reason. 

One hundred thousand taxi drivers fear their next fare. 

Across the ugly river, Canada listens. 

In one more hour, the sober Ryan Adams 

will pour his last beer into the dressing room toilet. 


Chapter Sixteen 

Ryan had a long stretch of forced inactivity in 2004, after breaking his wrist onstage in England. It happened at the end of a show in Liverpool during “The Shadowlands,” a slow trance of a song from Love Is Hell. Guitarist Brad Rice watched the whole thing happen from close range. 

“The stage had this big cutout in front of it, all marked with white tape, and an orchestra pit about six feet down,” Rice said in 2011. “It was the closing song and Ryan had his eyes closed, walking around lost in the moment, and he fell off the stage. I’d do a big guitar solo at the end and I’d just put my cigarette down to get feedback going. I turn around and all of a sudden see him fall and hear a crash from his microphone. That was the end of that tour. In fact, that was the last time I played with him.” 

Undeterred, Ryan posted some grisly X-rays of the injury online. And midway through his convalescence, he posted a cryptic update on his website: 

Ryan would like you to know he is currently eating bugs and tile samples. He is in Mexico City . . . seeing out the final stages of his treatment where he will become tiny and inaccurate. Truly, he is sorry about your neighbor and will not be sending any more spider cakes. 

Despite his absence, Ryan was still turning up in the papers just as regularly as ever. The British magazine Q ranked him No. 97 on its list of “The music industry’s 100 most influential people” that year (alongside Bob Dylan, Steve Jobs, Madonna, Bono, Jack White, and Jack Black). And Greil Marcus, one of the grand old men of rock criticism, somehow found a way to compare Ryan to another Raleigh musical export in one of his “Real Life Top-10” columns on salon.com: “Underneath his clatter and angst, what [Ryan] has to offer is different mostly in style from what Clay Aiken and Ruben Studdard are selling.” 

Even though he went more than a year between releases during this period, the Ryan-just-blinked-and-wrote-two-more-songs narrative continued to get play in the papers. A January 2005 feature in Entertainment Weekly about “the death of the album” included a list of albums that needed pruning, citing records by Moby, Beyoncé, Guns N’ Roses, and finally, “Just about every Ryan Adams album.” 

As if to prove the point, around that same time came word that Ryan would release not one, not two, but three different albums in 2005. For once, Ryan was going to get his way where product flow was concerned. He put out a box set’s worth of music that year, with forty-one songs on three different releases (one of them a two-disc set), clocking in at nearly three hours total. 

The first was Cold Roses, a two-disc set issued in May 2005 with packaging so reminiscent of the Grateful Dead that it’s a wonder it wasn’t patchouli-scented. The dark blue cardboard cover suggested hand-tooled leather, with ornate patterns and a rose in the center. Inside the double-gatefold cover was a strange cartoon illustration—two bears standing upright to present a child with a rose and a cup of tea as a rat looked on and an owl flew by, each figure in dark silhouette against a bright orange sunset (or sunrise). 

The opening song “Magnolia Mountain” sounded like the missing link between the Dead’s “Sugar Magnolia” and “Box of Rain,” and it brought to mind something Ryan had declared he loved in the Gold liner notes: “the Grateful Dead and Black Flag at the same time.” Cold Roses was Ryan stripped completely clean of Black Flag leanings, and it was Dead-friendly enough for Ryan to wind up on the bill for a series of “Phil Lesh and Friends” concerts in Colorado in the summer of 2005. That surprised some people who’d known Ryan way back when. 

“Oh, he always hated stuff like that,” said Brewery booker Greg Mosorjak in 2011. “‘Buncha fuckin’ hippies’—he’d snarl that about certain bands or certain people. So it was really humorous that he went on to play with Phil Lesh. And when I saw Bob Weir’s project in Charlotte last year, they did a song by Ryan Adams.” 

Cold Roses heralded a new era of apparent democracy, billed as it was to “Ryan Adams & the Cardinals” (and with all five members of the ensemble sharing songwriting credits). It was the most successful of Ryan’s 2005 releases, even though it cried out for editing. All eighteen tracks would have fit onto a single disc, but they were split into two nine-song discs instead. And while some reviews criticized Cold Roses for mid-tempo uniformity, it actually shows a good bit of range beyond the obvious Grateful Dead references. “Let It Ride,” “If I Am a Stranger,” “Dance All Night,” and “When Will You Come Back Home” all stand as fine examples of Ryan’s classic country-rock style. “Beautiful Sorta” is a swaggering rocker that would have fit onto Gold. The syncopation and deep acoustic warmth of “Rosebud” recall Simon & Garfunkel’s “I Am a Rock.” And the depressive tones of “Sweet Illusions” and “How Do You Keep Love Alive” are very much of a piece with Love Is Hell. 

