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Prologue: Friday Night in Chicago

It’s 1999 and Don Caballero takes the stage at the Fireside Bowl, an old bowling alley located in Logan Square on the city’s northwest side. The building had originally been an ice factory before being turned into a bowling alley in the forties. It’s still a bowling alley. However, since it started hosting all ages punk shows in 1994, crowds come mostly for the music rather than to bowl. The room can hold eight hundred people, but for most concerts the audience hovers around three hundred. Tonight, despite the fact that Don Cab played the day before across town at the Empty Bottle, the place is packed.

The shallow stage stands just a few feet off the ground. There are no spotlights. The room’s illuminated only by a few bright bulbs in the low ceiling. Hanging just a couple feet from the heads of the musicians, the ceiling is made of uneven, stained tiles. Behind the band is a wall of peeling paint. The young crowd’s wearing mostly T-shirts, hoodies, or light jackets. It had been a cool day in Chicago, barely above sixty degrees. The hot and muggy summer finally seems to be over. But in a week the heat will be back, temperatures yet again rising above eighty.

The group, a trio, looks like any other indie rock band from the nineties. Drums, bass, guitar, thrift store clothes. The only thing different is the lack of microphones. In most groups, the guitarist is the singer. Occasionally it’s the bassist and, very rarely, it’s the drummer. In some groups, all members sing. But there’s always at least one; someone’s got to do it. There’s indeed a microphone on a short stand in the back, next to a Marshall amp, but this is ignored as the band begins to play.

Drummer Damon Che kicks things off by repeatedly smashing his open high-hat. The guitarist, Ian Williams, soon accompanies him, plucking single notes seemingly at random. The tone is clean and bright. Bassist Eric Emm, playing a Fender and wearing a button-down shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows, joins in next. Rather than lock in with the drums, Emm also plays notes that simultaneously sound arbitrary and yet like they belong.

Williams, donning a plain white T-shirt, plays with his black Gibson hung unfashionably high on his chest. It’s probably six inches from his face. Most rock guitarists play their instruments as low as possible. Peter Hook, bassist for Joy Division and New Order, performs with his instrument practically scraping the stage. Halfway through the song, Williams places the pick in his teeth so he can use the fingers on his strumming hand to frenetically tap out notes on the strings. His left hand, meanwhile, continues to spider across the fretboard. All eight fingers fill the room with a brilliant and seemingly irregular array of spiky notes. It’s a technique that made Eddie Van Halen famous, not that any of this sounds remotely like Van Halen. Williams chews gum while he plays, occasionally blowing pink bubbles.

After the song ends, Che reaches for the microphone on the short stand. “Ah, sweet Chicago,” he says, “thank you.” Over the course of the night, Don Cab will play ten songs. None of them feature lyrics or singing of any kind. Che’s the only member of the band to address the crowd, not that he says much. What’s there to say?

The next song is as fast and frenetic as the first. While both guitarists are amazing players (even Emm can tap), Che is the real star of the show. He pounds away on a black Pearl Export, the cheapest Pearl set you can buy. The huge floor toms are high and flat, a look inspired by Earl Hudson of Bad Brains. The cymbals are also high but tilted. Except for the high hat, they’re all rides, even though he swats at them like a crash. The cymbal he hits the most, a Sabian B8 Pro, has a super resonant bell; when he hits it with the butt end of the thick marching band sticks, it resembles a huge, clanging church bell. A maple Ludwig snare is low and set at an odd angle; Che’s hands must drop to well below his knees to hit it. On his right, next to one of the floor toms, there’s a piccolo snare that he uses to get in timbale licks.

Che’s a big guy, at least six foot five. Despite having had the flu for a month, his long arms move in a whirlwind around the kit. On the band’s most recent record, he’s credited simply as Octopus. It’s easy to tell why. Arms and sticks flail in all directions, producing sound that is both adroit and chaotic. Che’s feet are just as quick. His right foot pumps up and down like a jackrabbit’s. But it’s not just about speed. He’s a hard hitter. When he makes a rimshot, it sounds like a gunshot. Before the show he nailed his bass drum to the floor to keep it from moving forward. It’s a trick he learned from jazz drummer Elvin Jones. In a dive like the Fireside, the owner doesn’t mind yet another hole in the floor. When the band plays nicer clubs, the practice is frowned upon.

