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TIM MCGRAW

After 20 years in high gear, the country superstar
shows no signs of slowing down.

DIDO

The synth-pop chanteuse expands boldly into
electronica on her latest project.
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At 60, the ever-imaginative British rocker is still
painting with broad sonic strokes.

M musIc & MUSICIANS

0

6
6
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The legendary saxophonist shares his philosophical
approach to jazz and life.

ERIC BURDON

Nearly a half-century after “House of the Rising Sun,’
the blues-rock vocalist gets personal.
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This West Coast rapper tops charts and talks religion
with his latest concept album.
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Two decades into his superstar career,
Tim McGraw is still hungry for new
musical adventures

By Bussell Hall'and Juli-Thanki
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m McGraw is a man in motion. Twice a day, even while
on tour, he hits the gym—lifting weights in the morning and
devoting a couple of hours to a grueling CrossFit regimen

in the afternoon. The concept of constant movement is also
the driving force behind his creative philosophy.
“I'm always looking for something that propels me forward

*and makes me want to work harder, he explains. ‘I don’t want
—_— to get complacent, or start thinking | can just relax. That's been
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the main impetus for all the changes I've made over the last four
or five years. It's a matter of looking for ways to move forward, and
not get stagnant.

Stagnation has never been an issue for McGraw, Nashville's most
successful male artist for the past decade. Still, his entry into country
music hardly seemed predestined. Raised in small-town Louisiana by
his mother—she divorced McGraw’s stepfather when McGraw was
10-the singer attended Northeast Louisiana University on a baseball
scholarship. His skills came naturally—at age 11, he learned that his
biological father was Major League pitching star Tug McGraw.

and makes me w

Soon enough, the lure of music won out over studies in sports
medicine, and in 1989 McGraw dropped out and bought a bus
ticket to Nashville. Landing a deal with Curb Records in 1992, he
scored his first Top 10 single two years later with the novelty tune
“Indian Outlaw;" and a nonstop string of hits soon followed. McGraw
is quick to credit his mother for the confidence to pursue the long
odds of a career in music. “She was a dreamer,” he says. “My drive
came from her. No matter how bad our circumstances were growing
up she always dreamed big and talked about the things you could
accomplish in life!”

McGraw has seen his own big dreams become reality. Since
releasing his debut album in 1993, he's scored 32 chart-topping
hits and sold more than 40 million albums. Among his honors: three
Grammys, 12 Country Music Association awards and 10 American
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Music Awards. He's also made his mark as an actor, delivering
acclaimed performances in feature films The Blind Side, Country
Strong, The Kingdom and Friday Night Lights. Personally, he's
maintained an idyllic family life with his wife of 16 years—country star
Faith Hill-and their three daughters. The husband-and-wife team'’s
2006 Soul2Soul Il Tour still ranks among the highest grossing tours
in country music history. “If we're not out there in our country gear,
we don't think about that sort of thing,” McGraw says when asked
if there's a downside to the couple’s celebrity. “If you just behave
normally, people won't bother you. It's when you start acting like
a rock star that people begin treating you differently.”

McGraw may downplay stardom, but his latest album, Two
Lanes of Freedom, sizzles with the energy of an artist with something
to prove. Recording mostly live in the studio with Nashville's finest
session players, he and longtime producer Byron Gallimore
emphasized teamwork during production. “We went in early in the
morning and stayed late into the night for two solid weeks,” he says.
“We brought in food and made sure everyone involved was always

Onstage in Sydney, Australia, 2012

at propels me forward
vork harder.

present. Everybody had input. No one was afraid to raise his hand
and say, ‘Let’s try this, let's try that! It was a big stew of great ideas

Although a positive spirit courses through the record, McGraw
admits the contentious split with Curb Records—his business
partner for nearly two decades—provided further impetus to deliver
something special. Recently signed to Big Machine Records,
McGraw is approaching his craft with a renewed sense of vigor. Two
decades into his career, the 45-year-old artist is just hitting his stride.