Lyrically, Cold Roses found Ryan getting in touch with his inner naturalist, dropping in repeated references to dawn, sunset, night, flowers, bodies of water, empty houses, and God Almighty. But what came through most of all was a sense of homesick loneliness—even though Ryan seemed unsure of where home even was anymore. “If I could find my way back home, where would I go?” Ryan asked plaintively on “When Will You Come Back Home” (a song that echoes another Tar Heel expatriate, James Taylor). Tellingly, Ryan name-dropped his native state in more than one song, including the first single, “Let It Ride”: 

Tennessee’s a brother to my sister Carolina 

Where they’re gonna bury me. 

This theme of homesick weariness carried over to the second album of Ryan’s 2005 troika, September’s Jacksonville City Nights, also credited to Ryan Adams & the Cardinals and produced by Cold Roses producer Tom Schick. Since its honky-tonk leanings played to Ryan’s strengths, Jacksonville City Nights should have been great. But it’s an album that never quite clicks. Everything seems a little off and out of focus, even the cluttered cover illustration of a woman with her head in her hands viewed through a cracked window. 

The album meanders along with no sense of flow, feeling awkward and uncertain despite a few fine individual songs—especially “Dear John,” a stark duet with Norah Jones, and the quietly fatalistic “September” and “Pa.” But too many Jacksonville songs have torrents of words tumbling forth, tentatively sung by Ryan in a quavering falsetto that never seems to mesh with the music. He resurrects Whiskeytown’s “My Heart Is Broken” (which originally appeared as a B-side on the “Theme for a Trucker” seven-inch single), but in an ill-advised up-tempo version that feels almost glib. And “The End,” an ode to Jacksonville’s oppressiveness, is just a mess despite the obvious emotion involved. Ryan sounds lost, almost frantic, in search of something. Maybe himself. He sounds like a parody of himself imitating Adam Duritz. 

Album number three was 29, released in December 2005 and billed to just Ryan Adams. Ethan Johns returned as producer, and the Grateful Dead were back as an inspiration on the title track, a blatant rewrite of the Dead’s 1970 signature “Truckin’.” And that’s about as jumpy as this very dreary album gets. An ostensible song cycle about one’s twenties, with a song for each year, 29 is interminable, verbose, and impenetrable. It bottoms out with “The Sadness,” a whiney melodrama set to a flamenco arrangement that drags on for nearly seven minutes. But even at his lowest ebb, Ryan managed a few good songs on 29, especially the stately “Carolina Rain.” 

Whatever commercial strategy was behind Ryan’s three-release plan for 2005, things went in the wrong direction as the year progressed. Cold Roses debuted at No. 26, a new chart peak for Ryan. But it sank quickly, with sales eventually topping out at just under 200,000 copies. Jacksonville City Nights made it to No. 33 and sold 120,000 copies. And 29 was still short of the 100,000 mark in 2012, after putting in a brief chart appearance at No. 144. 

It seemed like there was a single great album here, so I decided to take matters into my own hands. What I came up with was an alternate-universe iPod-only album compiling seven Cold Roses songs (“Magnolia Mountain,” “When Will You Come Back Home,” “Beautiful Sorta,” “Mockingbird,” “Let It Ride,” “Rosebud,” and “Dance All Night”) with three each from Jacksonville City Nights (“Dear John,” “Pa,” “September”) and 29 (“Carolina Rain,” “Night Birds,” “Blue Sky Blues”). 

When it came time to do my list of 2005’s top 10 albums for the News & Observer, I put 29 Cold Jacksonville Roses at No. 1. 

A month or so after Cold Roses was released, Ryan came to Raleigh and played a show—his first performance in the old hometown since a one-off Whiskeytown show back in 2000. Local anticipation ran high, starting with a tongue-in-cheek survey that appeared on Guitartown.org to ask, “Who’s going to see Ryan Adams in Raleigh June 8th at the BTI Center?” A sampling of the responses: 

I will be there wearing his concert T-shirt. 

I would not go see that $%*^()&($(#(#(@# if my life, and yours, depended on it. 

I may stumble in drunk. 

I talk a lot of shit about him on a regular basis, but will probably be hangin’ backstage with him. 

He still owes me 20.00. 

