








Howl On is arguably Kennedy’s best album to 
date certainly one that bears repeated listening 
and has a cohesive thread that runs through its 
exploration of universal love.

Christopher Rees Devil’s Bridge Red 
Eye Music
Having seen Rees delivering a memorable solo 
support spot with The Handsome Family I was 
eager to check out the recorded versions 
of some of the songs and am happy to report 
than on album Rees is as compelling as he is live. 
I didn’t expect was to be pleasantly reminded of 
one of my favourite bands Slim Cessna’s Auto 
Club. who share a the same sense of spiritual fire 
and a deep connection to a primal folk, blues and 
country music’s mythical roots. Rees is a multi-
instrumentalist who pretty much covers all bases 
other than the drums, played to perfection here 
by Dan Tilbury. The songs are vibrant and var-
ied running from the traditional-sounding Hang-
man’s Tree that is stripped-down, stark banjo and 
voice death deliberation to the fiddle-driven 
whirlwind Kicked Out By Love. The full sound-
ing closer Worlds Fall Apart Every Day has a solo 
voice choir that adds depth and emotion to its 
sense of an inevitable apocalypse.Christopher 
Rees is an undoubted talent whose music that 
highlights the twin forces of good and evil that 
exist everywhere but that, here, seems to have 
one foot in the Welsh Valleys and one foot in the 
Appalachian Mountains. As writer, producer, mu-
sician and singer Rees controls his own destiny 
and is a perfect example of an independent artist 
doing things right. What he may not be getting 
is the wider exposure that would help things 
along. That may come, but right here and now 
Devil’s Bridge, his fourth album, which has been 
described as a “potent cocktail of menacing 
murder blues, tremulous rockabilly and intoxi-
cating country” is a testament a ready and raw 
talent. Visit www.christopherrees.co.uk where you 
can listen to tracks from the album and judge 
for yourselves.

David Serby Honkytonk and Vine Harbor 
Groove
Serby is a West Coast country roots musician 
who regards Dave Alvin and Dwight Yoakam 
as twin beacons of California country mu-
sic.  Between those two towering influences 
and those who influenced Alvin and Yoakam 
themselves you will a patch of ground staked 
out by David Serby. For his third album Serby 
again teams up with producer Edward Tree and 
a fine bunch of players from the West Coast 
scene which include Yoakam alumni - bassist 
Taras Prodaniuk, keyboard and accordion player 
Skip Edwards, as well as former Dave Alvin 
band member Rick Shea and notables such as 
pedal steel player Jay Dee Maness. This album 
finds Serby coming of age with a set of heart-
felt self-written honky tonk and country-soul 
songs. Serby’s voice is a lightish tenor with a 
distinctive nasal quality to be found in a lot 
of hard country singers. While he might not 
have the edge of bitterness and meaningful 
insights of heroes in his writing Serby doesn’t 
lack feeling for life or a sense of humour or 
life which makes his music work in the way 
that Buck Owens’ did. This has always proved 
to be the music of choice on the honky tonk 
dancefloor. Serby undoubtably has country 
music in his veins and mixes in with all the other 
influences he has had in music through the 
years to the point where what he writes and 
sings feels like a contemporary take on the 
classic West Coast country tradition rather 
than some vague pop/rock crossover. The songs 
speak for themselves with titles like Honky Tonk 
Affair, Country Club Couples, I Only Smoke When 
I’m Drinkin’ and The Heartaches On The Other 
Sleeve they are songs written around conver-
sation and from observation, notes written on 
scraps of paper and later turned into songs. If 
you have ever loved Yoakam, Owens or latter 
day Rick Nelson then you will find much to 
enjoy. www.davidserby.com

Sergio Webb Bolivar Blues Self-Release
This latest album from Sergio Webb continues 
to show his growing skills as writer, musician 
and singer. Produced by Gail Davies’ husband 
Rob Price in their Little Chickadee Studio in 
Nashville it has a great deal of warmth and 
charm. It is a low key and relaxed affair that 
isn’t trying to make any specific statement. The 
album opens with the title track, a song Webb 
has co-written with fellow sideman Thomm Jutz, 
which is followed by Covington Girl, a banjo-led 
acoustic song that makes the most of Webb 
light voice. This is turn followed by a captivating 
take on The Other Side Of This Life, Fred Neil 
song that features Chris Scruggs on steel gui-
tar. Another cover Dave Davies’ Death Of A 
Clown where Webb’s fragile vocals add to the 
poignancy of the song’s theme. The bluesy riff-
laden Spider On The Wall, a song co-written with 
John Hadley features David Olney on blues 
harp. Eastern Steamship Line has a some accor-
dion from Bruce Baxter which is central to the 
musical feel of the song alongside some steel and 
fiddle from Teddy Jones. Webb credits Gail Davies’ 
amazing voice, she adds harmonies through-
out. Webb’s former bandmate Pinto Bennett’s 
song One Bar Town is given a resigned reading 
suited to the subject matter. One of the album 
highlights is In The Time another song where the 
vocals perfectly suit the song, co-written this 
time with Tony McLoughlin, and while no one 
would claim that Sergio has the vocal prowess 
of many of the singer/songwriters that he has 
ably supported he has developed that aspect 
of his solo career with each release. It has a 
nice overall feel of a music for the love of music 
right down to the rough card and letter press 
sleeve by Julie Sola. This is music that will raise 
a smile and give youthe enjoyment of spending 
time with some real honest music. 
www.myspace.com/marksergiowebb

Bap Kennedy Howl On Lonely Street
For his latest solo album Kennedy has worked 
with a tight unit that consisting of, essentially, Bap 
himself and multi-instrumentalist Pete O’Hanlon  
a musician from Northern Ireland who lived and 
played in Nashville as well as playing with numer-
ous Irish artists, and who released a solo album 
Trick Of Time some years ago. Steel player Percy 
Robinson, backing vocalist Brenda Kennedy are 
also featured. On the only cover song, Hey Joe, 
he is joined by Henry McCullough. The album is 
one of his best and will find favour with fans. The 
songs are memorable, focused and upbeat with 
subtle melodies showing Bap’s voice at its best. 
The underlying theme of some of the songs is 
the Apollo space programme, including in Irish 
Moon, a tribute to astronaut Michael Collins and 
the oblique closing song Ballad Of Neil Armstrong. 
There is a restraint and gentle touch to these 
songs which suggest a man at peace with himself, 
a man exploring a time when the world had a 
sense of expectation and hopefulness. Hey Joe 
is more uptempo and is shot through with Henry 
McCullough’s spikey and tasteful guitar playing. 
Kennedy makes the oft-coverd song his own. 



