By D;n Forte

PARTANBURG, SOUTH CAR

—Crossroads Of The South

blazoned on the cover of the
ber of Commerce’s visitor infor
brochure. The booklet goes on to d
Spartanburg as not only the textile
of the nation, but also the fresh
capital of the world! But textiles and |
notwithstanding, music is now th
chief claim to fame—in particul
southern rock exemplified by the M
Tucker Band.

After eight albums, each reflect
group’s steady rise in popularity, the
er Band is considered by many to
of today’s best southern musical c
The group has fortunately avoid
freak accidents and internal conflic
prematurely ended the careers of tw
great southern bands—Lynyrd S
and the orginal Allman Brothers
But the Tucker Band did not gain it
following solely by default. Solid, ¢
ent delivery and a unique, readily-
fiable style have kept the band tc
and set a musical standard by whict
other groups—regardless of thei
graphical locations—can be judged.

After speaking with bassist 1
Caldwell, it is easy to understand w
Marshall Tucker Band and its mu
both so solid. Tommy, a few years y:
than his brother Toy [see GP cover
May ’76], is the group’s leader and s
man. Tommy is both humble and :
and while he often discusses his m
layman’s terms, onstage he is cha
ized by his professionalism: a combi
of instinctive talent and acquired
nique. Like Tommy, each of the
members has carved his own niche ir
group’s total personality: Toy’s son
ing and soulful lead guitar work,
Gray’s good-natured vocals, Jerr

" bank’s melodic flute and saxophon
the cohesive rhythms provided by gu
George McCorkle and drummer Pau
dle all blend together to form a tight
staged unit. But if one tried to disco\
“secret” of the Marshall Tucker 1
sound, the first place to look just mi
at the man playing the Fender bass.

One clue to the mystery is the l¢
which the bass is mixed on the 1T
Band’s recordings. “It has to be |
high to carry it,” Tommy explains. *
everybody keys off of me. That’s wh:
whole band clicks off —me, and G
t00.” One of the band’s best-known ¢
“Can’'t You See” [The Marshall 1
Band], serves as a good illustrati
what Tommy is talking about. The
opens softly with acoustic guitar and
the pace relaxed and unhurried. Whe
bass enters—in double-time—the
energy level seems to double, whi
actual tempo remains unchanged. “E
it's down, it’s up,” Tommy explains. “]
the only way we can play, man; that




only way I'll have it. I can’t stand anything
dragging. Even a slow song can be up if
vou feel the energy.”

Having started on guitar while still in
grammar school, Tommy picked up the
electric bass when he was 12. The Caldwell
brothers, fortunate enough to have a father
who was a professional country performer,
were introduced to music early in their
lives. “My daddy had his own radio show
way before we were born,” says Tommy.
“He still sits around and plays and sings.

TOMMY
CALDWELL

Innovative Bassist For The

high school days, the Marshall Tucker
Band was not organized until 1970. Tommy
recalls those early times: “Toy was in the
Marines from 1965 to 1968; I was in from
'68 to *70. We had a band before Toy went
into the service; so when he went in, I kept
the group together—then when I went in,
he kept it together. When I got out in 70,
we had another guy on bass; so Toy and 1
were playing dual guitar parts. Then I left
that group and started a band with George
McCorkle and Paul Riddle—we were a

Marshall Tucker Band

We learned all the flatpicking songs, like
‘Wildwood Flower,” and the vocals were
very country style—them kind of roots.
We always played a lot of Hank Williams
Qt_uf .“

Having Toy for an older brother, Tommy
admits, helped speed up his own learning
process. “Toy kind of taught me,” says
Tommy. “We both played guitar for a
while, when we were little kids. There
weren’t that many bass guitars around 18
or so years ago—not where a kid was
playing, no way. Nobody could afford one.
When 1 first picked one up, it hooked me.
It was something to play behind Toy—
something that he could play to.”