By the time the lights went down in 1,600-seat Meymandi Concert Hall that night, Ryan was facing a sold-out house. Circus music played as the musicians took their places onstage. Between his thick-rimmed glasses, unkempt beard, and dazed demeanor, Ryan looked like a befuddled graduate student who hadn’t slept in at least a week (a picture of him in this guise would subsequently appear in Rolling Stone magazine as an example of the “homeless beard”). As Ryan and the Cardinals donned their instruments, there was plenty of noise from the crowd—including a woman’s voice shouting, “I love you!” Squinting out into the darkness, Ryan cocked his head and said, “Then I apologize in advance.” 

Musically, however, Ryan had nothing to apologize for that night. The show went on for twenty-six songs and nearly three hours, with Ryan and band taking some intriguing, rewarding liberties with the live arrangements. The Cold Roses selections especially benefited from this, rocked up a notch from Grateful Dead to Allman Brothers on the jam-band scale, and the Heartbreaker songs were even better. Ryan and J. P. Bowersock accelerated “Be My Winding Wheel” from a shuffle to a sprint, and they turned “To Be Young (is to be sad, is to be high)” into a fantastic guitar duel. 

Between songs was when things got very, very weird. Ryan paced around the stage, taking drags from a couple of smoldering cigarettes and gulps from multiple bottles and cups. He fussed endlessly with his guitar’s tuning, the height of his microphone, his glasses. He hovered around bassist Catherine Popper so much that she finally commanded him to stay out of her space. And he babbled endlessly, frequently off-mike, as his bandmates stood around waiting him out. He seemed to give voice, unedited, to every thought entering his head. Sometimes he’d talk about other musicians, either in imitation (Billy Corgan) or ridicule (Robbie Fulks). More than once, drummer Brad Pemberton cut Ryan off by starting another song. He didn’t seem to mind. 

“Where’s that clown I ordered?” Ryan muttered at one point. “Wait a minute, I’m already here.” 

When pedal steel guitarist Jon Graboff quipped at one point that he was “just makin’ shit up,” Ryan answered back, “That’s so ironic because it’s all I’ve been doing the last five years, and look where it’s gotten me.” Later, he cracked to Bowersock that they were playing for “an audience hologram” rather than actual people. The actual people in the audience stayed pretty well behaved, although they did start in with a lot of yelled-out song requests as the evening wore on. 

“I’ll get you there,” Ryan responded, with a touch of testiness. “You get three hours, I can have two seconds to be a narcissistic bastard. . . . Hey, I’m three frets away from working at a gas station here.” 

A friend likened it to watching Dennis Hopper coming unhinged in Apocalypse Now. Maybe he was just nervous about being back in Raleigh, but Ryan did appear to be on the verge of going to pieces—although everything seemed okay as long as he was playing and singing. It was an emotional night, especially the encore. That’s when Caitlin Cary came out to do five songs with Ryan as an acoustic duo, just like old times. They started with “My Heart Is Broken” as it should be done, a mournful dirge that underscored the lameness of the Jacksonville City Nights remake. They also sang “16 Days,” “Houses on the Hill,” “Faithless Street,” and “The Battle.” 

I’ve wanted things that you ain’t never thought of . . . 

It was truly wonderful despite their obvious lack of rehearsal, and I was suddenly misting up in spite of myself, reminded of why we’d all cared about Whiskeytown in the first place—not because of the antics, but those two voices locked together. The rough edges seemed fitting and right, too, as did the fact that they needed a lyrics prompt from someone in the audience to get through the last verse of “The Battle.” 

Afterward, the cheers were deafening. But it was still possible to hear one voice in the crowd, ringing out above the rest: 

“Same as it ever was!” 

That wasn’t me, in case you were wondering. 


Chapter Seventeen 

Technically, Ryan didn’t release an album in 2006. And yet he put plenty of music out there, starting with Willie Nelson’s Songbird. Ryan produced the album with backup from the Cardinals, and his stamp shows mostly in the song selection—the Grateful Dead’s “Stella Blue,” Gram Parsons’s “$1,000 Wedding,” and the Ryan-penned “Blue Hotel.” Willie himself probably selected the likes of “Amazing Grace” and Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah,” giving each his idiosyncratic vocal stamp. While Ryan and the Cardinals play well enough on Songbird, it still could have been anybody backing up the star. 

But that year saw something else that was pure Ryan, the “Cardinal Jukebox.” An apparent manifestation of his musical ADHD, “Cardinal Jukebox” appeared on Ryan’s website late in 2006, and it was where he began posting hundreds of songs in a flurry that lasted into 2007. 

