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It’s sort of miraculous how we meet the right people in this world who inspire and encourage us to open up and become who we are meant to be. Michael Foster Stewart asked me to form a band with him while I was still a classical violinist in music school. Poi dog Pondering, Alejandro Escovedo, Charlie Sexton, and Giant Sand took me on tour and showed me the world. My mom wanted to travel more than she did and always asked me what it was like on the road—the land, the architecture, the accents, the flavor of a local meal. I wrote it all down. Years later I pulled boxes of journals from the closet shelf to refer back to while writing this book. I thank the entire Cast of Characters for their friendship and each memorable quote of perfection uttered during those colorful tours.

The book would have been incomplete without the help of everyone who kindly agreed to be interviewed. You’ve given the reader a depth of insight that only your knowledge and experience can provide. Also, I thank everyone I pestered into sending tour forms and documents. These are golden. I’m grateful to the photographers who capture an impossible subject and offered many, many photos to choose from.

And finally, I thank Frank Q. Orrall, my good friend and musical compadre, for taking me on my first tour and showing me, with his elegance and extravagance, not only how to tour well but how to live well.

Photo Credits:


Melissa d’Attilio (The author at the Double Door in Chicago)

Rob Meyers (Matt Morrison unloading gear from the box truck)

Miko (Poi dog Pondering, circa 1988)

S. M. V. (Jared having morning coffee, front lounge of the bus in the Canadian Rockies)

Matt Carmichael (Guitar in silhouette and Frank Orrall swinging the “light bulb of death” overhead at the Metro in Chicago)
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Ben Richardson, Tour Manager and Sound Engineer for Alejandro Escovedo—Stage Plot, Input List, Day Sheet, Itinerary Page, Grady Rider

Gil Gastelum, Cosmica Artists—Weekly Income Report, Weekly Tour Report, Backline List, Performance Settlement Sheet, Merchandise Settlement Sheet

Jackson Haring, High Road Touring—Performance Contract, Deal Memo

Matt Morrison, Stage Manager PdP and Thievery Corporation—Show Advance Form

Frank Snowden, Snowden Custom Coach—Bus Lease Agreement

Poi Dog Pondering—Technical Rider



Additional thank you:


Dag Juhlin penned the back-cover text and seasoned the intro

Brigid Murphy performed the second editing of the introduction and epilogue

Jeff Voelz scanned and prepared photos and documents printed herein
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A rock tour is one long kiss on the lips of excess.



It starts simply with a song you love. Then there’s a melody in your head you coax onto a four track tape recorder set up in your bedroom. You’d love to hear your music coming out of a car radio. You imagine performing on Saturday Night Live. So you form a band with some friends, record a CD and go out on tour. Somewhere out on that road, you flip on a radio and there you are.

My journey as a touring creative musician began one rainy night in Austin, Texas, playing at the Continental Club with Ronnie Lane, Alejandro Escovedo, and the Seven Samurai. We’d first met the night before, rehearsing in front of a fireplace drinking rum in coffee cups. I was a classical violinist and had recently arrived in town with my Fostex four track, not sure what I was searching for but sensing I’d stumbled into something. Opening the show at the Continental that night was a young band, Poi dog Pondering, who were about to record their first record and asked if I’d come play some “fiddle” on it.

Poi dog Pondering and Alejandro Escovedo came to be the musicians with whom I’d spend the majority of my musical touring life—first in a cargo van with a mattress in the back and later traveling on two tour buses; from driving miles to play at a run-down club with more people on stage than in the audience to storming the stage of a sold-out Red Rocks Amphitheatre in Colorado, opening for the Dave Matthews Band; from Austin, Texas to the U. S., Canada, and Europe.

A friend asked me “Why rock? Why go out on the road for two hours of rock?” Because rock says I am and I can. It’s every moment of your life that you held back finally set free, ablaze with both fury and delight. It’s reckless and raw and selfish and truthful. You don’t have to sell your soul for rock ’n’ roll, but you will have to risk revealing your soul to find it.

The idea for this book came in pieces. My friend was going on tour with Bob Dylan and asked, “What’s it going to be like on a tour bus?” I told her to sleep with her feet toward the front of the bus (see: Estefan, Gloria), liquids only in the bus bathroom, and never open a bunk curtain if it’s closed. At the same time, a new version of Poi dog Pondering was planning an East Coast tour and one of the new members asked, “How many suitcases should I bring?” I thought “How many?” It was clear that we needed a handbook. We were about to take seventeen people on a tour bus meant for twelve and only three had been on the road before. I wrote a short “pocket handbook.” Along with rules and tips, I included journal entries and “Quotes of the Day” (nuggets of accidental wisdom or droll non sequiturs uttered by sleep-deprived, anxious, or wine-filled tourmates) I had stealthily collected in a notebook on previous tours.

The pocket handbook may have remained a ten-page document but every time I came home from tour I’d add more information, freshly minted revelations, and of course more quotes of the day. Soon it was a messy, bulging manuscript; a teetering, overgrown pile of data begging to be groomed.

The late Timothy White, former editor of Billboard magazine, read an early version. “It’s a remedy for the road,” he said. “You’ve done a wonderful job. Add more serious, credible tips, fix the typos and send it back to me.” Encouraged, I asked myself: “What do I wish I had known? How could I have avoided all those unnecessary heartbreaks and headaches?” So I broadened my scope to include other perspectives besides the musicians’, to include the decidedly non-rock realities that ride shotgun on every rock tour.

In your hands is a comprehensive touring guidebook. The information will prepare you for a five-week tour. Chapters are arranged chronologically, covering everything from tour preparation to day-to-day life on the road, and finally the shock of re-entry when the tour ends. You may be a musician about to go on the road for the first time. You may be a manager or tour manager wanting your upcoming tour to run smoothly, or perhaps you used to tour and are curious now to read an account of it from the ease of your home. Maybe you’ll never travel the world in a rock band but secretly always wanted to and you just wonder what it’s like. This is your all access backstage pass.

