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       Exposing the gold in a Mountain Jam of CD’s

Issue 65—summer 2010—the 10th Anniversary of Compact Dreams
*    The Packway Handle Band plays bluegrass gathered ‘round a single mic like the olden days, but they appeal to contemporary audiences by way of peculiar song ideas wrapped in newfangled arrangements.  There’s no Packway or Handle among these five men from Athens, Georgia, and they explain as much in the comic relief of “What is a Packway Handle?”  “Walking Disaster” also amuses, but engages too, whereas the moody vibe in “Outskirts” calls to mind 1960’s Scottish folk.  The mid-tempo traditional bluegrass instrumental “Horse vs. Technology” and the lovely ballad “Tired” brings it home.  No wonder they’re award winners gaining steam.  (PackwayHandle.com)                  
*    Most bluegrass bands are good at stretching out on a breakdown.  The Infamous Stringdusters went unrestrained in other ways in making Things that Fly.  Convention’s not completely out the window, but their bold rearrangement of U2’s “In God’s Country” has it hangin’ on the sill by its fingernails.  This is bluegrass, but not yer daddy’s kind. Think the virtuosity and song imagination of Nickel Creek, but much more smoothly melodic.   A Gaelic lilt elevates the instrumental “Magic #9,” and “Those Who’ve Gone On” drives on in a conventional way.  Only three albums in and these Nashville ‘dusters have a string music masterwork on their hands.  (SugarHillRecords.com)
*    Between 1966 and ‘67, Duane and Gregg Allman lived in “The Dirt House” in California with The Nitty Gritty Dirt Band, which at the time had just parted ways with original member Jackson Browne and welcomed John McEuen to the fold.  As with the ABB, the NGDB is an American institution that “plays on as worlds collide,” as they sing in the melodious title track to their 28th album, Speed of Life.  Not surprisingly, the record is a delightful blend of roots music brimming with good vibes and great playing.  Their jug band origins percolate inside the charismatic rhythms of “Tulsa Sounds like Trouble to Me.”  “The Resurrection” harks back to primo Poco, and Cajun fiddles tickle in “Good to Be Alive.”  There’s renewed energy and a youthful outlook here.  Acoustic-based arrangements shed bright light on the high standard maintained in this diverse set.  Even after 44 years, there’s no better time to get down and into the Dirt.  (SugarHillRecords.com)
*    Marley’s Ghost is another band full of expert multi-instrumentalists and singers that skirt categorization.  Ghost Town, though, is definitely an Americana-country album of the uppermost echelon.  The charging, Mavericks-like country soul of “My Love will not Change” gives way to breezy, wide-open Willie spaces in “Love and Happiness for You.”  Songs by John Hartford, Tim O’Brien, and Cowboy Jack Clement get close to traditional, and “Poor Old Dirt Farmer” rolls in a rickety way, like Levon Helm’s recent version.  A black tie lounge blues, “Should I Be Singing the Blues?” seals it here.  Why Marley’s Ghost is a secret is a mystery.  (MarleysGhostBand.com)

*    One more inventive model in the Americana realm is Great American Taxi, led by Leftover Salmon’s Vince Herman.  Cut live in the studio, Reckless Habits succeeds in capturing the flair and free-wheeling spirit the band dispatches from the stage.  Crescent City party vibes grease up “One of these Days,” while Salmon-flavored bent bluegrass is the turf beneath “Unpromised Land.”  A cover of Jeff Tweedy’s “New Madrid” calls to mind both Gram Parsons and the Dead, and the rollicking title track name drops Parsons and the Burritos.  This Taxi is a tad beat up but lovingly spit-shined, and offers reliable, highly enjoyable passage to Great American locales here and there, and then and now.  Pulling over to select festival stages this summer.  (GreatAmericanTaxi.com)   
*    Joe Whiting sings with Savoy Brown, but on This Life he’s written an unlikely album blending blues, rockin’ countrified blues (in other words, real rock ‘n’ roll), uptown sophistication, and even folk and Southwestern flavors.  Elvis would have had a heyday hangin’ with this guy.  Whiting’s sizzling band kicks off with “Joe “King” Carrasco,” which celebrates the Tex-Mex minor legend in full dress.  “Last Night in Wichita” feels like a carefree eve, breezing into Okie territory, but then they furrow into a deep, stretchy groove on “Pale Rider” and jazz-up the mean “A Real Bad Man.”  Whiting blows swirls of dusty emotion on his sax, and possesses a clear, strapping singing voice.  This Life is a major success, especially given all the stylistic twists and turns.  (JoeWhiting.com)
