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| Zen and the (Ot of Podal Bteel Guitaz

) “Twould love fo play +he pedal steel guitar, if I had ancther QU

lifetime in which % play it. s really a weird instroment.. .
IP's crippli if you think of i as ‘some. sort of mutdfed A\
guifar; you have fo erase the guitar enficely from your thin - |

King- JERRY CARCIA |

Many of you may think of pedal sleel guilars as “weird“mo- N
sic >i)r--e. ruomen's yoF a uegfv strange. kind (fo put it mildly ) and ]
chances are thdl some of you may have never seen or fouc- /
hed one. of these *guitars®.” Adally » I will agree that pedal
sfeel players are vsvally the least exciting musicians on stage .
aitfing sfore-faced and lost in thought, while playing something /
thal Jew people recognize as a musical insfrument oniil they
hear it. But, the point is : 1 am sore thdl mos" yoU are qui-
te aware of the Ed‘ that Mr. Jerry Garcia himself did play so- _
me pedal sfeel guitar in the early sevedfies (... and how did he |
play it ). This i:igl'ri\gum_g paradox has led me fo believe thdf sfar- |
ting his arficle could appropriafely begin with a brief- overview |
on the fedtures of the pedal sfeel guitar we go inlo discws-
sing Carcia®s own playing sfyle . “Those of you who domt ward
- To hear dbout Hhe ins and outs of this “bizarre instument may
by Gianni Rosdti as well sxip the next few paragraphs ; well meel you forther on
! shorfly. .
I Well, {:r those who decided Hdf it was abouf time o catch vp |
[ with "Developmenil of Tedal Steel 404 you are row abodt to read mach of what yoo've missed o lar. The concept of _|
Playing a slring insfroment with a bar rs 1o have been adopled inthe lafe 1800's by the Hawaiions; by 1935,an l
oleclric Hawaiian lap sleel guitar was ifrodoced by Gibson which used one of the earliest magnetic picKups. In or- |
der o overcome the obvious limilation of playing all ndles in a siraight line with the bar,the next slep inthe 19u0s |
was fo develop a system which could allew siring pitches 1o raise. and/or lower by the use of floor peddls. Since {
then, lap-sfeel and Hawailan-sleel guitars have also been called “non-pedd " in order fo sfress the main differ-
| ence with the new member of theic family. During the next decade. many U.S. companies infeadoced dovble- and
| Triple-neck pedal sleel guitars ( as well as non-pedal ones), thes endding the player % vse differen tunings
g wihosl having fo shift guitars; lafer, Knee-levers were added fo pedals in order to povide an even larger com- g
binafion o{-:i-irg ‘changes’. Besides, " aopedants” ( from co = chord/ped = pedal : persondlized combindfions |
B of pecliar fonings, pedal and Knee -lever arrangemenis ) were being devised by innovdlive players ; they (B
? dlso fraslerred onfo the pedal steel the slide and sleel guifar *blocking® fechnique oblained by resfing +he.
palm of the right hand on the slring(s) Immedidiely affer picking it . This “damping" technique alowed for a
slacedo-like soond , best svited for fash, bredth-taking lines. Thumbpicks and fingerpicks were also irfindoced, |
made. either of Seel or plaslic . The dltack of the. picked =Fings was mellowed out by the vse of a volume pedal Gy
wich the. plaper would conftel with his righ fool (imagine the poor player, literally embedded inan inslrument” affe- )
cled by the slighfest movemens of his {ingeres pams, lege. : Knees and feet 1) Even tha"bar® itsell underwent )
changes : the glass bditle-neck was suvbsiififed by bo f-shaped <teel bars (with ore. rounded end for singe- i
. -S\‘rlns pcssugas}s hollow bars were best ;1“'2& ‘[or %ﬁﬁg\o}i »whereas the heavier ones helped to obfain a warm )
\) ond thick fone from the insfroment. Some accompli sleel players even dorfed their own pedal sleel guifer )
[ companies.! Brands soch as “Sho-Bud’)"MOA ) "Emmons” and "ZB' have Since become among he mosl pop-  J
I\ ular ones in the pedal sleel goilar markel. By fheend of the sixfies the pedal seel gifar had eﬁb\iﬁ\edp?\%
;’ 'H ole as a fully-respeded insrument in Courliry 2 Weslern mosic vhen vty be?un o diadt the iferest |
of many different young players outside Nashville mosiciane who h‘ﬁa;mn vp lislening 1o fok and rock® |
i roll music.... whaf EalloweA is well known : tne pedal sfeel guitar became a Key insfrumen for popular ba- |
nds such as Roco (fedloring Rosty Young), The Flying Borrils Brothers (“Sneaky® Pete Kleinow), Steve Stille?
Manassas (Al Rerkins), the Eagles (Bernie Leadon); +he New Riders (Jerry Garcia and Buddy Cage )yand ma-
ny ofhers.. Apparedly +hough,the Nashwille scene hardly absorbed anything from these. “new’” players, and it '.
5{:’“ corfinves To rely on a " fraditional” plaping  slyle wohich was esfublished by the earlier maslers of the sleel . |
M Nowadays, the pedal sleel may be considered as an inslroment in franaition. T+ the coorse. of its brief exisfence , 4
) here have been courfless ideas developed concerning, its toning and pedal arra its foday many organizations -
are active bothin America and in Northern Ev covritries which allow 'Pnou.scnr?::{z;oun‘q sfeel plapers b oblain \
miormalion deodl their inglrument by means. of newsléfiers., convertions recordings, seminars and courses. Before
| heading oﬁl{or Gareialand; 1 would like 1 spend one lasf word aboufl one guifar Payer whom 1 believe almost re-
-iverfed the pedal sleel playing allbggther , thus readhing unprecedested peaks of credlivify and of vnbelievable gredl |
fasTe within the formd! of popular reck’n*roll ouffils : 1 am *alking abost Jeff Baxler, whose pedal s playing gro-