When the song ends to hearty applause, Che reaches again for the microphone. “I don’t know what it is about the Fireside Bowl,” he says, out of breath, “but this is a lot of fun.”

Not originally a local act—Don Caballero formed in Pittsburgh in 1991, released its first record in 1993—the band has since moved to Chicago. It’s a good home base. Their label, Touch and Go, is here. There are several clubs where they can draw a good audience most nights of the week, not to mention the city is home to a few like-minded bands that play music that’s somewhat similar.

This is already Don Cab’s third Chicago show just this year. In November, they’ll play yet another, at the Lounge Ax. They’d been playing there ever since becoming a band, and they always look forward to it. The owners, Sue and Julia, treat groups with respect and there’s always a good crowd. Local legend Wesley Willis, a musician and artist living with schizophrenia who releases album after album of nursery rhyme-like songs shouted over pre-programmed keyboard beats, even wrote a song about them playing there. The song’s chorus consists of nothing but Willis screaming out the group’s name over and over. In his idiosyncratic howl, it comes out, “Don Cab-A-larow!”

The band’s touring behind its third album, What Burns Never Returns, released in June the previous year. Even though the LP has only eight tracks, on vinyl it’s a double record. Two songs per side. Most of the tracks are long; none are under four minutes. The opening song is almost ten minutes. The titles, just like on previous records, are lengthy and somewhat nonsensical: “Delivering The Groceries At 138 Beats Per Minute,” “Slice Where You Live Like Pie.” The cover is a haunting photograph of a house bathed in a green glow with a column of lights behind it. What’s happening in the picture? Are aliens invading? Is it the end of the world? In the eighties there’d been all that talk of nuclear annihilation and acid rain. Is that what we’re looking at? A year later American Football’s debut record would look awfully similar. Like most things, Don Caballero got there first.

They’ve been playing shows sporadically since What Burns came out, going on short tours or playing around Chicago. In fact, their first show of 1999 was here at the Fireside Bowl in January, a warm-up gig before heading to Europe for a handful of dates. Back then, the group had been a four piece, with Mike Banfield on guitar in addition to Ian Williams. Banfield had been one of the original members from nearly a decade before, but he left after the shows in Europe, when the group decided to move to Chicago. He had a day job he liked in Pittsburgh and didn’t want to give it up, so he gave up the band instead.

Pat Morris, the original bassist who’d been with Don Cab since the beginning—and who’d played on What Burns—was next to leave. He was replaced by Eric Emm. Emm played bass in Williams’s other band, Storm and Stress, an experimental rock trio also signed to Touch and Go. In that band, in addition to playing guitar, Williams sang. Not to be outdone, Damon Che (full name Damon Che Fitzgerald; he dropped Fitzgerald to avoid confusion with his father, a well-known local musician) has another group too. Thee (or The) Speaking Canaries have released three records. Che plays guitar and sings. The guys onstage tonight—Che, Williams, and Emm—will later be considered the classic Don Caballero lineup. Too bad it won’t last long. The band will break up within a year.

Going from a quartet to a trio didn’t slow them down. Even live they still have a huge and full sound. Both Emm and Williams use looping pedals to stack guitar lines, riffs one on top of the other. Despite there only being one guitarist and bassist on stage, the audience is hearing half a dozen different parts. Accompanying all that sound isn’t a problem for Che; he already sounds like at least two people.

The structure of the songs is hard to pick out. They don’t follow the usual verse-chorus-verse format. Instead, one section transitions quickly to another and then another. By the time a listener has a chance to lock into any sort of recognizable or repeated melody, the tune quickly shifts to something else. At times, it even sounds like each of the three band members is playing a different song. Emm hits notes that don’t seem to match what Williams is plucking or tapping, while the insane fills and rolls produced by Che at first appear to have no relation to the rhythm or melody being produced by the guitars. But it works. It all coheres into a whole that somehow makes sense. Not that the crowd know
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