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Unclé-T_upélu {from left): Jeff Tweedy, Bill Belzer and Jay Farrar

-lugging Uncle Tupelo

Sam Leone/Post-Disphtch

New, acoustic album stresses songwriting more than sound

By Danlel Durchholz . " .- ‘ .
IT WAS A MISERABLE late July day in southern Minnesota, A

cold ralit was pourlng down, turning the fairgrounds in the small |

town of Austin Into an oozing, primordial goo. Five or six :
thousand music fans; most of whom had come to see the larewell ~
performance of thelr local heroes, the Gear Daddies, were covered
with the stuff, and many huddled beneath the hulking grandstand
nearly a quarter-mlle from the stage. .

Certalnly these were less than Ideal working conditipns for Uncle
Tupelo, the trlo from Belleville, 1)1, whose third album, "March 16-
20, 1992," was released earller this month. Not only had the crowd's
enthuslasm been dampened, literally and figuratively, by the rain
and by & serles of lackluster opening acts, but this was the [lirst
concert that gultarldt Jay Farrar and bassist Jeff Tweedy would
perform with drummer Bill Belzer; who had replaced longtime
band member Mike Heldorn oply.a week :
beforethe show. & = ip Jgre e i o

Louvin Brothers' “Atomic Power” and lhe traditional tunes
“Moonshiner” and “Salan, Your Kingdom Must Come Down.”

What's most surprising, though, is that, unlike the band's previous

country-meets-punk releases, "No Deptession” and “Stil] Feel

Gone,” the new album was performed almost exclusively on

acoustic instruments. It's a lestament to Lhe group’s courage and " -

integrity that, in a lime when Nirvana's “Smells Like Teen Splrit”
has made the world safe for grunge rock, "March 16-20, 19927 ., . ;

smells like nothing of the sort _
"“This should Insulate us from that industry b------ " Farrar sald, «
“[from] people looking for the next Nirvana. I don’t think anybody
is the next Nirvana, certainly not us. People always talk about the
next Beatles, the next Elvis. You can't predict that stulf. The next :

Those ‘next’ people never make it.”

As the weather cleared and Tupelo look
the stage, you could almost see steam rising
olf the soggy throng squeezed In before
them. Farrar seemed slightly distracted,
and Tweedy's bass malfunctioned only a
couple of songg Inlo the set; but Belzer was
solld a3 a rock. With thelr confidence In
thelr new drummer bolstered, Farrar and ;
Tweedy sharpened thelr attack, and the . |

such cyclone-force anthems as “Looking for
a Way Out,” “Gunt and “Factory Belt.” It's

. It wasn't really a
conscious thing on our part .
. to go out and make an album
' like this. If we had thought
‘about it more, it would have
‘crowd responded by writhing In pleasure to . P@en a lot harder to do.?¥"

JEFF TWEEDY of Uncle Tupelo

“But it wasn't really a consclous thing on
our part to go out and make an album like " -
this,” Tweedy added. "1l we had thought
about it more, it would have been a lot
harder to do.” ’ i ¥

Farrar, Tweedy and Heidorn first got ©
together as high school Students in Sy
Belleville in the early '80s. They were part

Farrar, "never could lind our niche™ in ~
their school's social strala.

“Whenever we'd go o parties,” Tweedy
i

long beer trué that you could mosh at a
Tupelo show, but you'd belter know how to
two-step, t00. On this occasion you could mud-wrestie as well, and

_more than a few avalled themselves of the opportunily,

Alter the show, there were smiles all around.
"It was very emotlonal up there,” sald Brlan Henneman, Lhe
band’s gullar tech and occasional second guitarist. “On the one

well,” —Juny o0 LORTETIE B ]
. Everyone agreed, and, as Henneman sald, whatever glitches
existed In Tupelo's set, “It's nothing that a 30-day lour of the West .

* hand, I really missed Mike, b,ul‘uu_t.he other, Bill was playing so .