John Rich Son Of A Preacher Man 
HumpHead
Now here’s a man with opinions. A member 
of the Music Mafia in Nashville John Rich has 
had some success as part of the duo Big and 
Rich. He now delivers his second solo album. 
It is a big production sound that still manages 
a high quotient of country sounds - you still 
can hear fiddle and steel over the upfront drums 
and guitars. Rich has a strong voice which is well 
to the fore on what is a thoroughly contempo-
rary country album - with all the positive and 
negative aspects that that brings. However John 
Rich will also be noted for his specific take on 
America. This is a “love it or leave it” attitude 
that can lead to an unquestioning stance that 
can allow unpalatable things to go on. You can 
applaud his supposedworking man’s stance and 
support for home industry on Shutting Detroit 
Down on one level but there is never a simple 
solution. Steve Earle he ain’t. The production is 
from Rich himself, as are the songs, many writ-
ten with Vicky McGehee, some with country 
veteran John D. Anderson.The single Shutting 
Detroit Down was well received. As were many 
of the other songs ranging from Trucker Man, 
a exhortation of one American way of life 
through The Good Lord And The Man another 
anthem for God and Country. There is also a 
song that looks at life from Rich’s point of view 
Everybody Wants To Be Me as well as some more 
straight forward love /loss songs like I Don’t Want 
To Lose You and Another You. More classic country 
in lyrical content is the closing Drive Myself To 
Drink which musically has a more adventurous big 
band sound, with brass, to close the album. John 
Rich has forged his sound and philosophy and 
laid it out for all to see and hear. What you feel 
about it is up to you.

Water Tower Bucket Boys Catfish 
On The LIne WTBB
This is a young band playing old time music 

Terry Penney Town That Time Forgot 
Lucky Penny
This Canadian singer/songwriter is firmly 
rooted in the troubadour tradition writing 
and singing songs that observe and under-
stand the lives of ordinary men and women 
whose lives may have fallen on hard times. His 
music comes from Buddy Holly via Steve Earle 
with a lot of points in between but you can chart 
his music from those two points. Holly is eulogized 
in the song Buddy Holly Blues. Be A Better Man 
takes the oft-written theme of striving to be 
that very thing, to try and understand one’s 
failings. Penney also looks at more universal 
themes in songs like Benny Brown which tells 
the tale of a Newfoundland soldier killed at 
the Somme and to a friend who fought in the 
Second World War and whose service number 
F13327 gives the song its title. Looking back to 
more innocent times is something that Town 
That Time Forgot alludes to. While friendship is 
considered in My Best Friend And Me. Penney has 
a good grasp on how to deliver these self-written 
songs, largely understated but utilizing some 
fine players to flesh out the songs behind his 
spirited vocal performances. These include noted 
pedal steel player Tommy Detamore. Penney 
himself joins in on guitars and percussion. By 
the way after the ten songs listed have ended 
three are then reprised uncredited. Penny has 
undoubted strengths and this album is very 
listenable, his problem is that he has to find 
a way to raise his profile above the many other 
talented singer/songwriters out there. It’s a genre 
that doesn’t get too much profile from main-
stream media and even less so no that magazines 
like No Depression are no longer around. But you 
can check him out at www.terrypenny.ca, I think you 
find something to enjoy in this musician’s songs and 
delivery. 

Scott Warren Quick Fix Bandage 
Jangular Music
This is a subtle blend of dream-folk pop and 

with spirit and verve on some traditional songs 
and a quartet of original songs thrown into the mix. 
Their voices blend well with harmonies abounding 
over their accomplished playing. Although they have 
a few special guests to join in now and then but 
essentially it’s the four band members giving it 
loads. While there may be a current surge in 
this type of music right now it seems to have a 
wide-ranging appeal to fans not only of bluegrass 
and old time put also to traditional music lov-
ers and punk rockers alike. Like punk the songs 
are short, sharp and to the point. The effect of 
their full-on acoustic assault is similar. They 
sound like they will be a fun night out on the 
strength of this album but beyond that they 
may have to develop their writing skills and 
sound to bring them to a wider audience in 
the way that Old Crow Medicine Show have. 
But on it’s own merits this album does what 
it set out to do and gives the Water Tower 
Bucket Boys a souvenir of their live shows 
and a platform for wider exposure to their 
undoubted love of this primal but pertinent 
music that is not without it sense of humour 
and humanity. www.watertowerbucketboys.com

Deadstring Brothers Sao Paulo 
Bloodshot
National steel guitar and voice open the 
proceedings with the title track before the 
band kicks in on with a rough-hewn blues and 
country rock ‘n’ roll ramble that tales in 60’s 
swagger and 70’s righteousness. Think Exile 
On Main Street orThe Faces and spiced with 
some hot Southern rock and a touch of rock-
in’ country. The quartet are joined on the album 
by some guest keyboard, fiddle, accordion and 
vocals on this their best album to date. It’s the 
kind of album that sidles up to you and asks 
you if want a good time. Alongside the rockin’ 
cuts there are soulful songs like accordion 
tinged Adalee or mid-paced It’s A Shame. The 
songs are mainly from singer Kurt Marschke either 
solo or with fellow band member Spencer Cul-

lum, who also also a couple of the songs solo. 
Cullum also plays some well placed pedal steel 
on the album. Marschke has a strong voice 
that gets some room to manoeuvre with 
songs like Yesterday’s Style and Always A Friend 
Of Mine. Marschke also co-produced the album 
with Dan Currie. Sao Paulo is an album to get 
acquainted with and you’ll soon learn to love with 
it’s heart and soul lurking under it’s partying 
exterior. 

George Strait Twang Humphead
Opening with an energetic Jim Lauderdale 
co-write of a title track George Strait gives 
his fans exactly what they want. This is contemporary 
country from a singer steeped in tradition. 
Strait co-produced the album with long-time 
producer Tony Brown and the sound is confident 
and twang filled. With the Strait it’s all about the 
song choices and here there are songs from the 
aforementioned Lauderdale, as well as co-writes 
from other regular contributors such as Dean 
Dillon. It is includes three Strait co-writes, his 
first since he wrote a track on his debut album. 
The songs are good, the playing spot-on and 
Strait’s singing is as good as it’s ever been. There 
are the uptempo floor-fillers like the title 
track, Hot Grease And Zydeco and the Delbert 
McClinton/Gary Nicholson song Same Kind Of 
Crazy. There is great Hammond organ playing 
on the steel-led ballad of regret that Strait has 
written with Bubba Straight Out of Sight Out Of 
Mind. Bubba Strait also wrote Arkansas Dave, a 
restrained but highly effective story song that 
emphasizes George’s all round vocal ability, it 
also has a effective harmony vocal. The Breath You 
Take is a string-laden ballad that ticks another 
box.  As does the Spanish language song El Rey 
which closes the album well south of the border 
in fine Mariachi style. Twang is the just the lat-
est accomplished album from Strait, one of 
his best and a fine example of well-crafted 
country music. And it does exactly what it 
says on the tin. 



roots music with Warren’s songs full of quiet 
hooks and pop sensibilities. A member of Signal 
Hill Transmission, Warren has taken time out to 
record this solo album which he has co-produced 
with Kevin Houlihan. Warren has brought in a 
range of classy players to help out including 
bassist Taras Prodaniuk, Magic Kramer on guitar 
and Sean Caffey on pedal steel. The sound of the 
latter permeates songs like Don’t Tell Me. Warren has 
a way of drawing you into the songs that float 
around you in a soft sonic shimmer with the likes 
of the positive message of I Got Your Back. The 
more full on sound of Speed Of Sound shows 
a different side to his music but the real gems 
here are songs like Sign The Dotted Line where 
Warren delivers his song within a perfect 
musical placement and a memorable chorus. 
There is much to acquaint yourself with here 
and the end result may well offer something 
more substantial than just a quick fix bandage. 
The underlying beauty of this sunbathed music 
is it’s ability to warm you. The closing track is a 
cover, the album’s only one, of America’s Sister 
Golden Hair and it provides a link between different 
eras but similar musical attitudes. 
www.scott-warren.com