“Cardinal Jukebox” is probably another artifact where the word “songs” should be in quotes, given how many of them were stupid jokes—“When Pants Become Toilets,” “Drunk and in Jail for Arson,” “Awww Shit, Look Who Got a Web Site,” “Dead People Unite and Take Over,” “Passed Out in AA—Fuck,” “Unicorns (Prob. Don’t Exist),” and so forth, with lots of metal and hip-hop. They were grouped into “albums” with titles including Hillbilly Joel, Slef Portrait, Christmas Apocalypse, and The Meat Won’t Listen, variously credited to WereWolph, The Shit, and DJ Reggie. A few actual songs lurked amid the jokes, although it wasn’t clear if Ryan himself knew which was which. Noted a column in Spin magazine: 

These days, it takes almost as much effort to be a Ryan Adams fan as it does to be Ryan Adams. . . . Every time you hear a new Ryan Adams song, an angel updates his blog. 

Ryan has always had a love-hate relationship with the Internet, going back to his early days as a regular on the old No Depression board, where he declared in 1999 that his “spirit name” was “Alternative Count Dracula.” He’ll have long stretches of virtual inactivity, punctuated by outbursts when he’s as manic about communicating online as he is about cranking out songs, books (he published two volumes of poems and short stories in 2009, Infinity Blues and Hello Sunshine), and short films (Shopping Is Genius, I’m Insane, Transitions, and many others). But it always seems to end the same way, with Ryan swearing off blogging, posting, and everything else about the online world in general, even though he can’t stay away. He was, is, and always will be an all-or-nothing personality, about everything. Wrote Ryan on his Facebook fan page in the spring of 2011, not long before disabling his account: 

There is nothing wrong with loving the crap out of everything. Negative people find their walls. So Never apologize for your enthusiasm. Never. Ever. Never. 

Something else that happened in 2006 was that Ryan finally sobered up, which made for some pretty grabby headlines. There was a New York Times feature titled “Ryan Adams Didn’t Die,” in which he spoke quite openly about the depths to which he’d sunk: 

Without exaggerating, it is a miracle I did not die. I snorted heroin a lot—with coke. I did speedballs every day for years. And took pills. And then drank. And I don’t mean a little bit. I always outdid everybody. . . . My behavior was getting extreme. I was running the risk of becoming one of those people who talks to himself all the time. 

Actually, as that 2005 show in Raleigh demonstrated, he was already there. But talk of Ryan’s newfound sobriety dominated the press cycle for 2007’s Easy Tiger album, which was something of a return to form. Clocking in at less than thirty-nine minutes, Easy Tiger was the shortest album he’d ever made, and a good half-dozen of its thirteen songs were memorable enough to be hummed afterward. Not that it was completely free of indulgences. “Oh My God, Whatever, Etc.” is as annoyingly half-baked and underwritten as the title suggests, and “Halloweenhead” is genuinely stupid (especially when Ryan yells out in a stoned-sounding voice, “Guitar solo!”). 

But on the whole, Easy Tiger sounded like Ryan regaining his bearings, at least a little. The Cold Roses–styled “Goodnight Rose” made for a fine opening track, and both “Everybody Knows” and “Off Broadway” showed he retained his flair for understated pop. Easy Tiger debuted at No. 7, Ryan’s first album to reach the top 10, and it sold around 250,000 copies (good for third on his list of top-sellers, behind only Gold and Heartbreaker). 

Easy Tiger did have something that stopped me cold, however. That was the penultimate song, “These Girls,” which was my old 1999 favorite “Hey There, Mrs. Lovely”—sped up and rewritten from the original damaged love song to a groupie lament about the sort of late-night ladies a critically acclaimed rock star might encounter. And in contrast to the original song’s heartrending emotion, Ryan sang “These Girls” in a weary, seen-it-all, just-short-of-lazy croon. The chorus is even lazier, concluding, “I get hypnotized and I wanna go to bed.” 

Oh, Ryan . . . 

That summer, Ryan played a concert at Red Rocks, the fabled outdoor amphitheater in the mountains west of Denver—an event Phil Wandscher later called “the ghosts of Ryan’s closet show.” Sponsored by Starbucks under the title “Carved in Stone,” the show also featured Wandscher’s post-Whiskeytown band, Jesse Sykes & the Sweet Hereafter; Lucinda Williams, with whom Ryan had been romantically linked in the gossip columns; and his longtime nemesis, the Old 97’s. It was a strange night that the Denver Post’s concert review described as “a glorious disaster,” calling Ryan’s headline set “long, boring and rambling.” But the strangeness had started long before that evening. 