ced several early recordings of Sleely Dan and of the Deobie Brathers, mvx\gﬁrr&.'%me,he i TH(E_ g 1
in vock mosic .... (or, you

Srongv T youto check out if yoo wad % hear some of the best pedal
con :}m:eugg:tryyz:ardq for the reslof the best....).




| It seems like Jerry Garcia played the pedal sleel gular only forafew years in his career as his ateel remrdings dafe
befween 1969 and 4974. Having been a former banjo player he was in o way familiar with {ingerpicking techniques, buf
) the pedal <feel slands worlds apart fram the banjo - and i you've read the previous para raphs , you may now slart fo
realize why itdoes require such a uhique approach. Before the New Riders formed officially, Garcia vsed igs by
Dawson (NRP.S's leader and vocalis) as an excwse o practice pedal sleel, =0 by %e‘g:me. he played the insiro-
7 med with any regularity live, he had mastered it & a degree . Acfudlly, he appeared sfeadily af live. shows with the
New Riders from 4-Map-7o 1o 47-November-74 udfil he was relieved by Buddy Cage (dafes are as accordte as
L can gef ); the New Riders were apening for the Dead then,and if's wellknown thdl Garcia (and occasiondly other
D members of the Dead ) vsed 1o join them. Their early sefe consisted of mdlerial off the New Riders’ long -awail-
ed firsh dlbom (i was released only in Seplember, 1971 ), dlong with  several popular tones such as “The wei-
ght’, "1f you hear me when I'm leaving, “ Lodi*, “Honky TonK women', " Workingman's blues*. The warm, reond
and thick one of his | steel pe:&d“ly {it i with Dave Nelsor's thin -sounding Teleaaslier phrasing,and their

) Tones seemed T blen muzme%'lf well. T¥'s inJl'ere,shr\s 1o ndlice thal tapes. of his Jast shows with the New Ri-_