Jewel Perfectly Clear Humphead
In the credits Jewel states that she “grew up 
listening to Loretta Lynn, Joni Mitchell, Merle 
Haggard and Bob Dylan” and that their thumb-
prints are on her career. She has co-produced 
this album with John Rich in Nashville with an 
A-Team crew. The instruments which include 
fiddle, mandolin, pedal steel and all feature 
prominently in the mix of what is in effect 
a slice of contemporary pop country which 
should be embraced by mainstream radio in 
the States. While the album may seem a side 
step to some of her fans it’s something that 
Jewel has wanted to do for sometime and it  
feels perfectly natural to her. While it may not 
appeal to fans of hard core country it will 
make sense to those who listen to some of 

need time and a certain amount of concentra-
tion to get the best from. They have undoubted 
strengths as writers, singers and players. They 
deserve wider recognition. It may not be an 
album that you will pick up with ease but if you 
go to their website www.madisonviolet.com you 
can buy this album or the previous two there.
You can check them out on youtube and really 
get a flavour of what they are about.

The Minus 5 Killingsworth Cooking Vinyl
This collective, led by R.E.M. alumni Scott Mc-
Caughey, have released their latest album, a 
set of fourteen songs penned by McCaughey 
and featuring a host of Portland friends and 
neighbours who now include Richmond Fontaine’s 
Willy Vlautin alongside long time contributor 
Peter Buck. The sound is that of uptempo 
beat group with added pedal steel and massed 
choruses. All of which makes for an album that 
has much to captivate. The slightly more re-
strained Big Beat Up Moon has acoustic guitar, 
steel and piano under the weary vocal and was 
co-written by Vlautin. It sound good. I Would 
Rather Sacrifice You reverts back to the multi-
vocal format with McCaughey sharing the mic 
with one of the assembled ladies from the 
chorus. The album doesn’t give you any clues 
as who plays what but that doesn’t distract as 
it’s pretty much Scott’s game plan. The cover 
is a montage of small snapshots of Portland 
and the album is a set of musical snapshots 
that are not without humour. For instance the 
final song here is Tonight You’re Buying Me A Drink, 
Bub. Minus 5 go into plus status with this en-
gaging album.

Holly Williams Here With Me Humphead
On her second album Holly Williams is at the 
heart of the album - as its main writer, co-pro-
ducer, art director and designer. This time out the 
sound has moved a little more towards coun-
try and again the songs come from the heart. 
Mama is a testament to her mother’s strength 

the new kids on the block. Jewel has had a 
hand in writing all but one of the songs here, 
most solo, with some in partnership with Guy 
Chambers. Her voice is distinctive and well a 
suited to the way the songs have been arranged 
and delivered. All of which make it perfectly 
clear where her music and mind are at the 
moment and she obviously hopes that she 
will make greater inroads into the mindset 
of modern country fans and radio with this 
well positioned collection. Doubtless if she is 
given radio space it will do just that.

Buffy Sainte-Marie Running For The Drum 
Cooking Vinyl
A CD/DVD package that sees Sainte-Marie 
giving her music an interesting mix of ancient 
and modern. Drum programming shares space 
with powwow singing on a series of self-written 
songs that draw from and into Native American 
culture. After some full on rhythmically pow-
erful songs a more restrained sound emerges 
with songs like Little Wheel Spin And Spin and 
Too Much Is Never Enough. Here Sainte-Ma-
rie’s strong and distinctive voice is well to 
the fore and she sings of love, lost love and 
hope. When I Had You takes you back to an-
other era with its jazz tinged sound. Next up 
I Bet My Heart On You features Taj Mahal on a 
song that has it’s heart in the sound of New 
Orleans. Then there’s another direction with 
the 50s Sun Studio sound of the effervescent 
Blue Sunday. America the Beautiful see Sainte-
Marie adding some new lyrics to the classic 
song with a subtle string arrangement which 
creates a striking reassessment of the song. 
The album closes with Sainte-Marie in familiar 
setting a gentle folk song, a hymn to beauty 
of the reservation. The accompany DVD is a 
documentary of her life, times and music that 
is well worth seeing. 

Alison Krauss Essential Rounder/Decca
Another collected celebration of the diverse 

talent of Alison Krauss, this one is aimed in 
many ways at a post Raising Sand audience, 
those who picked up on her after the award 
winning duets with Robert Plant. It also sees 
her represented at her most glamorous, quite 
a step from the young lady featured on early 
covers like I’ve Got That Old Feeling. The focus 
here is her voice, a very recognizable instrument 
that is placed in an assortment of acoustic 
settings, some with her band Union Station 
some from solo albums, some songs that might 
be called bluegrass - her first passion, others 
that would not be called that but all allowing 
the very fine players to shine. A voice that in 
tandem with a selection of well chosen songs 
shows off her delivery and interpretation of 
the songs. There is not a lot else to say about 
this collection, long time fans will doubtless 
have much, or everything, here. For those 
looking to find out about  Alison Krauss this, 
then, is an ideal place to start as this collection 
will be readily available in your local record 
store or online.

Madison Violet No Fool For Trying 
True North
A Canadian duo, Brenley MacEachern and Lisa 
MacIsaac, sing most of there songs in unison 
and perfect harmony, sounding not unlike Alison 
Krauss Their lovely vocals are unforced and at 
times delicate. The supporting players serving 
the song add some textures of fiddle, banjo, 
accordian and lap steel over a solid yet laid 
back rhythm section that feels just right for the 
songs. The songs written by the duo are liter-
ate, telling tales of conjure images of lives lived, 
of lives passed on and of all the possibilities in be-
tween. The Woodshop a song about the death 
of a loved one is a subtle look at grief with a 
underplayed backing that features some poi-
gnant  accordian playing. Elsewhere the songs 
work with the same kind of delicate ease of 
touch that draws the listener into the album. 
MacEachern and MacIsaac make music that 



which has given Williams an open mind and a 
sense of love. I Hold On a song featuring Chris 
Janson is another subtle and effective song. A 
Love I Think Will Last again features Janson, this 
time in a duet, on a straight up country styled 
song with twanging guitar and steel. It was also 
written with Janson and its uptempo positivity 
makes it an album highlight. More drum domi-
nated is Keep The Change, a song written by 
Hilary Lindsey and Luke Laird. One of three 
outside songs, it soundsas if it could do well 
at radio. Throughout Williams delivers strong 
clear, committed vocals that reveal her as a 
singer of sensitivity and power but not one 
who over emotes or over sings- as so many 
of her contemporaries tend do.  Some tracks 
are more produced than others Gone With The 
Morning Sun is a big power ballad. 
In contrast Without Jesus Here With Me, a song 
that speaks of faith rather than religion has a 
less obvious accompaniment. Equally restrained 
is the album closer, a cover of Neil Young’s 
Birds that is just voice and piano and yet is as 
powerful as the fuller sounding songs. Though 
Williams comes from a legendary family she 
is making music that is very much about her 
and who she is.