Tommy remembers his first bass as “an
old Kay hollowbody with a single cutaway,
an $89.50 job.” Being self-taught, both
Tommy and Toy first learned to use their
thumbs instead of picks—a throwback to
their father’s style. “We play by ear,” ex-
plains Tommy. “We can’t read music, either
one of us. But we know how to play music
—the keys, progressions, and all that. I
keep the thumbnail grown out just a little
bit, like Toy’s. Sometimes I let the index
fingernail grow out and just turn it over
and pick with the other side of it—this gets
a pick sound. Lots of people see me doing
that, and they think that I do use a pick.
Then I just switch back to my thumb in
the middle of a song, and they’ll be look-
ing all over, like I dropped my pick.”

Tommy and Toy, either separately or
~ together, have been performing in groups
almost from the time their father taught
them their first chords. And while all of
the current band’s six members had played
together around Spartanburg since their

rhythm track [laughs]. After a few weeks
we called up Toy, and then Doug and
Jerry joined.”

Tommy believes that it was the addi-
tion of Jerry Eubank’s reeds and wood-
winds that gave the Tucker Band its unique
jazz flavor. “Jerry really turned me that
way,” Tommy says. “He and I went to
school together, performing in bands; and
he always arranged all the horn sections.
You can play jazz with a guitarist, but
there ain't nothing like a saxophonist for
jazz.” Tommy’s bass playing also reflects
the group’s increasing involvement with
jazz. He explains: “The style changes; like,
usually you’ll go to a minor or something.
The notes are the same, but the accents
and the patterns are different. The bass
and the rhythm guitars determine the whole
bottom of the song—whether it’s jazz or
country. George and I can go from jazz
to rock, to pop, blues, or free-form. Our
music is really free-form, because it’ll start
off one, two, three, four, the first four
bars—then the sky’s the limit, brother!
And it’s different every night. We record
every show and analyze it, and it’s always
different. That’s what 1 love about it—
that’s what keeps me doing it. That’s the
jazz part of it, the improvisation.”

Much of Tommy’s earlier training as a
guitarist comes through in his bass work
today. “The licks I'm laying down aren’t
really bass licks—they're guitar parts,”
Tommy explains. “Toy says I play lead
bass, but I never overplay. It’s real easy for
a bassist to overplay, and I hate to hear
that. I'd rather lay into a groove. If every-
thing flutters, it’s like a covey of quails
flushing—nobody can get a grip on any-

thing out front. And that’s where I plac
my responsibility, with the guy who paid
ten dollars to get in. What does he want to
hear? He doesn’t want to hear a bunch of
mumbo jumbo. Now, 7 could dig going to
see some guy do everything he knows on
the bass for 15 minutes; but [ keep. my
solos short, because the average audience
gets bored with long bass solos.

“The band will let me get off if I want
to,” Tommy continues, “but I keep a whole
lot in. You can hear a simple bass line, but
with something great played on top of it—
like my players—it makes that little bass
line as big as a mountain. You don’t want
to show them how fast you are, because
there are a million guys just as fast. And
you don’t want something to go by so fast
that you can’t even hear it. You've got to
get the guy out front to jump off his seat—
get him moving. 1 play right from here
[snaps his fingers).”

When asked about his favorite bassists
and any influence they might have had on
his own style, Tommy says that “there are
none that I really follow. I never have
done that. I love music, of course; | always
have to have my music. There are players I
like, such as [jazz bassists] Steve Swallow
and Stanley Clarke [see GP Jul. ’75].
They're in another gig from me, but I love
them. They do their thing the same way I
do mine—because there’s no form they
have to follow, and there’s no form I have
to follow.”