“I'm a fighter;” he says. “When things aren’t going the way they
should, | strive to find ways to make them work. I've got more than
20 years in the business—I think | know a bit about what I'm doing’’
From his Nashville home, McGraw spoke with us about his approach
to making records, the singers he once tried to emulate, and why his
favorite songs aren't his big hits.

All portraits by Nigel Parry. Performance image by Mark Metcalfe/Getty Images

Did you have a goal for the record?

Not so much a goal. The way | approach every record
is to start developing these sounds in my head. It might
be a drum sound | want to use—a kick or a snare—or
it might be a particular guitar or keyboard sound ...
just various sounds and textures. With that in my head,
as I'm imagining these sounds, I'm always looking for
songs. | might remember a song | have that might
work with that. | look for songs that will work with
these sounds | want to use. That's how | start a project.

Why begin with sound?

It all comes down to having a great song—that goes
without saying. But every record begins with what
you hear sonically. Tone is what captures my attention.
Someone might listen to a record and think, “Well,
this song isn't for me, but still | can't wait to get to
that keyboard sound halfway through the second
verse!” You want to find various things that keep a
record interesting from start to finish.

Did the title track drive the album?

It did. We recorded the title track on the first or
second night in the studio. Instantly, we latched onto
its feel and energy. It sort of raised its hand and said,
“I'm the song to stake your flag”” It became the hub
of the album. Everything that came afterward more
or less spun out of that song. We would grab a piece
of that sound, and say, “Why don't we use this piece
over here but change it a bit?"

You didn’t include songs you wrote.

I'll never record a song just because | wrote it. If |
feel something I've written doesn't measure up to
the least of the material I'm considering, then it's
not going to be on the album. I'm just harder on my
own stuff. I've always written songs, going back to
when | first moved to Nashville, and I'm sure there
are a ton of bad songs of mine lying around out
there. But I'm not someone who sits and writes all
the time. | get pieces of songs. I'll walk around and
maybe hear something that inspires me and write
it down. Or I'll call a friend and we'll sit and write. |
don’t write constantly, but | always have a few things
I'm working on for each project.

What do you look for in a song?

| have to have some sort of visceral reaction. If | don't
feel that, | can't expect the audience to feel it. A lot
of the times | pick material that's left-of-center, but
those songs affect me. | had an immediate emotional
reaction to “Book of John,' from the new record. | think
the lack of a deep-rooted relationship with a father and
not having a son drew me to the song, so that | can
vicariously experience those things.

How long do you listen to a demo before
recording it?

| listen just enough to learn the song. | probably
piss off writers constantly because | change words
in songs all the time without being conscious of it.
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| want to get the idea of the song and melody before | put it away
and head into the studio, relying on the memory | have of it. Doing
that makes the recording more uniquely and honestly me.

What are your favorites, cuts or singles?
| would say 90 percent of what | like best weren't singles. Singles have
their purpose—and | wouldn't record a song if | didn't love it—but | sort
of cringe when people recognize my music only from what they've
heard on the radio. | feel they're only getting about a 10 percent vision
of what | do. “Kill Myself;’ “Telluride” and “The One That Got Away" are
examples of songs | love

10 times as much as any ‘I"'
of the singles.

Does that affect \
your live set list?

It does. | try to include
songs | know people want to hear, and then | go back and pick
my favorite album cuts. Two or three always end up being our
favorites—often album cuts from way back. A couple of years ago
we were touring and played “Everybody Hates Me!" It was just
an album cut but when we performed, it felt like a hit. Everyone
loved it. That became one of the great songs we love playing every
summer. “Angel Boy” is another.

Do you get involved in staging and set design?

Absolutely. They typically start with something sketched out on a
napkin. That's one of the fun things about doing this for a living, to
be involved in that stuff.
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How do you take care of your voice?

I try not to talk a whole lot when I'm doing a lot of singing. Talking
is harder on my voice than singing is. But I've been lucky. During
my entire 23-year career, I've had to cancel just two or three shows
because of voice problems.

Way back, were there singers you tried to emulate?