Stephen Fearing The Man Who Married 
Music True North
Great title for this overview of the recent 
work of this acclaimed Canadian singer/song-
writer. Closer to home Fearing was raised in 
Dublin  before he returned to Canada and started 
his musical career. 
Think Richard Thompson in terms of scope, 
integrity and lyrical dexterity. He is a strong 
singer, lyrical writer and a fine guitar player. 
He is also a member of Blackie and The Rodeo 
Kings. 
Back in 1989 his album was produced by Clive 
Gregson, here though he has fellow Rodeo 
Kings member Colin Linden produce him. Steve 
Berlin and Fearing himself co-produces some 

unlikely, given commercial demands, to ex-
plore fully. Your Gonna Love Me, has prominent 
pedal steel and again benefits from being and 
having a solo voice taking the lead. The expanded 
16 track album closes with a live version of 
Life In A Northern Town, that features Sugarland 
and Jake Owen which I assume is the same as 
that on Sugerland’s album.

Lady Antebellum Capitol/Humphead
This trio are high on vocal harmonies and 
sweet sounds. They again all have a strong vocal 
presence that utilises all three members as 
lead vocalists. They write the majority of the songs, 
while the production is under the guidance 
of veterans Victoria Shaw and Paul Worley 
who bring another Nashville radio friendly 
pop/rock/country sound to the fore. While 
I listened and looked for a song that would 
connect for me didn’t find anything that hit 
home. Nashville seems to favour this particu-
lar blend of pop crossover, vaguely country 
flavoured confection that undoubtedly has 
its market share in America. It may well find 
traction and radio play on this side of the At-
lantic as there is nothing that, at first listen, 
says “country music” but their single I Run 
To You reached the number one spot on the 
Country charts and the band was named best 
group by the Academy of Country Music, so 
what do I know.

Ben Reel Time To Get Real B. Reel
Northern Ireland native Ben Reel has delivered a 
roots album that is full of strong songs and good 
playing. There’s some solid keyboard playing, a 
rhythm section that drives things along and some 
very tasty guitar from Mick McCarney. Reel’s voice 
is accompanied by welcome backing vocals that 
help to portray the mood of the songs. Rainy 
Night set the tone for time and place,  a song 
that looks at what has been missed by moving 
away from your home town. Other topics are 
aging, freedom, the nature of searching and 

tracks. There are two unreleased songs added 
to the collection which covers studio albums 
as well as live recordings, taken from half a 
dozen albums these 15 songs give a good over-
view of his work. The oldest tracks here are 
from the 1988 album Out To Sea and the most 
recent are from Yellowjacket released in 2006. 
From Out To Sea comes the direct guitar and 
voice song Welfare Wednesday, which shows 
an understanding of the plight of those fallen 
on hard times. In contrast is Anything You Want 
from Industrial Lullaby which has a band lending 
moral and motivational support.
The ten minute plus Dog On A Chain/James medley 
comes from the live album So Many Miles and 
is pure storytelling, voice and guitar holding 
the audience’s rapt attention. The title track 
tackles the subject of married man versus the 
musician and the road. The final tracks The Big 
East West and No Dress Rehearsal are unreleased 
and contrast Fearing’s way of work the former 
is just stripped back to guitar while the latter 
has a band behind him for a song that makes 
the assertion that life is no dress rehearsal, so 
true Mr Fearing, so true.

Trace Adkins Ten Capitol/Humphead
Something if a veteran these day Atkins plays 
his country close to the mainstream, but with 
an edge. There is more than a little bit of rock 
raunch here. But Atkins can also handle a more 
gentle song such as All Is Ask For Anymore which 
shows his strong, country voice off to good effect 
on a string driven ode to the family. Hauling One 
Thing is a good groovin’ truckin’song about 
a trucker getting home to his lady. The hu-
mourous Marry For Money is again a full-on 
country song that opens with dobro before 
bringing in the full band and stompin’ around, 
havin’ a good time. Till The Last Shot Fired is 
a tribute to the American soldier that is not 
gung-ho, but rather considers the nature of 
what drives a soldier on. Written by Rob Crosby 
and Doug Johnson it gets a viewpoint across 

without overdoing it and is done over a simple 
acoustic backing and ends with a choral section 
that is unexpected but effective. The use of a 
stripped down backing is used again on I Can’t 
Out Run You, a song about not being able to 
escape the memory of a lost love. The piano 
and strings again underline the emotion in Atkins 
voice and prove that he can sing. He’s not a 
writer and must rely on finding good songs 
that suit. Which he pretty much has on the 
twelve chosen here. A Larry Cordell co-write 
usually means a good song and Sometimes A 
Man Needs A Drink is no exception on the 
most traditional song on what is a pretty 
good album. 

Little Big Town A Place To Land Capi-
tol/Humphead
Little Big Town are a two male, two female 
vocal quartet who have, not unexpectedly a 
strong, harmonious vocal sound. This, their 
third album refines their melodic, vocally strong 
county/pop sound. The foursome have written 
the bulk of the songs here with producer 
Wayne Kirkpatrick. The more acoustic songs 
fare better with these ears but the hits have 
been the fuller sounding songs. The quality 
of players on the album is without question. 
With names like Dan Dugmore, Phil Madeira, 
Dan Tyminski, Stuart Duncan and Ron Block 
how could it not be? Well the sum of these 
players is less than the overall sound which 
does exactly what it’s supposed to do. It’s 
breezy, light and pleasant and not without  
its fans given their chart success to date. All 
four handle vocals, and do so well. However 
there is not much grit, or dirty edges here. One 
of the outside songs here Lonely Enough comes 
from the pens of Jessi Alexander, Jon Randall 
and Darrell Brown and the simpler treatment 
highlights the strong harmonies and gives the 
lyrics a greater clarity and meaning and makes 
it an album highlight and point to another 
route that Little Big Town could take, but are 



of truth. Mature songs for a mature audience 
that’s given a melodic and malleable musical 
base that could just as easily have come from 
the States as from Northern Ireland. Reel no 
doubt has taken from those who have also come 
from the North, such as the undeniable influence 
of Van Morrison as a beacon of musical innovation. 
Reel does not have Morrison’s track record, 
but this is a album that shows all the signs of 
a true talent making his own way.

Eric Church Carolina Capitol/Humphead
Church is a singer/songwriter who fuses a 
rock sensibility with country roots. Producer 
Jay Joyce brings an edge to the project in terms 
of introducing sounds and stylings that give the 
album a fuller dimension. Longer Gone uses a rhyt-
mic loop against the lonesome fiddle to under-
score the restlessness of moving on that is at 
the core of the songs character. Church has 
co-written all the songs here and sings them 
with conviction, even if his voice lacks some im-
mediate distinction. His ethos is summed up 
in Love Your Love The Most, where he proclaims 
his love for his partner above that of Mama’s 
cooking, bass fishing, four-wheel driving, NA-
SCAR, George Strait and JD in his Coke. A 
good old boy then with an eye for the fu-
ture. The five minute track Those I’ve Loved 
highlights his voice and writing and deals with 
love and life and features a strong guitar lead 
that builds up over a atmospheric backing 
and shows Church at his peak. This release 
has three bonus songs, including the single His 
Kind Of Money (My Kind Of Love) which was 
to be the lead single from this album but didn’t 
chart well in the US and was then dropped from 
the US version of the album and it’s difficult to 
see why it didn’t chart higher as it is well up to 
the standard of his previous singles. Perhaps it 
isn’t exactly the kind of sound that’s hitting the 
high end of the country charts these days unlike 
label mate Dierks Bentley who delivers a similar 
charged country confection.