Although Tommy has a large collec-
tion of basses and guitars, he takes only
new Fender Precisions on the road. “I
leave my older ones at home,” he says. “I
use medium-gauge round-wound Roto-
sound strings, and the way I play tears the
shit out of Fender necks. Everything I play
I shake, and I go through Fender necks
real fast. Sometimes, instead of buying
another bass, I'll just change necks.” Tommy
also changes strings frequently, usually
after three performances. “I sweat so bad
it deadens them,” claims Tommy. To com-
bat perspiration, Caldwell “waterproofs™
his instruments: “This is a hot tip for guys
who don’t have much money who want to
keep their guitars for a long time. On all
my basses I have to have polyurethane
wax right under the pickguard to keep the
sweat from going into my guitar. You just
take the pickguard off, put polyurethane
all around the top, let it dry, and put the
pickguard back on. The first guitar I had
on the road rotted right out of my hands.”

The new Precisions Tommy takes on
tour usually last about 18 months. “I get
them regutted [rewired] for more power,”
Caldwell says. “I put DiMarzio pickups
on them and get brass bridges and nuts, so
they’ll stay in tune better. I also put a lit-
tle piece of foam rubber underneath the
strings, next to the tailpiece, to get that
rattle out. It mutes it just a little.” Some of
the instruments Tommy doesn't let out of
the house include two Guild Model 50
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Continwed from page 33

6-string acoustic guitars, two old Gibson
acoustics from 1945 and 1955—one 3/4-
size and one full-size—an Alembic bass, a
sunburst Les Paul, and a white, 25th
Anniversary Model Les Paul. Tommy also
owns a white Les Paul—apparently a pro-
totype which he believes to have been
owned by Les himself: “It’s got the stereo
hookup, a phase switch—hell, it weighs
about 15 pounds. You can hardly play it,
it's so heavy. I don’t even think it's got a
serial number on it.”

Joe Dan Petty, bassist with the rock
group Grinderswitch, made Tommy a spe-
cial gift of a 1954 Fender Precision bass
with a Telecaster bass head; and brother
Toy gave him a Stratocaster that was
specially set up, which Tommy boasts is
“hot to trot.” Another of Caldwell’s trea-
sures is his Guild acoustic bass guitar.
“Those are nice,” explains Tommy, “but
you have to baby them too much to record
with one. It’s got Barcus-Berry pickups in
the bridge, but you get a lot of finger
squeaks.”

While Tommy uses no special effects

live or onstage, he does have a customized
amplification setup which he employs in
both settings. “It’s the same thing the
Grateful Dead had built for them,” says
Tommy. “It’s got Alembic cabinets with
JBL components, driven by a McIntosh
1200 amp and an Alembic preamp. It’s
stereo, and on each side of the stage I've
got eight cabinets with one 15 each, and
one cabinet with one 18. It’s not as loud as
it is full—it’s got presence. And I play with
a lot of highs.” When in the studio, Tommy
just stacks his equipment “in the corner,
facing the corner; and I run one line direct
out of the mix board, and 1 also mike the
speaker cabinet.”

As the Marshall Tucker Band has
evolved over the years, one thing that has
given Tommy Caldwell the most satisfac-
tion has been the group’s increased au-
tonomy. “In the early days, we had to turn
down work to be able to perform our own
stuff,” he recalls. “We all worked days—as
plumbers or ditch diggers—then performed
on weekends. On Together Forever [the
band’s seventh release], we're playing our
own music. We wrote all the songs and
played all the instruments. You get a lot of
self-satisfaction out of that.”

Because the Marshall Tucker Band has
been together touring or rehearsing almost
constantly for eight years, Tommy’s “prac-
ticing” often consists of just playing. “I
don’t drill or practice scales,” he admits. “l
know them and will work on them once in

a while, but I don’t believe in using them
in my music. 1 play right off the top of the
deck—first card. A lot of musicians will
play scales in the music, but I don’t believe
in learning something and then going out
there and performing it on the gig. You try
to play scales with a band that really
cooks, and you’ll go home with your tail
between your legs. Those scales ain’t gonna
work, man—not with a band from the
South! Those boys down there might talk
slow and act dumb, but brother, they can
pick.” =



