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A Note on the Issue 
 
 
    Hello there, friends. Well, it seems that fall has fell, and here we 
are again, with a special issue of Chicago Arts Journal: our second 
Flash Edition, this one on the topic of music.  
    In this issue, you’ll find the final result of a project we’ve had in 
the works since we started up CAJ last summer. It’s been a 
provocative exercise in our issues thus far, to have two writers 
review one show or write on one topic, and last year we had the 
idea to ask two contributors to compose lists of their favorite 
songs. Patrick Klacza and Beau O’Reilly agreed to play along, and 
the lists they produced speak to the thrill of our whole 
undertaking.  
    A few weeks after we sent the request, Patrick returned to us a 
document that was brief, elegant, and broad in its referents. Beau, 
on the other hand, told us we’d have the piece “next month” every 
month for the following year. The text he sent us in August is a 
grand tome of anecdotes on life, love, folk music, and the 
songwriting game. We love the divergence of styles and faces 
appearing in Beau and Patrick’s lists, and think this diversity 
evokes so well our ethos here at CAJ: to encourage different views, 
different approaches, and multiple voices speaking to a subject, 
without heavy editorial intervention.  
    Incidentally, our co-editor Carine Loewi jotted down a few lists 
of songs too, and we in the editing room were intrigued to note 
that there is one song in common on all three lists. See if you can 
spot it. In any case, we hope you’ll enjoy this musical-writerly 
experiment as much as we have. 
     

 
 
 
    Beyond these behemoth lists, we feature in this issue new work 
by poet, musician, and reviewer-about-town Raymond Rehayem, 
who also graciously appeared in our pages as an interview subject 
for our Spring Issue; an essay by Margaret Murray, on loving 
Kanye West among friends who can’t stand him; illustrated song 
lyrics from illustrator and musician Vernon Tonges; and a review 
of local folk singer Anne Hills’ new album Tracks, by our regular 
contributor Edmund St. Bury. And on our front and back covers, 
you’ll spot a spate of drawings by resident CAJ cartoonist Sue 
Cargill, depicting many of the singers and songwriters mentioned 
in Patrick and Beau’s favorite songs lists.  
    It’s a lot to take in. It’s a mad, mad, mad, mad music issue. 
Please enjoy it — at home, on the train, and around town — as 
the new crisp in the air settles around your headphones. 
 

 
With our thanks— 

 
The Editors 

 
 
 
P.S. Want to pitch an article to Chicago Arts Journal? Love a piece 
you see here, and want to know more? Or, got a bee in your 
bonnet over something we said? Please do disagree. Drop us a line 
anytime, at johann.artsjournal@gmail.com. We’re working on 
a food- and cooking-themed issue for the spring, and as always, 
we want to hear what you want to say.  —Eds. 



	   Table of Contents      	  
	  

 
 

Page     3  Mooding 2.0             POETRY 
Raymond Rehayem 

 
 

4  200 Favorite Songs               ESSAY 
   Patrick Klacza 
 
 
 11  Where Are My People?              ESSAY 
   Margaret Murray 
 
 
 15  “Skeleton Man”          ILLUSTRATION 
   Vernon Tonges 
 
 
 16  200 Favorite Songs                         ESSAY 
   Beau O’Reilly 
 
 
 67  Tracks by Anne Hills         MUSIC REVIEW 
   Edmund St. Bury 
 
 
 69  Some Things About Some Songs            ESSAY 
   Carine Loewi 
 
 
 71  Notes on Contributors 
 
 
 

    Front and back cover illustrations by Sue Cargill 



  Chicago Arts Journal	  	  w	  	  Music Flash 2014 
	  

	   3 

 
 
Mooding 2.0 

 by Raymond Rehayem 
 
 
I went 
 in to go listen 
for a song to transfigure my dying 
 mood. Hear me out. 
 
 I should be sleeping with a mission: 
Waking with a Melody 
 
Only rhythm the paper weak blades of 
Her window fan 
 
An instrumental until she 
first moans. 
 
Over at the tattooists’, the retailer walks in 
Tooting of how 
he's been making her sing 
 
I ink 
My lyrical rewrite all over his 
head. 
 
How did I 
 for one striking number 
 find myself in cursive range of revenge? 
 
(And when my sweet aim was inventive melodious slumber.) 
 