Jack Ingram Big Dreams & High Hopes 
Big Machine/Humphead
Jack Ingram is an artist I have listened to and 
enjoyed for a long time but since his move 
to Nashville label Big Machine the pleasure is 
less and less. Big Machine seem to be trying 
to compete with the young hunks and that’s 
like putting him somewhere he doesn’t need 
to go. His last album This Is It didn’t really con-
nect with me. This album is better but still 
seems to be trying to find it’s footing. There 
are five producers listed for the eleven tracks, 
three of whom are credited on the previous 
album which suggest that some of the tracks 
here may have come from sessions from the 
previous albums. The song Barbie Doll makes 
it’s third appearance on an Ingram album so 
somebody must feel that it’s novelty style 
will be the song to break him through. This 
time it’s a duet with Dierks Bentley with a big 
massed vocal chorus in the back-ground, but 
still doesn’t sound like a chart-topper. Better 
is the Ingram produced title cut co-written by 
Ingram and Gary Burr. It is less bombastic and 
sums his motivation as a young man. His con-
temporaries, like Todd Snider now have the free-
dom and lower expectations of an independent  
label and ultimately this is where Jack Ingram fits 
better. That said this is a better overall album 
than his last album and more cohesive than the 
multi-producers might suggest. Ingram, still sings 
from his heart, with a big voice and picks songs 
that suit him, though maybe not not as easily 
as on his earlier albums. Hey You produced by 
Richard Bennett is still a high-point. There is still 
the sense that Ingram is trying to please radio 
programmers with his more recent outings. King 
Of Wasted Time is about not making it big, of lost 
opportunities, of regret and perhaps sums up the 
underlying sensibility of the album and of an art-
ist who deserves more but maybe should have 
smaller dreams and less vaulted hopes. Though it 
should be said that this is a good enough album 
to warrant a listen.

Dierks Bentley Feel That Fire Capitol/
Humphead
Know as a road warrior Dierks Bentley is still 
moving on, learning how to live and to love, 
and honing his particular brand of hi-octane 
country. This blend that has already seen him hit 
the top spot with this album and its attendant 
singles. There are the sounds banjo, dobro and 
steel guitar fighting for their place in the mix 
of loud guitars and drums. But Bentley can also 
handle a ballad and deliver a slice of emotion 
to his audience. Nothing wrong with that idea 
as Steve Earle has long mixed protest and love 
song in equal measure and skill. The problem 
here is that Bentley finds it hard to bring that 
element of his loyal fan base to newer, rougher 
pastures. His music is growing up and his audience 
needs to move with him, as all the pointers on 
his recorded output and on evidence of his live 
performance show him capable of delivering his 
music with a harder, tougher edge. This is some-
thing that only time and some more years under 
his belt will tell. He is a recent father and that 
may well effect his worldview to some extent, 
leaving some of boys together themes behind. 
There is much here that delivers, such as his 
duet with Patty Griffen on Beautiful World or the 
upfront fun of the closing bluegrass-based Last Call, 
recorded with Ronnie McCoury and friends. He 
is growing as a singer developing some distinc-
tiveness to his voice. It would be really interesting 
to see how this track would fare at radio as it 
has an infectious quality. But for Dierks Bentley, 
he still feels that fire, that passion for the music 
he loves and lives. His next album will be impor-
tant to see exactly where he’s taking his music. 
It may well be time to take some more chances 
to deliver on this promise and to make the music 
that will take his particular form of contemporary 
country music to a new level.

Justin Moore Valory/Humphead
A new face on the scene this debut album finds 
Justin Moore as another solid country main-

Darius Rucker Learn To Live Capitol/
Humphead
The three of the singles off this album deserv-
edly reached the number one on the country 
charts.  As singer and rhythm guitarist of Hoo-
tie and the Blowfish Darius Rucker had already 
made his mark in the industry. This, his second 
solo album and first country album has made 
his name as a solo artist, Not since Charlie 
Pride back in the 80’s has an African /American 
been accepted to this degree in country music. 
Rucker has done it by making an album that 
utilises his emotion-laden voice on a set of 
songs primarily written by Rucker, mostly with 
his producer Frank Rogers who delivers a sound 
that is contemporary yet obviously country. 
Again there are top notch players and it is 
interesting to see the number of bluegrass 
players now doing A-team sessions. Here we 
see Aubrey Haynie, Ron Block and Bryan Sutton 
playing with veterans such as Brent Mason and 
Dan Dugmore. This is still mainstream country 
otherwise I don’t think that you would see it 
geeting the radio exposure that it has but there 
is real depth here that sometimes gets lost 
as Music Row reach for the big demographic. 
The concerns and hardships of the everyday 
man are told in songs like It Won’t Be Long Like 
This, which shows that worries of parenthood 
change but the anxiety never stops. Alcohol, 
a country music stable is the root of Drinkin’ 
and Dialin’. The only song that Rucker didn’t 
have a hand in writing is I Hope To Get To Me 
In Time which is about a man in a critical car 
crash who sees his life pass before him and 
wants his life to go on to be able to do the 
things he needs to do in the future. 
Rucker tells the kind of stories that makes 
country music universal. This seems to be 
becoming a lost art but Darius Rucker is a 
welcome name in the genre and one can be 
hope that he will stay in the format and will 
continue to bring his strengths to the country 
music charts.



stream singer/songwriter with a sound that 
is genre specific but with the sheen and polish 
expected from Nashville today. The song 
(and single) Small Town USA and the latest 
single Backwoods are full of lyrics about being 
a good country boy and living the rural life. 
Moore has co-written the majority of these 
songs, most often with producer Jeremy Sto-
ver who has fiddle and steel well to the fore 
in the mix. Moore is touring next year with 
Brad Paisley which will undoubtedly give him 
the opportunity to deliver his music to a like 
minded audience. It’s real, well meant and vi-
brant but you still get the feeling that Moore’s 
music will really come alive in a small bar in a 
small town, without the studio gloss. If he can 
bring that atmosphere to a larger stage then 
he has every chance of hitting it big. Radio 
sorely needs some harder country sounds to 
balance act the soft popish country its currently 
peddling and Moore could be one of the few 
to deliver it. Moore has his heart in the right 
place and doubtless will name some righteous 
influences for his music, a blend of southern 
rock and traditional country started by Hank 
Williams Jr. Indeed the final track Hank It is a 
tribute to Bocephus. Moore has made a solid, 
steadfast and satisfying album that augurs well 
for his future.

Arty Hill And The Long Gone Daddys 
Montgomery On My Mind Cow Island
This fine ep from Art Hill, it is rooted in the 50’s 
but very much about today. Unfortunately you 
are never going to hear this on your Hot Coun-
try station and more’s the pity, as this is hard-
core and heartfelt. Hill delivers three originals 
including Church On Saturday Night about the 
Grand Ol’ Opry and the title track. Hill also reaf-
firms the power and longevity of those songs writ-
ten so long ago and recorded by an acknowledged 
master. Arty Hill may also claim credit for his inter-
pretations of songs made famous by Hank Williams 
Snr. No Bocephusishness here. 

it has a less obvious accompaniment. Equally 
restrained is the album closer, a cover of Neil 
Young’s Birds that is just voice and piano and 
yet is as powerful as the fuller sounding songs. 
Though Williams comes from a legendary 
family she is making music that is very much 
about her and who she is.

