
   How about this: seeing as how Hittin’ the Note has always done things in its own way, how about we 
begin this feature without using the worn-out phrase “former Drive-By Trucker Jason Isbell?”
   Because the fact is − with all due respect for the Truckers – the Alabama-born Isbell has been out of 
the band about as long as he was in it … and has created some great music since hitting the ground 
running to pursue his own career in 2007. His songwriting, singing, and guitar skills continue to 
grow – and his band the 400 Unit have developed into a force to be reckoned with, both live and in the 
studio. Drummer Chad Gamble, bassist Jimbo Hart, and keyboardist Derry deBorja have proven them-
selves to be the perfect formation fl yers for Isbell’s brand of Muscle Shoals-bred music-making.  
   2012 saw a number of landmarks in Jason Isbell’s life: he quit drinking; he proposed to his sweet-
heart, fi ddler/vocalist Amanda Shires (the couple were to be married in February); and Live From 
Alabama was released – an amazing recorded document of two back-to-back 400 Unit shows in front 
of a hometown crowd.
   Jason talked with Hittin’ the Note openly and honestly about all these things and more – includ-
ing ready-to-blow amp tubes, big ol’ cowboy hats, and the guy that just wanted him to “Quit screwin’ 
around and play ‘Outfi t’!”

Hittin’ the Note:  Jason, I believe the last time we 
talked was just after Here We Rest came out in 2011. 
I remember asking you at the time about that nice 
Shires gal who did some singing and played the fi ddle 
on a number of songs. That worked out pretty well, 
didn’t it? 

Jason Isbell: Yeah, it did! (laughter) It worked out great.

It’s always good to have a fi ddle player in the family, 
especially around the holidays and such.

Yeah – as long as they’re a good one! 

Before we dig into Live From Alabama, I wanted to 
run something by you. Neil Young wrote his memoir 
Waging Heavy Peace in those months leading up to 
his reuniting with Crazy Horse – and in the real-time 
sections of the book he admits to being concerned 
about writing and performing clean and sober … he’s 
wondering if he can. Which he did and is, of course,  
and his Psychedelic Pill album is probably the trippi-
est thing he’s ever done. I know you quit drinking last 
year – I wondered if you could share some thoughts on 
how you feel that’s affected your music.  

I don’t think there are really any negatives to being sober 
when it comes to creating or performing. It takes some 
getting over a little bit of stage fright that comes with go-
ing up there sober when you’re not used to it … but that’s 
the only drawback I can think of. I get a lot more rest; I 
have a lot more time to work on music; and I generally 
feel better − I have more energy for the shows.
   I can hear better, as well. It’s amazing how your hearing 
comes back when you quit drinking. When you’re in a bar, 
you’ll notice as people get drunker they get louder. It’s 
true for musicians, too. (laughter)
   So it’s been positive for me. I don’t think that alcohol, 
cocaine, pills – whatever – really helps with anybody’s 
imagination. I think it does the opposite. 

Your voice sounds stronger to me than ever on this 
album. And I doubt that you’ve been taking lessons …

No, I haven’t been doing that. (laughter) I’ve been singing 
a lot, but more than anything I think it goes back to being 
able to hear myself now and not having to push my voice 
all night because … I’m not drunk, you know?

The track list on Live From Alabama is a nice sampler 
of some of your stuff from over the years. With such 
a big catalog to work from, how did you choose the 
songs?

You know, I never make a set list. We just played the 
shows and picked out what the best versions were. I tried 
to keep the album relatively in the same order as the 
shows while combining the two sets to make one record. 
I don’t know … it’s whatever I like, whatever I feel like 
playing right now – the stuff that I think is the strongest, 
really. I feel like we got a pretty good representation of a 
show as a whole.

Oh, it fl ows like a show, for sure – and these are con-

summate versions of these songs. You’ve honed the 400 
Unit down to this guitar/keys/bass/drums lineup and 
it’s a great sound.