Every tour is different yet every tour is the same. It’s a layered journey: personal, musical, familial, financial, and fanciful. You go out on the road to support your record, happy to be playing in front of an audience night after night, but something unexpected happens: As a tour bangs you up, it shines you up. It begins to show you who you are.

Whether you’re in an indie rock band or traveling as a solo artist, a touring veteran or virgin, we all meet the same road and some days we all could use a map. May this handbook in some way serve as your roadmap.
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• Joey Burns—Calexico founder

• Matt Carmichael—Concert photographer

• Bill Carter—Filmmaker and author

• Ted Cho—Guitarist and mandolin player with Poi dog, record producer

• John Convertino—Most amazing drummer of Calexico and Giant Sand

• Robert Cornelius—“Roberto Cornelioso,” actor, singer, PdP member during the Pomegranate era

• Max (Dave Max) Crawford—Trumpet, Mellotron, keyboards, set-list maker, king of segues, Austin and Chicago PdP

• Jody Denberg—Program director and DJ, KGSR in Austin, Texas

• El John (John Nelson)—Percussionist, drummer, PdP and Thievery Corporation

• Alejandro Escovedo—Writer, singer, rocker

• Peggy Firestone—Psychotherapist

• Matt Fish—Cellist with the Alejandro Escovedo Orchestra

• Keith Fletcher—PdP’s first tour manager and sound engineer

• Deanne Franklin—PdP’s sound woman during the Austin years, later front-of-house sound for Tom Waits, Sonic Youth, the Breeders, David Byrne

• Jimmy “G” Galocy—Stage manager, Chicago PdP, Smash Mouth

• Gil Gastelum—Tour manager for Alejandro Escovedo and David Garza

• Heinz Geissler—Alejandro Escovedo’s manager

• Howe Gelb—Founder of Giant Sand, poet, cowboy

• Steve Goulding—Acclaimed English drummer, PdP member during the Pomegranate and Natural Thing eras

• Jon Dee Graham—Songwriter, singer, blazing guitarist

• Howard Greynolds—Thrill Jockey Records

• Kornell Hargrove—PdP singer, fireman, paramedic

• Jackson Haring—Austin PdP tour manager, now with High Road Touring

• Daren Hess—Drummer, Austin PdP

• Chris Houda—“Twin,” PdP stage tech

• Josh Houda—“Tokyo,” PdP stage tech and monitor engineer

• Bruce Hughes—Bassist, Austin PdP

• Jelle—Calexico sound engineer from Amsterdam

• Dag Juhlin—Guitarist, rocker, writer, member of Poi dog Pondering

• Greg Kott—Music critic, Chicago Tribune

• Brad Madison—Booking agent, Mongrel Music

• Yvonne Matsell—Director, North by Northeast; talent buyer for El Mocambo

• Abra Moore—Singer, songwriter, Hawaii PdP

• Matt Morrison—PdP stage manager and monitor engineer, Thievery Corporation stage tech

• Frank Quimby Orrall—Founder of Poi dog Pondering, 8fatfat8, singer, writer, and drummer/percussionist; also performs with Thievery Corporation

• Dr. Andy Pasminski—Chiropractic physician, naprapathic specialist

• Laureline Prud’homme—Singer, Giant Sand

• David Pulkingham III—Guitarist with Alejandro Escovedo Orchestra

• Mike Reed—Lighting director and owner of Reed Rigging

• Ben Richardson—Tour manager, bass player

• Mike Santucci—Audiologist, Sensaphonics

• Luke Savisky—Film-loop artist and projectionist

• Billy Schmidt—PdP’s first monitor man, later front-of-house sound for Aimee Mann and Beth Orton

• Charlie Sexton—Singer, songwriter, guitarist with Bob Dylan, record producer

• Martin Stebbing—PdP’s longtime front-of-house English sound and recording engineer

• Mark Stevens—Chicago PdP monitor engineer, now in Minneapolis

• Patrice Sullivan—Masseuse, acupuncturist, nutritionist, sang on the first Poi dog Pondering record

• Adam Sultan—Guitarist, Austin PdP

• Chris Von Thies—Head talent buyer for Direct Events, Inc.

• Ken Wagner—PdP tour manager during the Natural Thing era, now with Wilco

• Gloria Winter—Musicians’ personal assistant

• Maggie Wrigley—Self-described “door bitch” at Mercury Lounge
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I just flew to Tucson to begin the Giant Sand tour, and no one is here at the airport to pick me up. I call Howe. “Am I not there to get you?” he asks. And so tour begins.



A rock tour is a bit like Shackleton’s valiant voyage to the South Pole, without the ice (usually no ice) and no arctic sea. You leave home for a long stretch of time. Pay is low. You’ve got to pack lightly and wisely. You’ll be cold. You’ll be hot. If you get sick, you can’t go home. There are usually more guys than girls. Food is local and can be surprisingly good or just awful. Sleep is hard to come by. You’ll daydream of the faraway land where you live. You’ll see some amazing things and meet some great characters. It’s good to get off the ship. It’s good to return to the ship. You don’t want to get left behind. You might overdrink to relax. You will love your mates. You probably shouldn’t sleep with them. You’ll be amazed how weird they can be when you thought you knew them. Some days you won’t even recognize yourself. If the expedition is successful, fame and fortune might be yours, although a successful expedition is doubtful.

How can you prepare yourself for the unpreparable journey? First and foremost, you need to make sure you want to go out on tour in the first place. It’s a complete immersion in another life. If you’re going to fight it, forget it. You’ll pull against yourself, you’ll be unhappy, you’ll be a complainer. You’ve got to feel strongly enough about yourself or your band and what you offer it to live the life of a touring musician.