Stephen Fearing The Man Who Married 
Music True North
Great title for this overview of the recent 
work of this acclaimed Canadian singer/song-
writer. Closer to home Fearing was raised in  
Dublin  before he returned to Canada and started 
his musical career. As a simplistic comparison 
think Richard Thompson in terms of scope, 
integrity and lyrical dexterity. He is a strong 
singer, lyrical writer and a fine guitar player. 
He is also a member of Blackie and The Rodeo 
Kings. This best of is a selection that Fearing 
has picked from recent albums. His1989 album 
was produced by Clive Gregson, here however 
fellow Rodeo Kings member Colin Linden has 
produced as do Steve Berlin and Fearing him-
self. There are two unreleased songs added to 
the collection which covers studio  albums as 
well as live recordings. Taken from half a dozen 
albums  these 15 songs give a good overview 
of his work. The oldest tracks here are from 
the 1988 album Out To Sea and the most recent 
are from Yellowjacket released in 2006. From 
Out To Sea comes the direct guitar  and voice 
song Welfare Wednesday which shows an un-
derstanding of the plight of those fallen on 
hard times. In complete contrast is Anything 
You Want from Industrial Lullaby with a band 
lending moral and  motivational support. The 
ten minute plus Dog On A Chain/James medley 
comes from the live album So Many Miles and 
is pure storytelling, voice and guitar holding 
the audience’s rapt attention. The title track 
tackles the subject of married man versus the 
musician and the road. The final tracks The 
Big East West and No Dress Rehearsal are un-

The Long Gone Daddys are a dynamic team 
of players who obviously love and live for the 
music that they play. This is a welcome addition 
to Hill’s previous albums and to real country 
music in general, lovers of the real deal should 
check this out pronto. www.cowislandmusic.com

Robert Earl Keen The Rose Hotel Lost 
Highway/Humphead
This is pure Keen and again emphasizes his 
preeminence as a story teller in the Texas tra-
dition. He also delivers a fine take on the one 
outside song Townes Van Zandt’s Flying Shoes. 
Produced by Lloyd Maines this is an album that 
those who count themselves as Keen customers 
will doubtless enjoy. The songs run from the 
humour of the final track Wireless In Heaven 
and 10,000 Chinese Walk Into A Bar, which 
features Billy Bob Thorton on vocals to title 
story of the Rose Hotel to On and On about 
a musician on the road. Goodbye Cleveland is 
also a memorable song with banjo, harmonica 
and steel guitar prominent. There may not be 
any immediate classics here, but there are a lot 
of different moods that will make this album a 
regular replay. The assembled musicians, many 
Keen regulars, all support the songs exactly as 
they should and one hopes that Robert Earl 
Keen might meet a wider audience for his music. 
The Rose Hotel is worth checking into.

Phil Lee So Long, It’s Been Good To Know 
You Steady Boy
Not the final statement that the title might 
imply (hopefully) but rather another slice of 
life, love and Phil Lee. Produced by the mighty 
king of guitar Richard Bennett this is a diverse 
but considered statement of intent from all 
concerned. It includes the sad tale of trucker 
torment in Sonny George (not a song that is 
related to the hillbilly singer of that name). A 
piece of primal storytelling over a solid beat and 
supported by a twang laden guitar. The theme 
of love is covered by Let There Be Love, Tonight 

a soulful B3 and brass infused story of role 
playing delivered in Lee’s highly distinctive 
lived-in voice. Lover’s Everywhere and I Hope 
Love Always Knows Your Name completes the 
trio of love titles. Miller’s Mill Pond sounds like 
a Dylan inspired traditional song. The Tatterbug 
Rag is a late night smoke-filled room type 
of song with spoken vocals and harmonica. 
Where a Rat’s Lips Have Touched has a joyous 
touch that sounds like it escaped from a mu-
sical operetta from the Twilight Zone. All in all 
it’s a whole bunch of eclectic fun that warms 
the heart and soul with it sense of positive 
negativity. Phil Lee is a unique talent and one 
who makes very interesting, unstable enjoy-
able albums that deserve to be heard to be 
fully appreciated. www.phillee1.com

Holly Williams Here With Me Humphead
Holly Williams is at the heart of this album as 
main writer, co-producer, art director and de-
signer. This time the sound has moved a little 
towards country and again the songs come 
from the heart. Mama is a testament to her 
mother’s  strength and how she gave Holly an 
open mind and sense of love. I Hold On fea-
tures Chris Janson and is another underplayed 
yet effective song. A Love I Think Will Last again 
features Janson this time in a duet on a straight-
country styled song with twanging guitar and 
steel. It was also written with Janson and its up-
tempo positivity makes it an album highlight. 
More drum dominated is Keep The Change, a 
song written by Hilary Lindsey and Luke Laird. 
One of three outside songs it sounds like it 
should do well at radio. Throughout Williams 
delivers strong clear, committed vocals that 
reveal her as a singer of sensitivity and power 
but not one who over emotes or over sings 
as so many of her contemporaries tend to. 
Some tracks are more produced than others; 
Gone With The Morning Sun is a big power ballad. 
In contrast Without Jesus Here With Me is a 
song that speaks of faith rather than religion, 



released and contrast Fearing’s way of work 
with the former just stripped back to guitar 
while the latter has a band behind him for a 
song that makes the assertion that life is no 
dress rehearsal. So true, Mr Fearing, so true.

Richmond Fontaine We Used To Think 
The Freeway Sounded Like A River Decor
With an album title that suggests an urban sense 
of  movement and decay, Richmond Fontaine 
have produced an album  that is identifiably 
them. For their tenth studio album and latest 
in a series produced by JD Foster they have 
added a layer of subtlety and  understatement 
which affirmstheir vision. Those familiar with 
the band and its development over the years 
will applaud the way that this is an integrated and 
intelligent working unit. Through his writing of 
his novels and generally acting as spokesman 
there would be possible and easy assumption 
that this Willy Vlautin and friends rather that the 
rounded band that it is. The songs still look 
with affection and understanding at those 
who have fallen through the cracks and live on 
the margins of society. After a enforced layout 
after an accident Willy Vlautin wrote the bulk 
of the album which the band and Foster then 
realized in a way that brings a greater depth 
to the album as a body of work with steel 
guitar, piano, cello and trumpet among the in-
struments adding the textures, the ripples on 
the freeway, ripples that catch the light and 
cause you to contemplate the overall clarity of 
vision. This is also apparent in the two instru-
mental tracks included. It is still the Richmond 
Fontaine that those in the know have come to 
love. Like the guitar riff that runs throughout 
Watch Out or the more frantic pace of 43, 
the story of Ruby and Lou or Lonnie people 
whose lives you gain an insight into through 
the way they live, something that Vlautin so 
concisely captures in his song sketches. All of 
which, as the album subtitle makes clear, are 
“songs written around and about the Pacific 

Northwest”. Songs from a time and a place 
and songs that need time to absorb to fully 
appreciate what has been put into them. For 
Richmond Fontaine followers this will arguably 
be their best album to date and not one to 
leave out of your collection.