Well, thank you. We play these songs a lot. I’m not the 
kind of person who’s going to worry about playing a 
very different show from night-to-night – that’s kind of 
bullshit. 
   As a fan, if I’ve come to see a band play, there’s certain 
songs that I’m going to want to hear. I understand why 
they play them or don’t play them. I don’t go expecting to 
hear some obscure B-side and then get mad because they 
don’t play it. 
   But songs like “Outfi t”? I’m going to play that every 
night. I mean, that’s my song – I wrote it,  that’s what 
I put down, and when I was done, it was that song and 
people like it – so I’m not going to deprive them of it just 
for the sake of “keeping things fresh.” I think that’s silly.
   We’re going to play songs differently from night to 
night because we don’t put a lot of focus on playing the 
exact same notes and patterns.

Which comes back to the players themselves …

Right, right; Jimbo and Derry and Chad all serve the 
songs, and I think we try to deliver them without a lot of 
selfi sh intent. They’re not out there to show off − they’re 
out there to play the songs the best possible way they can.
That’s a hard thing to fi nd; it’s really diffi cult to fi nd folks 
who are serving the songs on stage every night. 

A buddy of mine who was at the fi rst night’s show 
reported a little bit of drama – an amp went down, 
right?

Yeah, and it didn’t decide to do that until right when we 
walked on stage. (laughter) Everything was fi ne during 
soundcheck, but soon as I got on stage nothing happened 
… so we waited for about twenty minutes until they got 
another one in there. But, you know … those things hap-
pen.
   It pissed me off for a minute, but – what are you going 
to do about it? You can’t yell at an amplifi er. (laughter)

Yeah, but some people do.

Yeah, and they yell at stop signs, too, but it doesn’t help! 
(laughter)

Well, the second half of that report was that it sounded 
great once you were up and going − it had a happy 
ending.

It was probably my own fault – had old tubes in it or 
something.

Yeah but that’s the thing; you don’t want to change 
them when they’re sounding sweet… 

And they always sound the best just before they shut off 
completely! 

Whether you’ve intended to or not, it seems like you’ve 
been able to vocalize the feelings of this generation’s 
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military veterans as well as anyone of recent vintage. I 
imagine you’ve had some pretty amazing conversations 
with vets and their families these last few years.

Oh, yeah – for sure. A lot of people have been affected by 
some of those songs and that’s good – that’s about as good 
as it gets for a songwriter, I think.

And what people may not realize is, you didn’t actually 
serve in the military yourself – but you’ve captured 
those feelings in your songwriting.

You have to focus on certain aspects of it. Like, I don’t 
write about what it’s like to be in a confl ict, to be in a 
battle or be in a war … that’s not what I know. I do know 
what it’s like for a small community to lose somebody to 
something like that, though. And I know what it’s like to 
be a friend of somebody who has come home affected by 
being in that situation.
   That’s what I try to focus on; I don’t really want to try 
to delve into what their life was like over there. It pisses 
me off when songwriters try to write about that … you 
don’t know unless you’ve done it, you know?

One of those songs is “Tour of Duty,” which is chock 
full of what I refer to as “Isbellisms”: “I’m eating like 
I’m out on bail” is one. “We’ll laugh like little children 
telling secrets/we’ll cry like old women drinking gin” is 

another. Do you fi nd yourself collecting those phrases, 
or do they just come out in the writing?

I don’t really hold onto them … I think that’s something 
that happens when you’re actually sitting down and work-
ing on a song, trying to fi nd a better way to explain a 
situation.
   I don’t want to recycle phrases; people know if you use 
a recycled metaphor. Then it turns into a catch phrase … 
and then you’re writing a Toby Keith song or something! 

And you’re one of the last people I would expect to see 
wearing a big cowboy hat! 

Right! I mean, I’ve got some big ol’ hats, but they just 
usually get worn around the house. (laughter)

I know you don’t always have the luxury of having the 
horns on your cover of Candi Staton’s “Heart On a 
String” but, damn, – they sound good on this album.

Yeah, those guys are great players. [Rob Alley (trumpet), 
Chad Fisher (trombone), Brad Guin (sax).] They’re all 
from the Birmingham area, so it was easy to get them for 
those shows.