Perhaps you’re on back-to-back tours and really want some time off. Perhaps home life is pulling you to stay. Perhaps there’s something else you’d really rather be doing. Sometimes you won’t actually know that you want to go on tour until you’re in the van or on the bus on your way out of town.


Dag was asked to be one of two openers for a solo songwriter tour. He’s not so sure about going out. “Am I just gonna be the third guy in the backseat who pumps the gas while they sit up front telling stories of Michael Stipe?”



You may need to ask yourself at some point whether this is your dream or whether you’re simply supporting someone else’s. Perhaps seeing the world and performing and partying are enough. Perhaps you’re getting your shot at the music business that everyone said was impossible. Perhaps you’re being paid a lot of money.

But be forewarned: if you go out as the drummer and you’re really a writer or a singer, you’ll henceforth be known as a drummer (unless you were in Nirvana, which you were not). If you go out as a tech, and you’re a creative musician, you’ll be an arm’s length (or stage width) from your dream, but not living it. You may become so frustrated that you become the problem drinker or the difficult tech who’s not a tech and calls himself “talent.” Worse yet, you may give up and become resigned to the improbability of your own heart’s desire.


“Because there is only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique and if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your business to determine how good it is or how valuable nor how it compares with other expressions.”—Martha Graham



Ideally you’ll begin your tour healthy and well rested. The night before leaving, you intend to have a good dinner and go to bed early, but that rarely happens. You’ll be up late, pack until dawn, and then be unable to fall asleep.

You need to make some practical preparations before you leave town. You need to make a budget. You’ll need to make a stage plot and input list. You’ll call and “advance” your show with the club, going over contract details. (See “Advancing Your Show,” this page.) You need to rent a van or lease a tour bus. You’ll buy a big road atlas if you don’t already have one. You need to map out the best route to each gig and know the distance in miles and hours. You may need to get some new guitar cables and maybe a new effects pedal so you aren’t the big technical problem being sorted out mid-show each night.

Author Tour Tip: Please don’t use the tour to begin your rehab, your sobriety, or your divorce. It may seem like a great time to change your habits—“I won’t drink. I’ll quit heroin. I’ll break up with my girlfriend. I’ll drink a lot of water and get healthy. I’ll lose weight, read my books, write my book, record songs on my laptop.”—but it probably won’t happen, because mainly what happens on tour is the tour.


“Let go. You’re not in control of a tour. If you let go of control then you’re more in control.”—Jelle



Finally, enjoy your tour for exactly what it is. It is its own reward. Don’t expect a big payoff of millions of dollars and Rolling Stone recognition. Maybe. Maybe not. Then again, quite possibly, maybe.


“Yes, it’s as fun as it looks.”—from the Hideout stage in Chicago.



PACKING FOR YOUR TOUR


If you don’t wear it at home, you’re not going to wear it on the road.



If your red boots don’t fit and you don’t choose to wear them at home, they aren’t going to suddenly fit and be your favorite boots on tour. How do you decide what and how much comes with you on tour? There are three things to consider: What are you going to do on your tour? What climates will you encounter? How long will you be out?


“You don’t want to ruin your best stuff, but you want to bring something you feel at home in.”—Howe



What Are You Going to Do on Tour, and How Will You Dress for It?

You don’t want to look like you just rolled off your couch when you make your entrance onstage or when you get recognized at breakfast the morning after your show, unless that’s your particular style. You might want to create some mystique. These are the main events of your novice rock star day:


• Out walking around a college town or the downtown (or run-down) section of a major city (daywear)

• Traveling in the van or on the bus (daywear, but more comfortable)

• Radio station or in-store performance (daywear, but foxier)

• Stage getup (foxiest, even if completely casual)

• Fitness room or pool (You’ll feel really sorry for yourself when everyone is sneaking into the hot tub at 3 AM and you don’t have a suit or a foxy substitute.)

• Sleep (At some point, sort of, you will sleep, so bring what’s cozy.)



What Climates or Seasons or Altitudes Will You Encounter?

On tour, you’re outside and affected by weather a lot more than when you’re at home. Once you arrive at the venue, you walk to find food or coffee. You don’t drive. It’s too much of a bother to maneuver and park a van and a trailer. And if you’re traveling by bus, once it’s parked by the venue the driver is off the clock. The bus doesn’t move until the end of the night, so you often walk from the venue to the café to the hotel and back.

These places are not always as close together as we might wish, so you’ll be outside and need things like a hat, umbrella, or a rain jacket—things you’d rarely use at home, where as a musician you probably wouldn’t take a long walk in an icy rain or under a hot noon sun.


It was 107 degrees here yesterday, like a disease.



It’s also important to keep in mind that seasons start and end at different times in different latitudes. If you’re on tour in April and the snow is just melting up north, it’ll already be steamy warm in the south. Check out weatherunderground.com for current weather conditions and temperature wherever you are headed.


“Leather and layers.”—John Convertino packing tip



SUMMER IN THE SOUTHEAST AND SOUTHWEST. In the Deep South, dress for the really well-air-conditioned buildings, not the street temperature. You may want to wear jeans or long pants and bring your jacket or sweater with you into restaurants, movie theaters, and malls. However, the venue may have sketchy air-conditioning that is turned on only when doors are opened. (“Doors” means the time the audience is let in, usually an hour before showtime.)


We are under an awning that keeps misting us to cool down this 106-degree heat. But it’s still way too hot to be out here pretending that it’s not.—Phoenix



In the Southwest, many older buildings use something called swamp cooling. It’s sort of cool and sort of wet.

Allergy Note: If you travel south in the spring you may discover that you have an allergy to some weed or bloom that you’ve never had before. Take some Claritin and Visine and skip the dairy food. Know you will be leaving this place tomorrow.