Several weeks earlier, Rhett Miller tried to contact Ryan to head off any awkwardness. But he could never connect. Neither could Phil, whose preshow e-mail (sent to Ryan via their shared booking agent) went unanswered. On the night of the concert, Miller found that Ryan’s part of the backstage area was roped off so that none of the other performers could get anywhere near him. Phil approached Cardinals guitarist Neal Casal to ask about getting a word with Ryan. 

“I asked Neal, ‘He’s not gonna talk to me, is he?’” Wandscher recounted in 2011. “‘I don’t think so,’ Neal said. Okay, whatever. So I watched his performance, and it was amazing. Then a few days later, a friend sent some photos of us that he’d taken during our set. Ryan was in all of them—peeking around a corner to watch us, at the bottom of the stairs, over by the monitor board. It was weird. He was there to check us out. But he wouldn’t hang out with us.” 

As unapproachable as Ryan became to many of his peers, he was still as much of a rock celebrity as ever, in part for his string of fellow celebrity paramours (including actress Lindsay Lohan). But at a certain point, one woman emerged to make an honest man of him: singer/actress Mandy Moore, who had started out as a teenage pop star. 

Their initial connection came through a “crazy convoluted” series of events via an unlikely source, Whiskeytown’s old road manager Thomas O’Keefe. In the summer of 1999, O’Keefe needed to work while Whiskeytown was making Pneumonia. So he signed on as tour manager for Moore, who was performing in shopping malls. 

“She was fifteen years old,” O’Keefe told me in 2009. “It was me, her, one of her parents, and four gay dancer guys. Strange group. But it was fine, we hung out. She was sweet as could be. I’d help her with homework, or even do it for her. When I got married that October, Ryan was in my wedding and Mandy sent a wedding present. So I was who they first heard about each other from, and how they met.” 

Ryan and Mandy eventually wed in 2009. 

Ryan had a pretty good run with the Cardinals, although his public insistence that they were a band of equals always seemed pretty forced. “I’m the singer in the Cardinals, no matter what it says on the marquee,” he said in a lengthy 2007 Paste magazine feature that called the Cardinals “his musical soulmates” (and also talked about yet another five-disc box set of Ryan’s that would never see the light of day). 

But it seemed like this constant harping on Ryan “finally” finding his perfect band was beside the point. The more salient point was that any band with Ryan was going to be extraordinary. And despite all the egalitarian talk about the Cardinals being Ryan’s for-real forever band, he came to the end of the line with them in the spring of 2009, in part because he was suffering from an inner-ear disorder called Ménière’s disease. He explained it in a lengthy post on his blog, not long before he shut that down, too: 

i am . . . ready for quieter times as i think it is very evident i am struggling with some balance and hearing issues. 

also, no drama or anything but i am okay to step back from all of this right now and i think i did enough manic blogging when i felt alone and isolated during the last few years of travel. 

The final records from Ryan’s Cardinals era, 2008’s Cardinology and the 2010 outtakes set III/IV, didn’t make their split seem like much of a loss. They weren’t bad so much as uninvolving—unmemorable records highlighted by the requisite handful of stellar songs that left you puzzled as to why the rest of it wasn’t better. Cardinology debuted at No. 11 on the Billboard 200, did another fast fade, and sold less than half of what Easy Tiger had moved. 

“Somehow, I’ve wound up with a copy of every one of his albums,” Phil Wandscher said in 2011. “And they all have a couple of songs that are just amazing, but a lot more I wouldn’t have let him get away with. He seems lost. The reason those records up to Heartbreaker really meant something was that he had a story to tell—an identity, a home, familiar surroundings. Then he started to get off-track, and so many of his songs have become these meandering stories of nothing.” 

While that’s harsher than I’d put it, I wouldn’t really disagree with the sentiment—although I’ll admit it’s entirely possible that I just like the old stuff better because it came from the place I lived, too. But Ryan probably wouldn’t even recognize his former hometown anymore, given how many of his old Raleigh haunts have vanished. The Rathskeller, where Ryan worked in the kitchen with Tom Cushman and Brian Walsby, closed in December 2001, undone by health code violations. The Brewery, site of so many grand Whiskeytown shows, went under the wrecking ball in August 2011 to make way for a chain drug store (the News & Observer ran an online video of the building’s demolition, set to a recording of Ryan and Caitlin singing “My Heart Is Broken” at that 1999 Brewery show where I heckled Ryan over “Free Bird”). And at the time of this writing, a similar fate awaits the block occupied by Sadlack’s. 