Uncle Tupele has much more than a new band meniber to
celebrale these days. “March 16-20, 1992, which was produced by
R.EM. gultarist Peter Buck, Is n stunner, brimmlag with brilliant
original songs such as "Criminnls,” “Grindstone™ and "Wipe the '

said,” “we'd usually end up in a room by
) ourselves, preferably with the stereo,”" *" |

Forming a garage band was as much an excuse to hang out and!
drink beer as it was anything else. § e ae paCs

“We actually had some shows where, once a month, we would * . i
make serious money,” Tweedy said, “but we had no lden whal to do |
with it, 8o we'd go oul and buy guitars and stuff. 1t was really .. "¢ 7]
something for other people to do as much as us — to have dnnccé.; ! !
and rent a hall where under-nge kids could drink.” o l
Originally known as the Primitives, the band upgraded ts = * 7
name several years ago. As Lhe story goes, the three made two lists

. of words and chose one from column A and one frem column B; '

Uncle Tupelo was the result, i 3
Over the next couple of years, they hecame a fixture nl Cleero's |

Basement Bar, Initially playing to small crowds hut quickly
See TUPELG, Page 10 .

Tt

of a close circle of friends who, accordingto-» |.

W Clock.” There's also an inleresting selection of covers, including the

. Nirvana isn't going to be Nirvana; they're poing to be who they are.
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Tupelo
From page three

developlng a devoted following,
They've since moved most of their
locnl gigs downtown to Mississippl
Nights, but Tweedy noted, "It was im-
portant for us to play places llke that.
Belore anybody really notices you,
you have a chance to work out what

you're trylng to do, ag opposed to hay- -

Ing your first shaw be at [the New
York club] CBGB's or something.”
Despite several tours and an even-
lual signing with Rockville Records,
Ihe Tupes say they never considered
leaving thelr home town and moving
to New York or Los Angeles, as do so
mauny young bands eager to make it.
“I don't know," Tweedy sald, "I
. Buess ‘making It wasn't that important
lo us. We weren't In any big hurry to
‘make whalever It is that we're sup-
; posed lo make, Sticking around here
«made it a lot easler Lo do things with-
7 out It having to be based on financial
; decisions, You can almost make a Jjy-
1 Ing here playing music, and since our
jrent’s so chenp and we live like such
»Scumbags, .. "
" Farrar finished the thought: “Wwe
“can aftord to make short trips out on
the road wlithout taklng a whole lwo
“months out. Just weekends and
whatnot,”

Other St. Louis bands have
‘slpned more Impressive recording
.conlracts in recent years, but few
-have recelved the kind of raves
.earned by the Tupes. They were
'named Best Unslgned Band by the
“College Media Journal's readers poll
"In 1989, A year Jater, Rolling Stone
sald "No Depresslon” was "one of the
“most Impassioned debuls |n recent
memory.” What drove that album, as
“well as Its successor, was more than
. the group's dynamlc mix of stark folk
‘bolladry and wave after wave of
Brungy gullar, The lyrics — startlingly
Incislve and surprisingly mature, con-
sidering all three band members were
(St In their early 20s — were what cut
| deepest.

Doth albums contaln impassioned
sIndietments of the hard-working,
2 hard-drinking lifestyles the musclans
isaw while growing up In Bellevlile, a
ytown of foundries, factories and, of
acourse, the Stag brewery. Despera-
. tlon, Isolation and escaplsm are fre-
‘quent topics, and they domlnate songs
Usuch as “Graveyard Shift,” which
s9pened “No Depresslon” with the
¢+lines "Hometawn, same town blues-
. /Same old walls closin’ In."

: 1t was only the flrst of many Tupelo
5ongs bemoaning lives wasted filling

quolas all day and drowning sorrows
all night. On “Still Feel Gone," the
song “Looking for a Way Ou(” pointed-
ly asks, “what has a life of 50 years in
this town done for you/'cept lo earn
your name a place on a barslool?"”
And so it goes.

“It seems like If you go inte bars
around Belleville,"” Tweedy said, "you
pretty much see that lype of guy. It's
all over this town. It might be all over
everywhere, bul It's really apparent
here.”

“There are a lot of destructive
forces at work here,” Farrar said.

"But since we've gollen out on (he
road,"” Tweedy added, “we've discov-
ered there's not a geographical solu-
tion. There's destructive forces
everywhere.”

Tweedy and Farrar deny (hat
thelr work is dominated by a working-
class sensibllily, or any particular sen-
sibility at all, for (hat malter. Yet
Tweedy admitted, “Our parenls are
working class. They work. I'm sure we
would have had a lot of different ideas
if they had been lawyers or
something.”

Despile the artistic merils of “No
Depression” and “stin Feel Gone,"”
the band was delermined (o approach
its lalest project in a new way.