*    Seems like thousands of bands have made the kind of music The Nighthawks and the Cash Box Kings thrive on.  These two just stand out on their latest recordings.  Last Train to Bluesville catches the legendary ‘Hawks in full acoustic mode on Sirius/XM, sounding for the world like a vintage Chicago blues ensemble with big country soul.  The Kings travel a similar road, electrified and unplugged, from their hometown Chicago to Memphis on I-94 Blues.  They’re young and hot, but the spirit of the 1940’s and ‘50’s is in their souls.  Barrelhouse piano with sweet harp and fleet-fingered acoustic guitar breathe fresh air into the timeless “Mellow Chick Swing.”  Muddy Waters’ “Country Boy” feels like a warm night off from the plantation, diggin’ it deep in a juke.  “Default Boogie” and St. Paul Wintertime Blues” by singer Joe Nosek are two that take a novel shot at run down times.  These boys play as if the sun won’t come up unless they kill it the night before.  For their part, the nearly 40 year-old Nighthawks can still swoop down and snatch your attention.  They play “I Can’t Be Satisfied” as loose-limbed and spry as Muddy Waters did when he wrote it over six decades ago.  But they’ve always pushed beyond their Chicago blues roots, so there’s some bass-slappin’ rockabilly in Chuck Berry’s “Thirty Days,” and a little Western swing in “The Chicken and the Hawk.”  Great stuff all around.  (TheNighthawks.com)  (BlueBellaRecords.com)  
*    If not for any of the other compelling reasons, buy Guitar Shorty’s Bare Knuckle for “Please, Mr. President,” the early contender for best recession blues of 2010.  The song cuts right to the heart and bone of the matter, every word forming exceedingly clever pleas, and each squawking rip of Shorty’s guitar like a goose with its neck pinned to the block, not quite resigned to feeding the family.  Otherwise, the legendary guitarist, who Hendrix copped a thing or two from, blasts through a sweltering program of hard, funky blues-rock.  Mule fans will especially identify with the heated rhythms and searing guitar in “True Lies.”  With a hint of Latin in “Neverland,” and piano-pumping rock ‘n’ roll in “Get Off,” it’s an impressive, action-packed collection.  (Alligator.com) 
*    If ever there was a record that captures the sweaty exhilaration of a Chicago blues man and his audience in the unglamorous confines of a tiny club, it’s Tail Dragger Live at Rooster’s Lounge.  This DVD (there’s also a separate CD version) was shot in such a way that it mesmerizes, and also prompts the viewer to join in the fun.  The ramshackle-voiced Tail Dragger regales the patrons with chatter in between each rough and ready number, most original, and all in the vein of Howlin’ Wolf and other Chicago stalwarts.  Renowned guitarist Jimmy Dawkins steps up in the middle of the set and injects extra juice into the sturdy band, which features the great Rockin’ Johnny Burgin on guitar, and Martin Lang on harp.  Serious heat and a hoot to boot.  (Delmark.com)        
*    A gripping entertainer, Luther Allison blasted raw talent and showmanship—and even social awareness—like some wild blues tornado.  Songs from the Road captures the guitarist and his red-hot band at the 1997 Montreal Jazz Festival just five weeks before he was taken by cancer.  Allison is known for Chicago blues, but his songs are full of soul, Southern gospel fervor, and rock ‘n’ roll.  Most anyone can relate to the mid-tempo burner “Living in the House of the Blues.”  Allison tortures his guitar in the song, echoing the torment in his words.  In a much lighter moment at the end of the otherwise tough and complex “There Comes a Time,” he sings in conversation with his axe, the elastic notes hilarious in the role of his whining lady.  That he was sick here is astonishing given the power in his gritty voice and the overall passion in these performances.  An Allison show was a draining experience, right to the end.  That’s easy to see on the DVD, a welcome bonus here.  With his rich legacy, Allison should be heralded just like Stevie Ray Vaughan.  (RufRecords.de)  
*    Shawn Pittman was touted in 1998 as the next big guitar sharpshooter, a young Oklahoman inspired by Anson Funderburgh, and with the chops to take on Texas.  Nothing’s changed but the landscape he works in, and Undeniable says it all.  An all-original production, the songs are direct, small-combo rockin’ blues with substance and bite.  There’s nothing revolutionary here, but just try to shake the beat and the hook in “Who’s Your Man,” a heart-racer that may just prompt a search of flights to the Lone Star State.  Or, how about “Change of Heart,” a true and inspiring story with killer moves.  Pittman’s tone and attack sometimes recall either or both of the Vaughan brothers—no copying, just pure inspiration.  It’s a discredit that this type of blues seems to be relegated now to only one corner of the country, but Pittman’s spirit transcends borders.  (ShawnPittman.com) 