t\lj ders fedfore Gareia playing steal in songs such as “ Rainbow®, “Hello Marp Lov™, “Willp and the hand jive*
W ond Lochinvar” wich the band would lafer record with Buddy Cage on the Fowerglide album. ( By the way, 1 mos
adwit Hhdf 1 never heard or read about Garcia playin pedal =feel ﬁoe. with the gg:?e[u‘l Dead, nat even when he
and the New Riders were opening for the Dead selves ! iiyou Know more aboul this, please léfme
Know). I believe that Jerry Garcia played the pedal <feel guifar in ways which sounded as a nafural exfen-
sion and a complement 1 the melody of any song, by ndl didracting the lileners dfedfion from fhe. singing
part. Mapbe you will share my point after you try this experiment by yourself : listen To his. beadtifvl playing
on any of the tones indoded inthe discography af the end of this artice and see for how long you can Keep
: your attention {ocu:ed on the Pedalll steel guitar exdusively, belore you shift ifon the vocdls; this may sobnd stran-
%i aT;i'ran for even de'h‘r‘irnen'fa\ To Garcias playin '), bul 1 reauy believe that this is one o{ the pecullurlhes which ma-
( is shyle 50 gredl and vnique. In fact, his paying does indeed reinforce the song’s melody, whereas most pe-
dal sfeel plapers vsvally tend to *do-their-awn-thing” whie comping [something like clarinél plaers do in di-
xieland bands, soloing on Top of the melody) which mayp as well be greal, if you decide 1o lisfen J0ST to the skl
player in liev of the mx%ﬁ; + Insfead,, Gartia was used %o playing lines which would fif in voith the vocdl parts,
dlways leading the. ears of the lisleners back 16 4he song’s core. Even Garcia's extenaive vse of the vah-wah
pedal sels his plaping apar! from thal of mosidther feel guitar players whoweuld never sacrifice the vse of a vo-
lme. pedal; actually,it"s quite hard fo use both volume and wah-wah pedals. when your Knees are conlolling
fwo or thee knee-levers, each, and yoor left fod is already taxing care of abodl hdlf a dozen sfeel guitar pe-
dals (well, i's hard unless yoo have ‘one extm leg and fodh somevohere !). In those years, Garcia was often
| using a wah-wah pedal in conjunchion with his regular eledlric guitar (JosT lislen Yo his 1972 Kepslone live
\ dbums with Merl Savnders )™ and he maslered the fechnique of smodthing out the dlfack of the nole by
[, releasing the pedal (deep fone) while picking the sffing, and then pressing the | (crispy Tone) afferwa
| rds. When applied & the pedal alee) s Technique helps 1o simuldle the “bow® effect of the volume pedal wohi-
| e af the same fime adding thdl fasly wdh-wdh soond (lisen o “Candy Man® on the “American Beauly® Lp ).
7 1t should also be ndled thal somelimes Garcia combined the wwah-wah | with the vse of rotating Leslie spe-
aKers, thus obfaining a sound aimilar % thal of a Hammond organ ([ Rosly Young of Roco does ﬁ‘ncd- foo ).
1§ you happen o see the movie *Fillmore - Last days™, yoo will géf a brief and rare glimpse of Garela rehear-
D =ing pedal steel backslage dlong wilh e New Riders, ... jost o h 1o trigger yourmusical appefite |
f ng > ... noug '99 pe
( However , Yhis otherwise, greal movie leaves yoo quite hongry; as afemporary relief, I slffongly sugges you
. to quickly put NRPS®s firstalbum onthe closes! record player available and play it. Actbally, I do consider ﬁis
Y aloum as the best resomé of the pedal sfeel according o Garcia : there you have bouncin® C 2\ funes such
\ cs “Glendale Tain®, “Henry®and “I don't Know you® in which you can enjoy Garcia's amazing righl hand-bloc-
L) King fechnique (T sfill cawt figure out how he does thal, with one missi finger in his right hand!!). And
([ Iom here you can go on lizlening o his peculiar Leslie-like phase-shiffed somd on “All T ever wanted” and
[ \ ‘Garden of Eden’, appreciafing his tasty fills and fumamonds in slew ballads suchas * Portland woman® and
( ) “Last bnely eadle”. And when you finally think youive heard it all,youll be awe- struck and baffled in won - (
| der of the spacey sounds and the eerie. dimosphere which Gardia’s sleel conveys in *Diry Business. This