SUMMER IN THE NORTH. The North in the summer gets incredibly humid and hot. The brick and cement buildings in big cities like New York, Chicago, Detroit, and Toronto retain and radiate heat like a sauna. The clubs will have inadequate air-conditioning, if any, so be ready onstage with towels and iced drinks. Wear loose clothing so the sweat can roll down your belly and legs and not just soak your whole outfit. Fortunately, the heat waves usually break with a line of thunderstorms after a few days. (Hopefully these roll into the region while you’re sleeping, not driving.)

SUMMER AT A MOUNTAIN FESTIVAL. Telluride, Colorado, is warm in the daytime but by sundown it’ll be cool enough for that very heavy sweater you don’t have with you. Festival artisans will be selling these near the toe rings. If they “love your band” they may offer to loan you a hand-knit sweater to perform in. It’s not your usual stage wear, but you’re at a festival, there’s a starry night, and you need to be warm.


Bliss, Idaho. It’s windy and dust is flowing like snow. I’m loading my things in the van when a tumbleweed rolls by. Walking to the café, my mouth is full of grit and my skin is filmed with fine dust. I understand why cowboys wore kerchiefs over their faces.



You’ll walk more at a festival than in a town. In the West, generally, you’ll walk or hike more than in the East. There’s more land, fewer buildings. You mean to bring comfortable walking shoes but you won’t really know your shoes until you’ve walked around a festival. They may be heavier or more slippery than you ever knew.

WINTER IN THE SOUTH. When it gets cold in the South, it’s uncomfortable because the South isn’t used to it. Older homes and cheaper hotels have inadequate heat. Clubs may have strange heat-coil contraptions suspended overhead to heat the room. Fortunately, onstage during the show, the heat from the lights and the crowd will warm you up. Backstage you’ll want your jacket, and in your hotel room your leather coat will double as a blanket.

WINTER IN THE NORTH. On one tour, we left Austin on a temperate morning in February heading north to Chicago. Every time we stopped for gas it was 20 degrees colder. Finally we had to unlock the trailer to get out the suitcases to retrieve sweaters and hats. Don’t become alarmed by the memory of your Southern newspaper calling 32-degree weather “Killer Cold!” Your face will be okay. Your fingers won’t turn black from frostbite. At 25 degrees, though, you’ll want to wear mittens and a hat or your hands and ears will ache. Mom said, “Eighty percent of your body heat escapes through the top of your head,” so wear your hat.

Author Note: Bulky winter clothes and boots take up more room than summer clothes. You may need a larger suitcase. (See “What Size Suitcase Should You Bring?” below.)


“Cold today, quite cold tonight, continued very cold but not quite as cold tomorrow,” the weatherman just informed us.



THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST. Early in the year in San Francisco or Seattle it will rain and rain and rain. I never bring an umbrella. If you need one on a very rainy day, then buy one.

THE EAST COAST. Bring something to dress up if you are going to the East Coast. Someone may want to take you to dinner, and your jeans and T-shirt look like you just came out of a van with Texas plates. I know you did, but you can express your soul now; you’re in a touring rock band.

How Long Is Your Tour?

Tours vary a lot in length, from one week to two months. I’m sorry, a weekend out of town is not a tour. Basically, pack for a week of fairly temperate weather. The longer the tour, the more options you’ll need for your mood. You’ll do laundry, or better yet have it done for you, about every eight days, so on a five-week tour you don’t need to bring thirty-five pairs of socks.

What Size Suitcase Should You Bring?

Now that you’ve thought about what you’re going to do on your tour, where you’re going to go, and how long you’ll be on the road, you need to think about what size suitcase to take. Here are some suggestions:


• One-week U.S. temperate tour = One 22-x-14-inch expandable suitcase

• One-week U.S. winter tour = One 24-x-18-inch expandable suitcase

• More than two weeks U.S. tour = One 22-x-14-inch or one 24-x-18-inch expandable suitcase

• Any length European tour = One 22-x-14-inch expandable suitcase. A small suitcase is infinitely easier to maneuver if you’re traveling on and off trains, staying in hotels with small European elevators or perhaps with no elevators, walking with your luggage on cobblestone streets, or being picked up in smaller European vehicles by promoters.



Every tour I’ve been on, there’s a macho “looking over of the bags.” If you have a huge and heavy bag, be ready to be teased about it. “Whose bag is that?” You’ll be glad it isn’t yours, because it implies you don’t know how to tour, can’t make clothing decisions, and in essence don’t rock. However, if every day you wear one of three outfits and every night you’ve got the same sweaty show clothes on, you should have brought more. You won’t think you’ve internalized your bandmates’ complete wardrobes, but as soon as someone wears a newly purchased shirt, you’ll know and you’ll be happy to see them in it.

Hint: The zippers always break, so choose luggage with strong zippers. A lifetime guarantee would be good, too. Swiss Army suitcases have both.

What about Suitcase Weight?

Can you carry your stuff from your front door to the curb to get in a taxi? Can you roll it six blocks and still be in a good mood if the key to your hotel room doesn’t work and you have to roll it back six blocks to the front desk? If not, leave something home. The airlines have a weight limit of fifty pounds per bag. You probably don’t want to lift any more than that yourself.


I pack too much again—options for each and every mood, comfort, and weather condition.



Less is more, but more is even more. You be the judge of how much weight you want to deal with day after day after day. If you overpack or overpurchase, you can always mail things home in a box. Find a UPS Store or a FedEx connected to a Kinko’s and send extra shoes, books, and those wrong pants home.

Gender Tip: If you are a woman, be a woman. Don’t feel you need to bring fewer hair products, skin lotions, coats, or boot choices. But remember, if you bring it, you carry it. DO NOT ask anyone to carry your heavy suitcase for you unless he’s wearing a red cap and soldier coat and you’re paying him a dollar or two a bag.

What to Walk Out of Your Home With

Here are the essentials:


• One suitcase

• A day bag. This could be a backpack, computer bag, or shoulder bag that holds the stuff you’ll want during the day, with enough space to store rolled-up clothes for that evening’s show.