*    Johnny A. is a virtuoso somehow managing to evoke Chet Atkins, Albert Lee, Steve Morse, Jeff Beck, Robben Ford, and Steve Vai simultaneously and yet sound like no one but himself, a hip, but seemingly regular Joe from Boston.  One November Night captures his pure, mesmerizing feeling and amazing inventiveness across a far-reaching spectrum of paces and flavors.  Begin with the video half of this CD/DVD set, because it’s vital to see the Johnny A. trio in action.  Shot immaculately in an intimate setting, Johnny sits relaxed on a stool, chatting up his audience and then murdering his axe.  Hendrix imagination is re-imagined during “The Wind Cries Mary,” and The Beatles’ “The Night Before” gallops happily, moptop swagger intact.  They also lay out Jimmy Webb’s immortal “Wichita Lineman” tenderly, but it’s originals that dominate the program, like “Krea Gata,” in which smoky, Wes Montgomery-like jazz explodes into SRV-land.  Take a kaleidoscopic trip with Johnny A.; no stimulus necessary ‘cept the push of “play.”  (JohnnyA.com)  
*    We mentioned last issue how Coco Montoya is as much a singer as he is a guitarist.  Ironic, because his new I Want it All Back is an album of great soul songs spotlighting his warmly-nuanced, amazing pipes.  A sharp left turn for one of blues music’s most incendiary guitarists, it opens into a world of well-suited variety.  Co-producers Keb’ Mo’ and Jeff Paris play within the all-star band, who help make luxurious displays of the Marvelettes’ timeless “Forever,” as well as Jackson Browne’s “Somebody’s Baby,” the latter a particularly unexpected, genius performance.  Montoya’s own funky “Don’t Go Makin’ Plans” fits perfectly the small ensemble, big production technique.  Plus, it’s just one of the many that features very well-placed, hot and sweet guitar turns.  Sensational every step of the way, I Want it All Back leaves a lasting impression.  (RufRecords.de)   
*    Old school is where John Nemeth learned the ropes, but creativity and guts are what earn him his growing pre-eminence in the modern soul/blues realm.  That rare combination drives Name the Day!, his fifth album and most evocative one yet.  A revue-like atmosphere pervades right away on “Breakin’ Free.”  The charging groove, blasts of brass, and Nemeth’s striking voice and hot-as-hell harp are enough to require an airlift to the burn unit.  “You Know” is lowdown and complex, but it nonetheless shakes, whereas “I Said Too Much” absolutely defines slow, satisfying soul balladry.  Nemeth leads a large, talented band, and writes the lion’s share of these fantastic songs.  Crystal-clear production captures every exquisite touch and roundhouse punch.  Make a spot next to the Jackie Wilson exhibit at the Hall; a new Mr. Excitement is on the way.  (BlindPigRecords.com)
*    The world-trekking Swede Anders Osborne settled in New Orleans in 1985 and has made a true American Patchwork of music ever since—justifying the title of this new beauty.  On it, Osborne melds his signature weighty romanticism with heaps of dirty fun and bravado similar to Galactic.  It’s no surprise that the tough quartet here features soul/jazz organist Robert Walter and Galactic’s own Stanton Moore on drums.  Varying degrees of NOLA funk are the order of the day, from the hardwearing “On the Road to Charlie Parker” to the catchy “Echoes of My Sins.”  The down-to-the-bottom “Killing Each Other” is a particularly monumental standout, and the beautiful solo acoustic plea “Call on Me” ends the album and seals this magnificent deal.  (Alligator.com)
*    Rounder Records 40th Anniversary Concert celebrates the traditional, gutsy, and always very exciting American independent record label.  As is the company’s way—and allure—the album is almost illogically assorted, and yet outstanding from start to finish.  Two actors are present, both obviously wildly talented beyond the screen.  Minnie Driver emcees, and she also performs, her voice surprisingly marvelous and sexy, her “Cold Dark River” a jazzy, perfectly contemporary blend of country and rock.  On the other end of the spectrum is Steve Martin.  Wild and crazy?  No.  The man’s as serious and amazing a banjo player as any during his two bluegrass showcases.  Rounder’s biggest success grew out of its career-spanning nurturing of Alison Krauss.  Her alliance with Robert Plant spawned “Rich Woman,” which is even richer here than on Rising Sand.  Of course, Krauss and Union Station chime in with a pair of shimmering songs, as does Irma Thomas, the absolute epitome of New Orleans’ classy singers.  The glorious gala also includes wonderful music by Madeleine Peyroux, Mary Chapin Carpenter and others.  Congrats!  (Rounder.com)  
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