That said, I still think Ryan’s music from Whiskeytown is what holds up best of all. And I think even Ryan agrees, based on the reference points he dropped in a June 2010 post at ryanadamsarchive.com: 

Making the album of my life. This feels like the career statement . . . just raw and real and me telling these stories. there is some NOLA vibe here but if i could say what the tunes are most reminding me of I would say the InnTown, WT vibe, the HRTBRKR SCarolina vibe and TOTALLY JCN vibe . . . It feels good to be back in the flow. 

In the summer of 2011, Ryan emerged from several years of public inactivity to do a run of solo shows in Europe, a trek he dubbed the “DRA Gets His Groove Back 2011 Tour.” Based on the bootleg recordings, it sounded like that troubadour from a dozen years earlier was back and on his game, better than ever. 

That created high hopes for Ryan’s next album—which he matched, and then some. Ashes & Fire is the album I’d spent a decade wishing he’d make, and the best thing about it is what isn’t there: no trace of that mannered, lost-sounding falsetto yelp that seemed to get away from him on his later-period records. Instead, Ryan sounds back in control on Ashes & Fire. 

Produced with understated elegance by Ethan Johns’s legendary father, Glyn Johns, Ashes & Fire is stark, spare, and dry as a desert campfire. Ryan’s voice and acoustic guitar are right out front on all eleven songs, tastefully supported by keyboards (mostly played by Norah Jones and Tom Petty keyboardist Benmont Tench) and strings. The deathly quiet volume only underscores the rich emotion of Ryan’s voice. It’s his best vocal performance since the Whiskeytown days. 

Ashes & Fire’s lyrics bear some similarity to those of Cold Roses, with repeated references to natural elements—sun, wind, rain, rocks, light, streams, oceans, and clouds to go with ashes and fire. Human elements are present, too, especially hearts and tears. Where Cold Roses mostly evoked the homesickness of a prodigal wanderer unsure where to go, Ashes & Fire is preoccupied with aging and the passage of time. It finds Ryan gently pleading his case in a way he never has, maybe in a way he never could: Forgive me. Be kind. Save me. 

The album opens on a pensive note with an acoustic guitar figure as in Strangers Almanac’s “Inn Town.” This time it introduces the quietly apocalyptic “Dirty Rain,” in which Ryan comes back to an unnamed place (Raleigh?) where he finds everything in ruins. “I’m just here looking through the rubble, trying to find out who we were,” he murmurs over a distant backdrop of church bells and sirens as the stars overhead “exploded with gunfire.” Tench’s churchy keyboard gives it the feel of a requiem. 

The stately, surreal title-track waltz describes a tragic couple’s mutually damaged hearts—his “gnawed alive” from his “hunger to leave,” hers reduced to “ashes and fire” by crying. The act of crying comes up a number of times throughout the album, but mostly in the past-tense sense of tears no longer being necessary. “Nobody has to cry, to make it seem real,” Ryan coos on “Come Home.” Answering with the song’s title phrase is a group of vocalists including Ryan’s wife, Mandy Moore, with Strangers Almanac veteran Greg Leisz back to circle overhead with drowsy pedal steel ambience. 

Ryan brings this theme of putting pain in the past all the way home with the album’s penultimate track and first single, “Lucky Now,” which feels of a piece with his old Amy Lombardi farewell “New York, New York” (it’s also the closest to up-tempo that this very subdued album gets). On “Lucky Now,” Ryan questions everything—light, dark, love, loneliness, even the most basic essence of identity. 

“Am I really who I was?” Ryan asks in a raw, naked voice, sounding as if he’s trying to grasp fragments of a half-remembered dream. I imagine him in the company of one of Charles Dickens’s ghostly Christmas Eve guides, time-traveling back to watch that desperate Strangers Almanac–era kid stumbling down the dark end of the Hillsborough Street strip. Once upon a time, Ryan would have chosen to go further into the darkness that breaks hearts, all the way to Faithless Street. But here, he turns toward the light instead: 

And love can mend your heart, 

but only if you’re lucky now. 

Ashes & Fire wasn’t a commercial breakthrough, but it did match Ryan’s US chart peak by debuting at No. 7 on the Billboard 200 when it was released in October 2011. And it sounded thoughtful and mature enough to make a longtime listener think that maybe, just maybe, the kid was growing up at long last. 