• An optional smaller purse or bag so you don’t always have to carry the very heavy day bag everywhere you go

• Your instrument

• Your gig bag with cables and effects pedals

• Your amp with some sort of cover or case around it

• Perhaps a pillow, and maybe a blanket



The Big Tour Checklist

The day before I leave on tour, I print out a big checklist stored on my computer. Then I list every day we’ll be out of town. This helps me visualize just how long this tour is and adjust what I want to bring with me. Making a checklist is helpful because it’s so easy to remember everything but the most obvious, important things, like your belt.

BIG TOUR CHECKLIST


• Toiletries

• Makeup

• Socks and underwear

• Pajamas

• Swimsuit and workout clothes

• Shoes and boots

• Pants, belt, skirts, or dresses

• Shirts and tops

• Show clothes

• Jacket and sweater

• Jewelry

• Hat and hair ties

• Cell phone and charger

• Cash and your own personal credit card

• First-aid kit: herbs and medicines

• Entertainment

• Extras



TOILETRIES. Bring the items you actually use every day. Except, use real deodorant on tour. The nonaluminum, naturally fresh deodorant crystal, or Tom’s of Maine All Natural, might work just fine for you at home. On the road, on the stage, you’re probably going to need a more powerful deodorant. Toiletry items are heavy, so take only what you truly use, and remember that one day something will leak all over everything. You might want to keep bottles of liquids separate in a waterproof bag.

Something else you may not use at home but you might want to use after being in a smoky club each night is face wash. Put some on a wet washcloth, draw it across your face, and look at all the dirt on it. Do you want to sleep with sweat, smoke, and breath stuck to your face all night?

Author’s picky editorial regarding hygiene: Why does personal hygiene suffer so on the road? I’ve seen the great unwashed, and it’s not pretty. It may be pretty from a distance, but not sitting next to me for hours. Depending on your tour budget, the bathtub in your hotel may be clean and you can soak in Kneipp bath oils that come in little two-ounce bottles or some bath salts.

Extra Tip: Travel and trial sizes work well. Don’t even think of bringing a bar of soap. You could bring a little bottle of Dr. Bronner’s Miracle Soap. These days, I just use the soap provided by the hotel.

MAKEUP. Being onstage is theater. If you wear makeup at home, bring it and then play around with more or weirder makeup if you feel like it. If you’re doing any TV shows or photo shoots, you might be asked to apply your own makeup (men and women). It helps you show up under bright lights. Bring your own concealer to dab under your eyes (it’ll sort of cover the dark circles that appear from lack of sleep and drinking alcohol) and gloss for your lips. If applying some eyeliner or blush feels strange to you, remember that the ancient Greeks wore makeup to simulate the flush of sex. Not a bad thing.

SOCKS AND UNDERWEAR. It’s time to do laundry when you run out of clean socks. I bring nine days worth of socks because laundry day is always a few days later than you think. You’ve still got clean socks while you wait for that day with a laundromat nearby.

PAJAMAS. Maybe you sleep naked at home, but hotel blankets are thin and hotels can be cold. Bring some warm pajamas. Riding the bus overnight, you’re going to be seen in your pajamas. When you get up to pee and the late late nighters are still watching a movie or partying, or in the morning as you stumble to the front lounge to see where you are and if anyone else is up, you’ll be in your pajamas. You might even stay in your PJs during an all-day drive. So bring some comfortable, sort of foxy pajamas.


Alejandro’s up early, walking into the front lounge wearing pajama bottoms and red cowboy boots.



SWIMSUIT AND WORKOUT CLOTHES. You’ll have to decide if you want sleep or to have a quick run or a workout. Give yourself the option: bring your workout stuff. You may be absolutely sure there won’t be a pool on your budget tour. There will be one. Bring a swim suit. You want to use the hot tub, don’t you?



SHOES AND BOOTS. You’ll need your everyday shoes, your good-looking boots, your running shoes. You’ll want your best, most worked in, comfortable shoes you own. You’ll walk more on a tour than you ever do at home. Really? Yes. There’s no car. The van with trailer is a bother to park, so it stays put. If you’re traveling by bus, once it’s parked at the venue, the bus driver disappears until after the show. You probably don’t know your way around this town to take a city bus or subway (although you might try). And taxis are either expensive or rare in many cities. So you walk.

And, of course, the people who give you directions always think the recommended restaurant or movie theater is closer than it is. I think they must only drive to these places. The Indian restaurant that’s “just around the bend” is actually in the next county. The movie theater “just down the hill” is about eight blocks away. And we’re talking country blocks, not city blocks, or even suburban blocks.

Once you’re onstage or at the in-store, you might want your red shoes or your Fluevog boots that aren’t broken in yet. You want to look good onstage just as much as you want to be comfortable during the day. Fox factor and comfort. You’ve got to have both. This dichotomy of your day is why suitcases get so heavy.


“I’ll have you know I have on my Elvis T-shirt and my blue suede shoes.”—Robert, before the in-store



PANTS, BELT, SKIRTS, AND DRESSES. Take four pairs of pants. You can wear a pair of pants three or four days before needing to wash them. Bring two skirts or dresses you wear at home. Maybe here is where we have to admit there are both men and women traveling in the band. Suitcases will pack differently. There’s a lot of androgyny and levels of male and female in all of us, but women will pack differently than men. Rather than divide the specifics out like this is the employment section of a newspaper in the Fifties, we’ll just put it all together.

SHIRTS AND TOPS. Pack five shirts, two T-shirts, and maybe two more show tops. Pack so that most every top goes with every bottom. Black is, of course, always right. White shows up best onstage but is too bright for television shows.

SHOW CLOTHES. Whatever “rock clothes” mean to you, you have the excuse of being onstage to wear them. Whether it’s jeans, fur, big hats, scarves, glitter, color, or not, choose the costume for whatever your band and music is expressing. (See “Selecting Your Stage Wear,” this page.) I bring three or four show outfits.