“I think afler our last album we
were [ed up with this whole rock re-
cord thing," Tweedy said, "It just
tnkes so long. I don't know what il was,
but there was something we didn't like
about the way "Still Feel Gone' was
recorded,”

Enter Peler Buck, R.E.M. guitarist
and producer of a host of up-and-coin-
Ing allernative hands,

“lI met them right after their first
record came out,” said Buck, | was
talking to Kevn Kinney of Drivin' N’
Cryin'on the phone, and he said, ‘Man,
these guys are really great.” The same
day,.I just happened to look in the
paper and realized they were playing
in Athens, [Ga.], so I thought I'd check
them out.

“They opened with g song thal's
actually on the record we did, 'Atomic
Power," by the Louvin Brothers. After
the set, | walked up and said, ‘I can't

—

belleve you opened with that 'cause
nobody knows Lhe Louvip Brothers
anymere.” And they said, ‘You're (he
lirst guy who's recognized that song in
our entire career.' Things just kind of
fell together after thal.”

Buck says that Uncle Tupelo im-
pressed him with “slrong songwriting
and good playing — they were really
tight. They didn't seem 1o follow the
rules that a lot of young bands think
they have o follow. Mostly, Llisten for
songs, and I really liked their s0ngs.
They gave me (heir first record and I
really listened to il a lot,"

Despite the more esoteric ap-
peal of an all-acouslic album, Buck
says thal he doesn'l see it as being
limiting in any way,

“lalways tend (o think that any time
you make a good record, things like
that don’t maltter,” he said. “Good
work will always overcome people’s
perceptions of what the band is about.

“Also, I think they're eventually go-
ing to get a major-label deal. 1 can see
Lthat in their future. This js a good lime
for them to do this record hecause iU'l]
stress their sengwriling more than
their sound, and 1 have a Teeling thal
it'll be less easy for them Lo do a 90-
degree turn once they've signed,"

The album was recorded and mixed
in five days — the Mareh 16-20 of the
litle, "

“Weslarted on Monday at one in the
allernoon and finished Friday at 11"
Buck said, “Usuvally, when | wark wilh
a band that is — I guess broke is the
operalive word — You just have to
figure oul how to minimize the tine
spent diddling around. Songs have to
be ready to go, and the BUYyS were easy
to work with in (hat respecl. T never
felt rushed.”

The most intriguing aspect of the
album is that the group chose 1o cover
no fewer than three traditional while-
gospel tunes, including “Alomic Pow-
er,” “Satan, Your Kingdom Must
Come Down™ and “Warfare," That's
pretly unchavacteristic for g band
with Tupelo's rough-and-tumbie repu-
lation, but maybe not for a band that
once sang about choosing (he “whig-
key bottle over Jesus/Not forever, just

for now.” 3

“I've always been Inspired by old
Folkways albums and stuff,” Farrar
sald. “But for me, 1 just remalned kind
of removed from those songs themati-

“cally. I'm not religlous at all, and |

wouldn't want anybody o take the
Jesus stulf literally. 1t's a lot more
subjective than that for whoever hap-
pens lo be listening to (1"

“What 1 really gel from those
songs,” Tweedy added, “is that they're
more about fear than they are aboul
rellgion. They're really Irightened-
sounding songs., Ultimately, I'm more
inspired by a song abeut Jesus than 1
am by Jesus himsell.”

- The most insightful SONg on
the album is the Farrar/Tweedy orlgi-
nal “Criminals.” 1t's a terse indict-
ment ol an over-legislated soclely,
where personal lreedom Is in constant
peril. With a defeated, yet defiant
edge (o0 his vojce, Farrar sings what
should be the theme song for this, or
any election year: :

“"We got shackles to keep the jaws

Made by men who bovght and sold
themselves

With not a prayer to keep, the pow-
ers that be

They want us kinder, gentler, at
their feet.”

Wilh songs like “Criminalg"” leading
the way, “March 16-20, 1992" is a re-
markahle recording, every bit as
pointed and as personal as, say, Bruce
Springsteen's “Nebraska,” and far
and away better than anything al-
templed by other bands eager to jurnp
on the current “unplugged"

-bandwagon,

I's proof that Uncle Tupelo hos
come along way from being simply an
amalgam of such disparale influences
as Neil Young, Gram Parsons, Woody
Guthrie and the Clash to what jt is
today: a band that is perhaps destined
for greatness and — who knows? —
maybe even popular success. [t
duesn't belong just to Belleville, or
even Sl. Louis, anymare.

Danlel Durchhelz s assistant edi-
tor of Request magazine,