Well . . . Maybe, maybe not. A few weeks before Ashes & Fire’s release, Ryan played in England at a taping for the BBC show Songwriters’ Circle. The bill included Neil Finn, from 1980s-vintage hitmakers Crowded House and the ’70s new-wave band Split Enz, and Janis Ian, the dusky-voiced singer-songwriter who had been around long enough to be the musical guest on the very first episode of Saturday Night Live in 1975 (also the year of her biggest hit, “At Seventeen”). The show’s format called for the artists to perform on each other’s songs, hootenanny-style, and that turned out to be a problem. There was a confrontation during the encore in which Finn stopped mid-song to call out Ryan for not singing along on “Fall at Your Feet.” 

According to witness accounts, Ryan responded by packing his guitar away before Finn and Ian were done playing, earning looks “like daggers” from Ian. Afterward, a long discussion broke out on ryanadamsarchive.com, with most observers blaming Ryan for the bad vibes. Ryan himself joined the debate to defend himself, brushing off reports of any misbehavior on his part as “fan fiction.” 

In the midst of this, Janis Ian weighed in on the forum page of janisian.com to describe her perspective on what happened. She professed admiration for Ryan’s talent but also took issue with his arrogance, offstage as well as on, saying she’d never seen anything like this in her forty-five years as a music professional. And she closed by pronouncing a curse of sorts, describing a moment from her own past when she realized just how difficult it was going to be for her to make it as an artist: 

I had always, always coasted on my talent, and I was finally discovering that to be a great artist—or even to strive to be a great artist—required much, much more. Ryan is going to have to figure that out for himself, and I don’t envy the fall. 

One afternoon in December 2007, I was sending the family Christmas card around when I came across an e-mail address that had to be Ryan’s—who else would reference both the Grateful Dead and Danzig in his e-mail name? He and I had not communicated directly in more than six years, beyond a few secondhand greetings that mutual friends passed along. But on an impulse, I sent him the card. I didn’t expect to hear back from him, but I did: 

best of holiday wishes to you and yours too david. 

I wrote back to ask Ryan how he was, and whether or not he might ever be coming back to North Carolina. His response: 

i am actually spending lots of time working on my new home and kind of sticking it out with some of the other latch-key keys i met along the way in my journeys. we need each other during the holidays. 

on a personal note my back hurts today from hiking but i am going to do a few stretches and see if i can maybe align myself for an afternoon up the mountain. i am out west now with friends. 

i don’t know if you will see me back in n.c anytime soon. i have kind of moved on and away from things that hurt me and even though i know its good to embrace the pain not run from it, i don’t think a person needs to re-learn those lessons again and again in order to feel complete. 

Ryan asked how I was, too, so I filled him in on what we’d all been up to. It had been a difficult year, including a rough stretch in June that involved hospital stays for two members of my household. That seemed to resonate: 

oh david, 

how sweet is life eh. i know how hard some if can be too. hospitals are no fun. i am sure we will see one another soon enough. 

best to you and yours this holiday. 

xx 

ryan 


Selected Discography 

Blank Label, “Non-Existence” (1991, Fishbeat)—Ryan Adams was barely old enough to drive when he made his on-record debut as drummer in Blank Label. The three songs on this vinyl seven-inch are hardcore of the sort you might have heard from the West Coast a decade earlier. 

Patty Duke Syndrome demo (1993, unreleased)—Before disintegrating in a tidal wave of nasty vibes, Patty Duke Syndrome recorded eleven tracks that could have made up a spectacular power-pop album. Two of these songs (“Texas” and “History”) did appear on a 1994 Blast-O-Platter Records seven-inch single split between Patty Duke and another Raleigh band, GlamourPuss. 

Whiskeytown, Angels (1995, Mood Food)—Recorded in a single day with Greg Elkins, the four songs on this seven-inch EP perfectly capture the scruffy, ragged charm of Whiskeytown’s early days. Most notable for “Angels Are Messengers from God” and its punk-rock-was-too-hard-to-sing manifesto. 

Whiskeytown, Faithless Street (1996, Mood Food)—A remarkably mature full-length debut announcing Whiskeytown as one of America’s best new bands, and Ryan as a songwriter to reckon with. The opening track “Midway Park” still ranks among the best songs he’s ever written. Outpost Records’ remixed 1998 reissue adds some key early bonus tracks. 

Whiskeytown, Rural Free Delivery (1997, Mood Food)—Combines the Angels EP’s four songs with four outtakes from the same session to finish out the band’s Mood Food contract. Though the band has disavowed it, Rural Free Delivery is great fun, especially the countrypolitan rendition of Black Flag’s “Nervous Breakdown.” 