“She’s wearing the Liberty Bell and it’s a little tight.”—Robert, during some awards show we’re watching.



If you don’t know how to dress, find a stylist. Why not?

JACKET AND SWEATER. Even if you’re touring in the summer, bring a jacket, a hoodie, or a sweater. A cold front may come in. Air-conditioning may be refrigerator cold. You may be out in the rain. It’s good to have something to put on to keep the cold or wet out.


“I’m telling you, leather is not so much a fabric but a form of defense.”—Billy’s leather jacket was stolen off the stage during load-out tonight.



JEWELRY. Take nothing you can’t bear to lose. This is true of every item. If you remove rings and your watch at night, put them in your boot, not on the nightstand. When you get the wake-up call from hell, you won’t leave without your five silver rings and Swatch watch as you scramble out of bed. Instead, you’ll pull on your boot and wonder why there seems to be a paper clip under your toe.

HAT AND HAIR TIES. You may not wear a hat so much at home. On tour, it’s great to have one. Hats keep the sun out of your eyes and your hair out of your face. If you’ve been on the bus all night and haven’t had a shower as you walk into the radio station or the in-store performance, you can put on your hat to hide your flat hair. In a windy van, you may want a hair tie. It keeps your hair out of your face, and you don’t wind up with flat hair from wearing a hat.

CELL PHONE AND CHARGER. Cell phones changed everything about touring. If you’re running late and can’t find the club, you simply call them and they’ll direct your van on into town. You can also keep track of band members. We spent a morning looking for a band member who had gone home with a fan, driving up and down a street another band member sort of remembered the house was on. A cell phone gives you freedom on a day off to take your time and tell your bandmates to go ahead on without you. “I’ll call your cell and find you all later.”

CASH AND YOUR OWN PERSONAL CREDIT CARD. This is your emotional insurance. If you need to fly home for an emergency, if you must have your own hotel room or you’ll kill yourself (or the bass player), if you’ve found the perfect Kenneth Cole leather jacket on sale, you need your own cash or personal credit card. Plus, there’s the slight possibility that the club or promoter won’t pay in full, and you’ll need to be able to take care of yourself if there’s no money from the tour for food or a bed.

Consider very carefully whether you want to put the band hotel rooms on your credit card as a backup if the band card doesn’t work. There should be a second card available, and it probably shouldn’t be your own personal card.

First-Aid Kit: Herbs and Medicines

Most medicines you need on the road will be pretty basic: tablets or tinctures to avoid pain or to prevent illness. Think of Elvis: pills to wake up, to go to sleep, to aid digestion, and to avoid constipation. Bring some basics, then purchase others as you fall apart. There’s no time and no money to be dropping you off at the emergency outpatient clinic after sound check. Take care of yourself. If you’ve got a spider bite that has swollen your hand and turned it black, your bandmates will probably go to the hospital with you. But for everyday illnesses, you’re on your own. I don’t pack all of these herbs and medicines listed below every time I go out on tour, but it’s a good reference list.

FOR PAIN

“It’s not a hangover, it’s a hang-in-there.”—Deanne, load-in.


• Advil: My acupuncturist clearly said, “Sometimes just take drugs.” You’ll hear someone ask for aspirin probably every single day. Supply them and they’ll owe you a favor somewhere in your frayed future. It’s best to stop a headache as it’s beginning and not let it take hold. There’s so many potential headache triggers—a bad phone conversation, tension between bandmates or with management, or the quantity of alcohol enjoyed last night.


This is the “let’s have champagne hangovers tomorrow” tomorrow.



Band members have been known to become addicted to Advil before a show.




• White Flower or Tiger Balm or BioFreeze: Bring some liquid heat or gel for strained muscles. Someone always hurts their back. First, apply ice to keep the swelling down. Later, add heat with a sweet little massage. There’s a theory that pain is unexpressed emotion. So, unless you were hurt when a random guitar amp rolled into you during load out, rock hard, express yourself, and your neck and shoulders muscles may not ache so much.

• Kanka: This is weird stuff, but it’s the only thing I’ve found for a split lip or canker sore. Just don’t get it in your hair.

• Maker’s Mark: Oh, it’s just a joke, right?



FOR FLUS AND COLDS: Prevention and Treatment


• Emergen-C: The champagne of nutritional drinks. Lots of C and B, super energy booster. Tastes like fizzy lemonade. Comes in single packets that you can pour into a bottle of water.

• Food-based vitamin and mineral daily supplement: Take with food or you’ll get really nauseous and the families at the after-church brunch may think you’re pregnant as you cut in line looking for some saltine crackers.

• Ester-C: Time-released vitamin C capsules.

• Ginger root: For colds, fever, upset stomach. Find a grocery store to purchase fresh ginger root. Slice coins of ginger into a cup of hot water with lemon.

• Advil Cold and Sinus: You can buy individual doses at convenience stores. These will clear up your runny nose and watery eyes so you can sort of perform.

• Oscillococcinum: (Just sound it out, okay?) If someone in your little party comes down with the flu, chances are you’re all fair game. Oscillococcinum can be purchased at any health food store. Purchase this before you’re achy and pukey.



TO GET UP


“I’m so unwound, I can’t wind.”




• Coffee: Find good quality coffee or you’ll feel weird. Better yet, bring it with you. We used to bring an espresso machine, plug it in outside a truck stop, and nine people would stand around waiting for their little drop.




“Coffee. It’s a guaranteed good mood.”




• Tea: Get some good black tea (Yorkshire Gold, Barry’s, PG Tips) and there you are at your truck stop having a diner breakfast and your own English or Irish caffeine.

• Siberian Ginseng: It comes in a tincture. If you’re anxious it’ll even you out; if you’re dead tired it’ll give you a little support.