Now, getting to that other cover … The album ends 
with what I consider a bold move: Neil Young’s “Like a 
Hurricane.” Why did you tackle that tune that night – 
knowing that the tape was rolling?

I have a long history with that song − that was one of the 
fi rst songs I ever really liked. My uncle had a garage band 
when I was a kid and they practiced, like, four or fi ve 
nights a week for some reason – I don’t ever remember 
going to any gigs. (laughter) But they practiced all the 
time.
   When I was real young, my parents would take me over 
there and I would hang out. And at 10 or 11 o’clock at 
night when they were starting to wind up, they would play 
that song; play it forever − 15 or 20 minutes. Sometimes 
I’d fall asleep waiting for it to end. (laughter) It’s one of 
the fi rst songs I really remember, you know? 
   It’s funny because it’s a really simple metaphor, but the 
way it’s presented, it works really well. It doesn’t sound 
like a cliché. If you told somebody that − just walked up 
to a girl on the street and said, “You’re like a hurricane; 
there’s calm in your eye” then, you know, it might work 
once out of fi fty times, but it’s not a very good pick-up 
line by itself. (laughter) It works really, really well in the 
song, though. 
   I like playing it. I’ve probably been infl uenced by Neil’s 
guitar playing as much as just about anybody else so it 
was nice for me to have some fun with that song … and 
maybe show folks where I got some of my ideas without 
going too directly into his style of playing. 

One big difference between it and any other version 
I’ve heard over the years is the interaction between 
your guitar and Derry’s keys.

It adds a lot. By having just one guitar, the keys have a 
bigger position musically in the band − and I like that 
sound.

The run of shows that you and the 400 Unit fi nished off 2012 
with was called the “Stop Screwin’ Around and Play ‘Outfi t’ 
Tour.” I’m guessing you’ve heard that more than once. 

Well, I’ve had people request the song a lot, but there 
was a guy on one particular night that was yelling out for 
it. It started with him yelling between songs and then he 
got more and more frustrated as the night went on … he 
started yelling it out in the middle of songs whenever the 
music got quiet, or I’d take a breath … or if there was any 
kind of a lull. Eventually he worked his way through the 
crowd up to the stage and got right in front of me, looking 
like he was about ready to break down in tears. He yelled, 
“Man, stop screwin’ around and play ‘Outfi t’!” (laughter)
   And it must have been terrible for this guy, because ev-
erything else I’ve done through my whole career has just 
been “screwin’ around” … he paid 21 dollars just to hear 
three-and-a-half minutes. (laughter)

Man, I hope that guy is out there somewhere and at 
some point realizes that a whole tour was dedicated to 
him.

(laughs) Yeah, well … he was probably too drunk to re-
member – you know how those things work.

And looking ahead? 

I’m going to be doing a lot more of the solo acoustic − or 
maybe two-piece touring like I did some of last year – that 
was a fun thing for me. I’m defi nitely not going to put the 
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band on hold completely; we’re still going to have a lot 
of full band shows. But I’m planning to do some theater 
shows where I can tell some stories and play and sing by 
myself. I think I’m going to make a record that’s geared 
more towards that the next time around − I’m going to 
start recording in February. I’ve got an album written and 
plan to keep the arrangements more stripped-down, more 
song-driven than I have been in the past, so we’ll see.

Good chance to get that fi ddle player you happen to 
know in on it … 

No kiddin’. She’s just fi nished a record of her own, too – 
hopefully, we’ll get to play together as much as possible. 

Her fi rst album [2011’s Carrying Lightning] was great.

Yeah, but I think she’s even outdone that this time. I 
played guitar on pretty much the whole thing so I was 
there in that respect. It was fun for me, because I didn’t 
have the pressure of writing the songs or producing – I 
just played guitar and listened. I think it’s a great record. 

Well, blessings on you both, Jason. It’s nice when 
people work hard and things happen the way they’re 
supposed to.

Thank you for that; we appreciate it.

(www.jasonisbell.com)
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