Magnolia Summer Lines From The 
Frame Undertow 
This band make music that has a worldview 
that is in keeping with the recycled nature of the 
cover’s cardboard sleeve. We have yet, though, 
to find a way to get music onto a more recyclable 
format itself. So what does that little shiny 
piece of silver have to offer? The band from St. 
Louis, Missouri have made two previous albums.
Theirs is a largely gentle, but dynamic sound 
featuring a mix of a simple overall approach 
and a complex delivery. Chris Grabau is the 
band’s key writer and lead singer, as well as a 
multi- instrumentalist whose slightly pensive 
songs have the air of a sunny splashed day as 
dark clouds appear on the horizon. The band 
have co-produced the album with Joe Thebeau 
at Sawhouse Studio, a studio where Sun Volt have 
also recorded. The songs though can, on occasion, 
up the tempo and mood. Pulling Phase To The 
Ground fairly rocks in an early R.E.M. kind of 
way, while the more pensive Birds Without A 
Wire features a vocal from Kelly Kneiser from 
Glossary and some solid pedal steel guitar from 
D. Anderson, who makes a couple of appear-
ances on the album, as do other guests who 
augment the core line-up. Various members 
also come from other bands from the region 
for this project - guitarist John Horton is a 
member of the Bottle Rockets for instance. 
Given the diverse nature of band members 
it is a cohesive slice of post alt country that 
comes from a heritage of indie, roots and country 
rock. The songs that speak for themselves from 
the energy of Like Setting Sons to the more relaxed 
but equally powerful Diminished Returns all stand 
up to scrutiny and deliver a solid musical ex-

perience. Another band to explore for those 
who like good music from the fringes.
Sam Baker Cotton Music Road

There are some who don’t get, or simply don’t 
like Sam Baker’s spoken word song style. But I 
wonder in a couple of decades time if he will  
be playing the O2 as Leonard Cohen, another 
singer/songwriter who faced criticism for his 
voice, has. Like Cohen, on record at least, Baker 
offsets his vocal deficiencies with layered ar-
rangements that bring depth to the songs. The 
production by Tim Lorsch and Baker brings 
out the best from these songs of southern life 
that are placed from the outset by the opening 
voice collage of the song Dixie. Baker follows 
with the title track that tells a tale of family his-
tory of how “daddy hoed the cotton like I do” 
but that “one day he just walked away”. From 
then on Baker tells of a Mennonite from Mexico, 
of people carrying signs on street corners, 
another of a bridal chest. These are vignettes 
of another time, another place that seems 
far away but in truth may not be so. Mid way 
through the album Steve Conn plays a brief 
but haunting piano interlude that leads to a 
series of songs that have a more personal ap-
proach to lives, loves and the Lord. The playing 
throughout is understated and celebrates the 
song. George Bradfute on guitars and Mike 
Daly on pedal steel and slide are just a couple 
of exemplary players involved with this, Baker’s 
third album. Those taken with Baker, either live 
or on his previous two albums, will carry on 
that path and find much to admire. If however 
you’re in the other camp then nothing here is 
likely to do much to alter that. I have enjoyed 
his engaging music both live and on record 
and was readily drawn into Baker’s world of 
words and woven musical textures. Let’s see 
what the next couple of decades might bring.

Nanci Griffith The Loving Kind Rounder
Something of a resurgence for Griffith, this album 

plays to her strengths with focussed writing 
and strong personal and political viewpoints. 
The title track is a true story inter-racial love. 
Money Changes Everything  simply expresses 
that viewpoint. Up Against The Rain and Cotton  
tell  of people who lived life in a particular time 
and with a  particular sense of purpose. Not 
Innocent Enough tells the simple tale of wrong 
place, wrong time; how but for circumstance 
we could all be placed in a situation that could 
lead life to a totally different path. It also rails 
against the death penalty.  Many of  the songs 
are co-written by Griffith with Charley Stefl 
and Thomm Jutz  who co-produces with long-
time Griffith associate Pat McInerney. Griffith’s 
distinctive and caring voice dominates the al-
bum and is underpinned by a fine band  with 
ensemble playing that runs from folk-rock to 
country touching on all points in between. The 
Loving Kind can easily be counted among Griffith’s 
best work and should delight her many fans as 
well as opening a door for newcomers.

Chuck Prophet Let Freedom Ring 
Cooking Vinyl
Prophet’s music always has had a edge and 
been about rock ‘n’ roll crossed with beats 
and turntables and attitude. Sometimes roots 
rock  has shown up in the mix. For this latest 
album he wanted to try something different 
and felt he needed to record outside the US 
and che decided to record in Mexico. There 
they had to work in a  studio with power 
problems,  hard drive crashes and in a city 
that was gripped by the swine flu pandemic. 
But he had said he wanted  an “adventure”. 
The music that came from those sessions has 
that sense of adventure, that essential energy 
and it makes a point. He says these are “politi-
cal songs for non-political people” and that’s 
where these songs are coming from in what 
is quite possibly one of Prophet’s best albums 
of his always interesting career wherin all the 
external factors made for good music.



Cross Canadian Ragweed Happiness 
And All The Other Things Humphead
This is a robust slice of rockin’ roots music. The 
sort of thing that Reckless Kelly fans would enjoy. 
The band,  led by Cody Canada, the main 
songwriter, singer and lead guitarist, delivers 
songs that can be tender (Bluebonnets), songs 
that rock (51 Pieces) or that are more country 
(Kick In The Head - thanks to Lloyd Maines’ 
pedal steel). These are songs songs that will 
further the spread of Cross Canadian Ragweed. 
The one outside song is from the late Stephen 
Bruton, To Find My Love, a song about finding 
that special person and is graced by a strong 
chorus. They stretch out somewhat on Pretty 
Lady where there is a subtlety at work that 
allows the song to develop nicely over the 
mid-paced drum pattern and has some piano 
textures that add to the overall effect. Cross 
Canadian Ragweed are seasoned veterans, 
this being their tenth album or so, counting 
live albums. Produced by fellow singer/song-
writer Mike McClure, it covers a range of 
emotions and attitudes on love and life  with 
some upfront riff-based songs that may not 
always connect with a wider audience but which 
have an effective core and are doubtless what 
their followers expect. 

David Nail I’m About To Come Alive 
Humphead
From the credits you assume that this will be a 
contemporary country album similar to some-
one like Gary Allen. Indeed,  if you were to take 
some of that Allen’s more recent recording 
you could see the link to this collection of 
wordy and worthy songs but overall Nail fails 
to connect on a level I’m looking for. While 
Nail has a strong voice and delivers the songs 
well  and the players are top notch there is 
something missing. The songs have  been 
picked from some reliable writers and Nail 
himself writes one song solo and contributes 
to three others. That solo song Missouri closes 

the album and is one of the better tracks, a 
soulful rumination on doing the right thing 
by someone who has been there despite the 
odds. Nail is really more a singer/songwriter 
recording in Nashville with pedal steel than 
an out and out country artist. Nothing wrong 
with that as there has always been a lot more 
to Nashville than just mainstream country 
but  I couldn’t find a hell of a lot to take from 
this album that lodged itself in my memory. 
Despite that it is a solid, well produced and 
sung album that will find it’s own level.