• Ginkgo: If you must stay awake and perform or do a radio interview and you’re not thinking well, take some ginkgo.
It’ll help with the ringing in your ears and the stress of a love triangle. If you’re in the midst of a three-show, in-town run and you haven’t slept for days and both of your lovers are backstage and there’s a tour in front of you, I’d suggest ginkgo. Then get on the bus, listen to Erykah Badu’s “See You Next Lifetime,” and drive overnight to New York.



TO GET TO SLEEP


• Rescue Remedy: It’s a Bach Flower Remedy. If I’m still full of adrenaline from a show and need to sleep it slows me down. It’s also good for anxiety. I had to pull a call button on a Southwest Airlines flight while we were taxiing out to the runway. “I’m sorry I have to get off the plane now.” It was my first and only panic attack, brought on by lack of sleep, mild claustrophobia, and a slippery fear of flying. Now I take Rescue Remedy as I board the plane.

• Deep sleep: Found at Whole Foods Market, it’s my favorite sleep aid. The first ingredient listed is poppy.

• Coffea cruda: Okay, it’s a weird name. It’s homeopathic. It very gently stops your brain from chattering so you can fall asleep.

• Benadryl: Some supermodels recommend Benadryl for sleeping on buses and international flights, and don’t they know about looking good?

• Valerian: For me, way too much like a narcotic the next day. It’s a root and comes in a tincture. Use just a few drops.




We had a batch of valerian in water as a cocktail (the bar was closed). I gave everyone a little too much. We are still valerian-delirious today. Alejandro tells the audience he thinks I tried to kill him and the cellist.



FOR THE STOMACH


• Tums: They just work.

• Acidophilus: Chewables that contain billions of bacteria that eat all the bad stuff in your digestive tract.

• Catnip/fennel: Tummy soother. I order this tincture from Winter/Sun in Flagstaff, Arizona, and I always carry it with me.

• Red or white wine: My herbalist said wine is good for digestion. Your ability to think clearly may be impaired, but this may or may not matter to you.

• Spirulina: It’s algae in a big pill or powder. It’ll stop you from being so ravenously hungry that you get impatient and spacey. Take six to eight spirulina tablets if you’re starving and there’s no food to be had. Then you won’t just inhale your late lunch and have to find your Tums to soothe your belly later.

• Ginger, chamomile, or mint tea: A cup of warm tea with honey helps the belly. You can buy dried crystallized ginger and suck on it if your tummy hurts.

• Psyllium husks or psyllium seeds: Just about every first-time-on-the-road traveler gets constipated. You sit all curled up in a van and the hours are screwy. Most bathrooms on tour—the truck-stop bathroom, the port-a-potty, the club bathroom—are not like home. Take a teaspoon of psyllium in an eight-ounce glass of water before bed for good poop. Be sure to drink the whole glass of water. You could also do fifty sit-ups a day.



Warning: If you’re traveling on a tour bus, stay away from Smooth Move tea or anything like Ex-Lax. The timing is unpredictable, and you cannot poop in the bus bathroom. Why? Because it’ll travel with you in the bus bay under your bunk. The bus driver could fine you $500. (See “The Bus Bathroom,” this page.)


• The Greatest Herb of All: “Be discreet, be respectful, be happy. Do not give strangers money who promise to return with herbs. About two hours after they are supposed to return, you’ll understand why.” (Ken Wagner’s advice.) Also rumored to help with every single ailment above.



EXTRAS IN YOUR FIRST-AID KIT

Items you should probably bring include Band-Aids, Neosporin, Clearasil, and Burt’s Bees’ Green Clay Mask. Way past adolescence, your skin will break out from smoke, stress, bad food, and for no reason at all.

Entertainment

So much of what you’ll do is preceded by tediously waiting. Often there’s not a whole lot going on. Waiting for the city nine hours in your future. Waiting for sound check to start or end. Waiting for food to be served. Waiting for the show to start. Waiting for the vans or tour bus to drive you to your hotel room. You wait a lot on tour. You practically loiter.


“Nothing’s changed except the sun’s in a different spot.”—Mark, on a drive from Nashville to Hoboken



MUSIC. Bring your iPod, ear buds or noise-canceling headphones, and power supply. Climb into your bunk. Press play.

BOOKS. Short stories are good. Children’s books are great because BIG PRINT IS HELPFUL. Also, you become a bit dim-witted sitting for ten hours in a vehicle. The whole Wrinkle in Time series is cool, A Moveable Feast by Hemingway, any Harlan Coben mystery. You might want to read about performers that inspire you: Miles: The Autobiography, Bono on Bono, Dylan’s Chronicles, Rock Lives by Timothy White, Scar Tissue by Anthony Kiedes.


Traveling to Little Rock, he reads aloud to me from Kiss of a Vampire. Then we read Kerouac’s On the Road with a thin strip of red on the horizon.



JOURNALS. Document your travels to entertain family and friends upon your return. Write down a “quote of the day” when someone says something that crystallizes a moment, as though it’s from a movie—your tour movie. If you write a lot, go ahead and invest in the perfect pen.


“There is no need to ever use a pen you don’t like.”



CAMERA. My new plan is to take one picture of each city I visit on tour. I always break this rule. I take too many photos of the band outside Sun Studios in Memphis. Or I take none, asking the guitar player to “send me a copy of that one.” He agrees but I never get a copy.

Sometimes you can just take pictures in your head. Too many actual pictures can take up too little free time to actually go see the Buddhist temples, to walk on the glacier, or to swim in the river in Montana.


“Do I look like I have a camera? I write haiku, bitch.”—El John (He was not talking to me when he said this.)



There’s also something I call camera mayhem. Camera mayhem occurs when so many pictures are being taken that you’re stuck in one place. Imagine you’re all at the five-way intersection in Tokyo. You take a picture of everybody. Then you ask the bass player to take your picture with everybody. Then the keyboardist asks if someone will take a picture of him with his camera. You’ve entered camera mayhem. It’s a sinkhole. It’s a whirlpool. It’s a vortex that sucks time and direction out of the little adventure you’re on.