Every song | did in the clubs | tried to sound exactly like the

person who originally sang it—George Strait, Merle Haggard,

Eagles, Keith Whitley, Alabama. Early in my career I'd go into the
studio and think, “OK,

lord a song just hec;'Jse I I'm going to sing this
m harder on my own stuff!

just like George Strait.”
You think you're doing
that until you hear the
playback and find out,
“Damn, that doesn't
sound like George Strait at all—it's just me” [laughs] Eventually,
you find ways to do what you do.

What drove you to country music?

First, I'm a country singer. Someone once told me | couldn’t
go pop with an ass full of firecrackers, just because of the
way my voice sounds. Plus, | grew up with country music. My
stepdad drove an 18-wheeler, and | remember being 5 or 6 in
the cab of a white Freightliner, hauling cottonseed across Texas
and listening to eight-tracks of George Jones, Merle Haggard,
Charlie Rich and Charley Pride. Those are the earliest memories
| have of music.

RIGHT-HAND IVIAN

Tim McGraw’s longtime producer,
Byron Gallimore, offers an inside view

Byron Gallimore, Tim McGraw's captain in the
studio for 20 years, spoke with us about tactics
and technology during the recording of Two Lanes
of Freedom. “We like to cut the tracks on either
an old Neve or an API console. And we prefer to
record in a big room—critical for getting a good, full
drum sound. There's also a sundry of microphones
and outboard gear. We use those great mic pres
from the consoles, so that we get a good analog
sound on the front end. For mics, we've used a
Neumann U 47 for Tim's vocals from the very
beginning. | try not to compress too much when
we're tracking.”

Whatever the studio setup, Gallimore is always
impressed by McGraw's vocal skills. “He puts his
stamp on everything he sings, no matter the style;’
says Gallimore. “And he has a rare, special ability
with ballads. I'm always amazed at what he's able
to do with those. Sitting in the control booth, |
sometimes think, ‘Is he really out there on the floor
singing that?' He gets inside the story”

Studio image by Thien Phan
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I'm pushing the gas. [l

What does Byron bring to the production?

Byron's my anchor in the studio. | can't imagine being in the studio
without him. He's sort of the baseline for everything we do. He
allows me to reach for the stars—to experiment—without leaving
the universe. He makes sure things don't get raggedy, things
don't get too loose. But he allows them to get loose enough
for me to be happy. He makes sure things don't go off the rails.

Do you seek Faith’s opinion about songs?

Always. Not that we always agree—we're two completely different
artists, and certainly we're stylistically different—but | have tons
of respect for her opinion about everything | do. Sometimes |
don't agree with her, and end up doing something only to see
she was right.

What’s next?

| feel there's way more ahead of me than there is behind me. | really
believe that. I'm probably about 35 percent into my career. | want to
get better as a musician and as an artist. I'm just beginning to figure
all these things out—what I'm doing in the studio, what I'm doing on
the road, what I'm doing with music. | think I've found another level of
depth. | don't want to discount what I've done in the past, because
if 'd had even half the career I've had, | would feel incredibly lucky.

- But I'm always about pushing forward. | feel like I've sort of slung

sideways off a gravel road, hit pavement and grabbed another gear.
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ROLE CALL

Tim McGraw is always on the hunt for the perfect part

Tim McGraw’s acting efforts have earned critical praise. He
compares finding good roles to finding good songs. “There's
not much difference at all;" he says. “You have to hold to your
principles, you have to be true to yourself, and you have to find
something that moves you. If something doesn’t open me up
viscerally right away when | read it then I'm not interested. It falls
away from me quickly.” And like the search for song, the hunt for
good scripts is ongoing. “I'm always looking," he says. “I read
scripts all the time, and out of 50 there might be one that | really
like. It comes down to having enough time. There's just a set
time out of each year that I'm available to do anything like that.
And, of course, are they even interested in me? Those things
have to come together in a perfect way for me to find a role that
works!" His favorite part so far? “I've enjoyed them all, but Friday
Night Lights is something | always go back to. That was such a
troubled character, and my first real experience making a movie.
It's a film I'm very proud of
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