legac next generdfions to came . rdless of any obacure live recordings with the Dead (which I faithfully ex-
;;gcf étr.riace S_-.rnedcy ), itis quile obf:‘g): that Garcia recorded some m\ﬁ} sfeel with his main band . 'Hi-: ear-
liest effort that I know of is on Aoxomoxoa ; you can hear the pedal afee\ in “Doin’ thalrag’ if you listen carefully
back inthe mix during fhe second part of the eong (the task of lisfening will be a lof easier for ﬁse of you who
" have access Yo atupe of the Aoxomoxoa odttawes. ;there you will ondeniably recagnize Hhe. pedal steel on “Doin®
! rag" although Garcia®s lines scond naive and somelimes awkward when compared 1o his lafer works ).
In 1970 the Gralefol Dead recorded Workingman's Dead and American Beadly, their acooslic gems. O the firel
ore is“High Time, a slow worlry lamed evhanced by expressive cleel avilfar playingysoonding on this track like
a wounded an'-mcx‘ crying in didfanl hills. “Dire woll " is a sim iy becmfﬁ\ song fedluring exiensive <teel sing :
lislen o it with beadphores on , in oer 1 Joly oppreciale. the L\ goilar frack being payhe'?békoeeh channels of your
slereo. Aparf forn the already menfioned ‘Candy Man', the Avmerican Beadly albom confains one song which has ma-
de. me wonder for years : I dorrl now whether he ofiginglly did iFon the eleclric or on the. geel guitar, bul perhaps oo foo
may have rdliced Hndf his eleckfic quitar sdoing (with wah-wah) in live versions of ‘Sugar Magnolia® amazingly resemies bis

alone makes. you wanl fo go back 1o the slore and wisely buy a half dozen spare copies of the album as a
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pedal sleel playing in the. slidio version of that song (also with wah-wah). Which one came. first?  Ancther appearance of Jerry Garcia

on pedal sleel isto be found on Bok Weir's “Ace” aloom in “Looks like rain’ : @ very dean “onprocessed sound was apfly chosen for

a song where the pedal sleel plays counferpoid o the dings s through many sospended 4™ chord &nngesfoppumnﬂy Bob

Weir must be very fond of these chords ) as he has offen vsed them ingo many of his songs). | porposedly left three

songs af the end of this quick dissertalion, eadn one for a specific reason which 1 believe deserves recognition :

- “Tre wheel” on Garcia's first sdo albom : the idro {ediires whdt possidy is e moz beadtifol and spacey pedal sleel guitar
soond ever dofainable with homan means . It does make sense fo get'a cd plager JusTh liden bihis song on the re-issve.

- *Teach you children® {on C.SNY s Deja Vo, miesione dbom ok American mosic ) is easily the most {amovs song Jeator-
ing Jerry Garcia's unique pedal steel licks . Apart foom the beadly of this song by Graham Nash,the fone stad s pot
for the flemendovs impact it hdd on non-mosicians who were first exposed 4o the pedal steel guilfar,as well as on
mosicians who fell in love whil' this instomenl. 1f yoo want, yov may compare this with what Jimi Hendrix alone has
done {or the Fender Stafocasher Smh:r_

~ "Pride of Cocamonga® on the. Mars Hfel album (1974); this is where our journey ends,as there i ho evidence that our
man has since =df in fonl of a pedal deel again . Tie ctherwhise “mundane® songs shows how; by the time Gareia
decided to quit, his fone, pitth and right-hand blocking chops were redlly natbad for a musician whose main insfr-
vment was acually andther ane ...

So many fimes I've thought “why deesr he play sleel anpmore? Why cant we all hear Wi once. again? ... my selfish

claim, dthough onderslindaby dve 1o a devded addidion which I share with covrtless Deadheads,may best be replied fo

by Garcia's own words yquated here below from one 1378 ierview with Guitar Player Magazive :

“I haven't played the pedal steel goifar moch for uite a whiksthough | played it prefly deadlily for about four years. 1 ral
ly g& o i, bl it Kind of became an efther /or sifoation : 1 foond if very hard T play half the. nigrt with a pedal <feel and
a bar in my left hand and then switch o efrai%tnf overhand guifar . The. difference befiveen a solid finger configurdlion and a
moving am,wrisl and fingers was oo greaf . Thwas painfol tthe muscles . 1 got 1o where 1 covldrt play either of them
very well, and 1 redlized 1 josl wouldrt work . T dont consider myself a pedal seel player. ...

Even thoogh the last line is really to moch for me o take L will Hrp and live withit. 1 hope thdl poo may have fhoghfs
b share aboul the subject of this arlide , and agam 1 songly encovrage you %o send in your own comments on Garcia's
Skl vaorld as well as any informalion which 1 lack ; ior dl this lef me fhanik Yoo al ahead.

ThanKs o my friends
Luigi Fiomicelli, for his insightful advices ;
Giorgio Gianrelli for supplying some of Ihe obecore alboms (edfurmg weewelly by how you shovld Know who .

Jerry Garcia (playing with NRPS) at M.1.T. - 1970
Photo by Peter Simon