There’s also camera tedium. Camera tedium is a series of photos of nothing; photos taken while you all wait for the vans to arrive, for example. Here’s the band standing with the luggage inside the airport in Honolulu. Here’s the band standing with the luggage outside the airport in Honolulu. Nothing going on here.

That said, good photos are priceless souvenirs. I love having the grainy picture of a guitar player sitting in front of Peter Buck’s house the morning after the party where the tour manager was busted stealing a bottle of vodka out of the house twice. Or the black-and-white train tracks out the window of the last car leaving Vienna on the way to Budapest. Or the photo of Howe Gelb reading On the Road out loud to us as we drive overnight. And of course, the picture of me at the five-way intersection in Tokyo.

Author’s picky editorial: Take a picture of the audience every night if you want to have a picture of them—if you sincerely want to remember your view from the stage at the Metro in Chicago, for instance. But if you’re just trying to rile up ten people in the front, this has been overdone and overdone.

MOVIES. There will be a DVD and VCR in the front and back lounge of your bus. Bring concert DVDs of musicians who inspire you (Spinal Tap, of course), anything about the supernatural or dead people, and action adventure.


“We spent an hour and a half in a Wal-Mart trying on sunglasses and going through a big box of sale DVDs.”—Travel-day rest stop



Don’t bring anything subtitled unless it’s the Count of Monte Cristo with Gerard Depardieu. Do bring movies to laugh, to cry, to be very scared, to travel far, far away, like outer space or to the middle of the ocean or another time.

CARDS. Poker. You can double your per diems. Or you can have no double latte money for the rest of the week or tour … just like that.


“It’s not the money. It’s the camaraderie.”—Bruce after nearly thirty minutes without winning a pound. Poker on the bus in England.



GAMES. Scrabble is amusing yet messy unless someone brings the travel edition. Charlie Sexton would play dominoes in his room at night after the show, but he never drank and always won. You could use the road atlas to guess which state goes with which state bird or slogan. This seems like fun only late at night to those who may have been drinking Maker’s Mark purchased at the 7-Eleven three miles from the distillery.

EXTRAS. Bring things to help you stay in touch with home—your address book, postcard stamps, and a Sharpie. If you don’t keep in touch with home, it won’t be the same when you return. Write two sentences on a postcard and mail it.

Bring things as if you were camping: your own watch that will light up to see the time in a darkened club or bunk, a travel alarm, a mini flashlight on a key chain, a tiny sewing kit, safety pins, and Swiss Army knife with scissors, corkscrew, and tweezers. If you’re flying, pack the Swiss Army knife in your suitcase, not your carry-on. The airlines already have two of mine. You can bring a pocket road atlas if you care to know where you are and don’t want to make everyone look around the van for the Big Laminated Road Atlas.

Bring things to help you sleep: squishy earplugs and an eye shade. You want it quiet and dark inside your head. The sun is up by 7 AM, and hopefully you will not be.

Author’s endorsement: Brookstone has the Cadillac of eye shades made with Tempur-Pedic foam and velvet and shaped to not squish your eyeballs.

You might want to bring your pillow, especially if you’re on a van tour. You’ll try to talk yourself out of it as you leave home, thinking it’s just one more thing to carry. But if you don’t bring it, you’ll be sleeping with your head resting on your folded-up leather jacket against the side window pane. In a bus, your pillow will remind you of home, and you have a chance to sleep more deeply.

Organizing Your Pack

Now that you’ve got your checklist, how do you organize your bags? What goes in what bag and where? Yes, you do care about this. You’ll lose stuff the first days on tour. At some frustrated moment you’ll dump everything on the floor, looking for the matching sock or your travel alarm. You’ve just moved into your new home—your suitcase. “I think I lost my notebook.” “I think I forgot my lotion.” You didn’t lose it; you didn’t forget it. You just can’t find it. There are many pockets and places to look into and return things to. You just don’t know your way around yet.

Place shoes on the outer edges of your suitcase as an extra wall to protect any breakable items. Keep clean socks and underthings zipped in a pocket or placed together in a mesh bag.

I try to keep pants together on the left and shirts together on the right. This never lasts, but it’s a good way to start. You might want to roll up your jeans, your pajamas, your pretty little tops or black T-shirts, instead of laying them flat. It makes it easier to find specific items without having to unearth everything. It keeps clothes from getting wrinkled (sort of) and somehow takes up less space, although I’m not sure how.

Items I’ll need in the morning, like toiletries, I place on the left edge of my suitcase. Things I’ll be looking for at night—alarm clock, squishy earplugs—I put on the right side. This is tedious, I know, but it helps me find things when I’m thinking below my IQ late at night or early in the morning.

Your Instruments

Never bring an invaluable, irreplaceable instrument on the road unless you can bear its loss or demise, which pretty much means it wasn’t invaluable and irreplaceable to begin with. Touring and playing clubs are rough on them. There’s heat, cold and humidity, beer and inebriated fans, loading and unloading. Gear can be stolen. (See “Load-Out Robbery,” this page.) Guitars can fall over and the neck can break. Cellos have been smashed by airlines. Keyboards have been rained on.

But do you buy an instrument because “it’ll be just fine onstage?” No. You have to play an instrument you love. If you don’t love it, don’t buy it. Take care of your instrument the best you can and buy some insurance. (See “Purchasing Insurance for Your Instruments and Gear,” this page.)

Your Gig Bag and Pedal Board

Inside your gig bag are your effects pedals attached with Velcro or twist ties to your pedal board. Each pedal lets you change the sound of your instrument—delay, phase, distortion, chorus, compression, etc. You’ll start with one or two pedals but then keep trying out and adding more. Musicians are always in
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