Whiskeytown, Strangers Almanac (1997, Outpost)—All roads lead here, a stunning masterpiece of mood, pacing, and pathos. Still the best album Ryan has ever made, or ever will—and for listeners, the closest thing to being inside his head when he was on the cusp of stardom. Geffen Records’ 2008 reissue adds twenty-six bonus tracks, but the 1997 original remains definitive. 

Ryan Adams, Heartbreaker (2000, Bloodshot)—What was envisioned as a quickie placekeeper during Whiskeytown’s downtime turned out to be Ryan’s most fully realized solo album, setting the stage for his post-Whiskeytown career. A landmark for him, for Bloodshot Records, and for alternative country in general. Whiskeytown, Pneumonia (2001, Lost Highway)—Whiskeytown no longer existed by the time this swan song finally emerged following a protracted period of record industry upheaval, and it does have a rather artificial feel. Despite some very fine individual tracks, Pneumonia is unfocused and doesn’t quite hang together. Some listeners (including me) prefer the original and widely bootlegged 1999 version, with a more polished Scott Litt mix and a different running order. 

Ryan Adams, Gold (2001, Lost Highway)—The pump was primed for Ryan’s big breakout, but Gold fell short aesthetically as well as commercially. Not bad but not great, either, and nowhere near his best. For those who had been paying attention all along, this is the most overrated record in his catalog. 

Ryan Adams, Demolition (2002, Lost Highway)—Drawing as it does from Ryan’s growing stash of unreleased albums (including 48 Hours and Suicide Handbook), this compilation is his version of the Who’s Odds ’n’ Sods. It would be worth owning just for “Dear Chicago,” but Demolition has plenty more than that to recommend it and does not feel the least bit like leftovers. 

The Finger, We Are Fuck You (2003, One Little Indian)—Ryan and D Generation’s Jesse Malin on a punk binge. You won’t remember a thing about it afterward. Instead, seek out Malin’s Ryan-produced The Fine Art of Self Destruction (2003, Artemis Records). 

Ryan Adams, Rock N Roll (2003, Lost Highway)—Moving ahead from Gold’s homages to 1970s-vintage classic rock, Rock N Roll takes its cue from ’80s college radio and new wave. It’s about the most ill-tempered Ryan has ever sounded on-record. Ryan Adams, Love Is Hell (2004, Lost Highway)—Originally released as two separate mini-albums in late 2003, Love Is Hell lives up to its title and then some. It’s as mournful as Rock N Roll was angry. 

Ryan Adams & the Cardinals, Cold Roses (2005, Lost Highway)—After a hiatus spent recovering from a broken wrist, Ryan let his freak flag fly with this two-disc album. Heavily influenced by the sound and style of the Grateful Dead, Cold Roses’ steady-rolling country-rock seemed to set things up nicely for . . . 

Ryan Adams & the Cardinals, Jacksonville City Nights (2005, Lost Highway)—. . . a return to the classic country-rock of Whiskeytown. But Jacksonville City Nights is a disappointing mess. Far from sounding at home, Ryan sounds lost and desperate . . . 

Ryan Adams, 29 (2005, Lost Highway)—. . . and even more so on the final album in his 2005 trilogy, a song cycle about Ryan’s own roaring twenties (with nine songs, one for each year). Dreary and uninviting with little to recommend it, 29 is also one of his poorest-selling albums. 

Ryan Adams, Easy Tiger (2007, Lost Highway)—Nevertheless, Ryan bounced back pretty well with the straightforward, relatively concise Easy Tiger. It’s got some silly indulgences, too, so at least some of this album’s luster is probably in comparison to 29. But it was his first to crack the top 10 in America, debuting at No. 7 on the Billboard 200. 

Ryan Adams & the Cardinals, Cardinology (2008, Lost Highway)—One step forward and two steps back with Cardinology, an album so forgettable it barely exists. Given this, the Cardinals disbanding in 2009 didn’t seem like much of a loss. 

Ryan Adams, Orion (2010, Pax Am)—In which Ryan tried to put his metal enthusiasms on-record. Also forgettable. 

Ryan Adams & the Cardinals, III/IV (2010, Pax Am)—Recorded around the time of Easy Tiger, this two-disc compilation rescued some decent songs. But it still has the feel of leftovers despite its billing as a “double-album concept rock opera.” 

Ryan Adams, Ashes & Fire (2011, Pax Am)—In which Ryan finally quit screwing around long enough to get back to where he once belonged, with a spare and lovely set overseen by classic-rock icon Glyn Johns. A touch more subdued than it needs to be, perhaps, but still Ryan’s best since Heartbreaker. Also tied with Easy Tiger for his peak US chart position, No. 7. 
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