The O’s We Are The O’s Idol
The O’s are a rough and ready duo who sing,  
play banjo and guitar and hit things. The result 
is a down-to-earth take on old time music 
delivered with a punky DIY attitude. The duo 
have written all the songs and by and large if 
you like the first song you’ll like the album. It
doesn’t change a lot overall. On occasion a 
song like We’ve Had Everything stands out 
due to the duo’s harmonies or more melodic 
structure. Sounding at times like a two-man 
Old Crow Medicine Show, they have the en-
thusiasm and the energy and they have the 
room to grow. We Are The O’s is a promising if 
basic start that will doubtless win them favour 
with a growing audience for their particular 
take on a living, breathing form whose roots 
go back a long way.

Tom Mason Alchemy Gas Station Music
An all-round musician, singer and songwriter 
Tom Mason has been a part of the East Nashville 
musical community for a long time now, either 
in his own right or as a valuable sideman. His 
latest album has little to do with country music 
but a lot to do with great playing and striking 
songwriting. It covers many bases that touch 
on numerous sources that he makes his own 
from the opening Conjuring which features a 
great vocal contribution from Sheila Lawrence, 
who along with Pru Clearwater add strong 

vocal contributions throughout. Other Nashville 
notables involved include ex-Derailer Mark 
Horn, David Jacques, Jen Gunderman, Joey 
Spampinato and Billy Block amongst others. 
The eclectic nature of the songs in this cases 
make the album more interesting rather than 
having any lack of focus. It is all held together 
by Mason’s defined and dignified vocals and 
playing. The songs touch on blues, vaudeville, 
gypsy music and range from songs like percus-
sive Chano Pozo’s Shoes, a somewhat Waitsian 
The World Is Drunk, the sea shanty Pirate Song 
and the story telling of The Amazing Lorenzo 
which would actually makes sense to Chris 
De Burgh fans. This is a delight of Americana 
music and all the influences that were awash 
in that country a century or so ago. Tom Mason 
makes musical alchemy that delivers it’s magic 
and deserves a wider audience for its musical 
wonders. www.tommason.net

Errol Walsh No Border Self-Release
This new solo record from Errol Walsh is to 
raise awareness and provide funds for his work 
in support of Huntington’s Disease in Northern 
Ireland. But aside from that very worthy in-
centive it is a good purchase in it’s own right 
with Walsh touching a variety of roots music 
reference points. Produced, engineered and 
mastered by Clive Culbertson, another veteran of 
the Northern Ireland music scene,  it sounds 
relaxed and righteous. The other players all 
give sterling performances that include brass, 
pedal steel, fiddle and accordion, The songs 
run from the country tones of Wedding At 
Joshua Tree, about his recent wedding that is 
full of the warmth of the occasion and loca-
tion. Just Another Border follows a similar coun-
try path to great effect. Alternative Birthday 
Gifts, has a light bluesy touch while Shadows 
on the Ground has an old-time feel with subtle 
brass and Dobro. The brass also underpins his 
song about not quote fitting in Square Peg In A 
Round Hole. I’m Ready is a soulful song about 

looking for spiritual comfort with some subtle 
organ behind the vocal chorus. Perhaps the 
key track is the gentle fiddle led song Rachael, 
written for his step daughter who suffers from 
Huntington’s Disease and is full of quiet pas-
sion and a palpable sense of loss. Throughout 
Walsh delivers his songs with a strong con-
vincing voice that is world weary, truthful but 
hopeful,  all of which makes this an enjoyable 
collection of songs and one that will deliver 
something more than good music. You can and 
should buy the album from www.errolwalsh.
co.uk where all proceeds will go directly to 
help sufferers and provide information about 
Huntington’s Disease, whose sufferers included 
Woody Guthrie.

Sugarland Live On The Inside Humphead
A live package of CD/DVD from a “country” 
act who tellingly credits Kings Of Leon, R.E.M., 
Pearl Jam and the B52’s as inspiration. Given 
that what follows fits into the preconception 
of what country music is today for those at-
tuned to mainstream country radio. Jennifer 
Nettles is a solid upfront and twangy vocalist 
and the music features mandolins and acous-
tic guitars. Sex On Fire the Kings of Leon songs 
is given a stripped down effective piano and 
acoustic guitar reading that highlights Nettles’ 
talent and that of fellow Sugarland co-founder  
Kristain Bush. For this album they have also 
chosen to reinterpret Beyonce’s Irreplaceable, 
R.E.M’s Nightswimming and The One I Love, sung 
by Bush and Nettles and it’s a pretty good ver-
sion that brings out the yearning of the song’s 
lyric. They follow that with their full-on take on 
the B52’s Love Shack and they close with their 
own Stay. All in all credible and with more re-
straint than might be expected, but I can’t see 
why anyone would call it country music. It is 
solid, straight forward arena pop-rock and it’s 
pretty good. The audio is taken from a number 
of locations while the DVD is from one concert 
and features additional songs not on the CD.



Reba McEntire Keep On Loving You 
Starstruck
Another powerful set from Reba who straddles 
a number of different formats including pop, 
power ballad and country - and combinations 
of all three. The latter features on I Want A Cow-
boy while songs like I Keep On Lovin’ You and 
Maggie Creek Road are a little more country. The 
writers include some solid Music Row names 
like Neil Thrasher, Rivers Rutherford and oth-
ers like Leslie Satcher and Darrell Scott. The 
latter duo’s Eight Crazy Hours is a highlight with 
a measured delivery from McEntire who is a 
powerful and perceptive vocalist who knows 
what she wants from a song and delivers it. Co-
produced by the lady herself  with Mark Bright 
and Tony Brown it is a big glossy A-team sound. 
It is an album that will reinforce her status as 
a major league player. This will appeal to her 
fans as well as to some of those who delight in 
crossover country-pop.

Ethyl and The Regulars Fill ‘Er Up With... 
Sweet Crude
This is the pungent smell of real country music. 
This quintet from Denver, Colorado play country 
music, no ifs or buts, as if  they were born to it 
and they probably were. This album is a high 
octane mix of originals and well chosen covers 
that highlights the playing talents of the band 
as well as the singing of the bands three lead 
singers all of whom create something that has 
variety but cohesion. Jeff Yeary, Hank Hays and 
Donnie Jerome tend to take the lead vocals 
on the songs that they have written and share out 
the covers which include Cash On The Barrelhead, 
Knee Deep In The Blues and the traditional Cle-
mentine. Their own songs easily stand up with 
Long Gone, Long Forgotten, Let’s Pretend and 
Love’s Gonna Get You all being memorable. The 
16 tracks cover honky tonk, western swing and 
rockabilly - hardcore country in other words 
and it’s a joy to hear something delivered for its 
own sake not made to please radio or record 

companies who wouldn’t appreciate what’s 
actually going on here anyway. What’s going 
on here will appeal to anyone who loves their 
country music fresh, vital and fun; music that has 
in roots in a golden era but is a living breathing 
thing. Fill up on this and it’ll keep you going for 
miles. www.ethylandtheregulars.com
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