Back then to dreaming her dreamy blue curtains dancing to my radio hit.  
In reverie where they still play the radio. 
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200 Favorite Songs 
by Patrick Klacza 
 
    I work at a fast food restaurant. Every detail, from the quality of 
meat to the color of the grout between tiles, is controlled by the 
company on high. The music is no exception. The franchise  
owners pay Muzak, a corporation once known for distributing 
elevator music, to create a soundtrack that enhances the customer’s 
experience. Classic rock is that soundtrack.  

    What exactly is ‘classic’ about classic rock? A better term, I think, 
is overplayed rock. These are songs that’ve been on the radio for 
decades. “Hotel California,” “More Than a Feeling,” “Light My 
Fire”: Who needs to hear them again? One of my favorite things to 
do is tell my younger co-workers that they don’t have to like Led 
Zeppelin, Queen, or Aerosmith. It’s a lesson I wish I would’ve 
learned sooner.  
    Classic rock is the new background music, the soundscape to 
business as usual. Nevertheless, songs from that era comprise much 
of Rolling Stone’s 500 greatest songs list. Why? Because they’re 
consensus picks, ubiquitous. It’s hard to dispute “Hey Jude” — 
Rolling Stone’s #8 — when you’re surrounded by critics. But I’m 
not, so it’s not on my list. I don’t know anyone who’d put “Hey 
Jude” in their top ten. 
    It was a joyful experience compiling this list of my 200 favorite 
songs. The greatest challenge was keeping nostalgia in check. I 
started listening to many of these songs during high school, and a 
string of notes would often transport me to a better, or merely 
different, time. In ordering the songs, I weighed my current 
sensibilities against nostalgia, and sometimes, I just went on  

 
 
 
 
instinct. You’ll find that a handful of captions explore the technical 
merits of a piece, while others evoke a time and place. This is 
intentional. Music, like all art, doesn’t exist in a vacuum.  
    Being true to myself was the big goal. I also tried to represent 
genres that typically get left off these lists, like punk, hardcore, 
indie, and especially, pop-punk. Some critics would rather retire 
than admit they like Blink-182, but I still wear a Blink shirt from 
time to time.  
    This list is subject to change. It is not definitive. It could change 
tomorrow. And in ten years, maybe I’ll reconsider “Hey Jude.” 
 
 
 

Signed, 
 

Patrick Klacza 

August 26, 2014 
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1. Alkaline Trio — “San Francisco” (1998) 

    Want to feel welcome? Loved? Like you’re home? Avoid the 
band that plays “Sweet Home Chicago” in the arrivals terminal at 
O’Hare. I know from experience. Maybe Matt Skiba does, too. 
After all, the drama of “San Francisco” occurs on an airplane 
headed for Chicago, only instead of United or American or 
Southwest, he’s on Hellbound Airlines.  
    Chicago can be a desperate, alienating place. Over anthemic 
guitars, Skiba yearns to be back in San Francisco with his friend. 
Anywhere but “sour home Chicago.” Despite that, I’ve always 
considered this song the definitive Chicago song by the 
quintessential Chicago band. In under four minutes, Alkaline Trio 
evoke so many of our city’s negative qualities, but they do it with 
confidence, precision, and enthusiasm, i.e., with positive qualities 
that I associate with Chicagoans. 
 
2. Slowdive — “Alison” (1993) 

    2005 was a watershed year for me, musically speaking. For the 
first time in my life, I had my own computer –— an HP desktop 
with a practically bottomless hard drive. I began hoarding mp3s. I 
first heard “Alison” on a friend’s MySpace page. Elvis Costello, the 
Lemonheads, Pixies, and the Gin Blossoms have all written odes to 
women with this bewitching name, but Slowdive’s is best. A 
shoegaze classic. 
 
3. Nas — “N.Y. State of Mind” (1994) 

    Nas opens “N.Y. State of Mind” with the classic line, “Straight 
out the fucking dungeons of rap.” Then after proclaiming, “I don’t 

know how to start this shit,” he spits two ferocious, inventive, and 
endlessly quotable verses. But the question remains: what is a 
dungeon of rap? Illmatic certainly sounds subterranean, and it 
always transports me to my friend’s suburban basement. There, 
we’d loop Illmatic, play beer pong, and rap along. And though 
Downers Grove is miles from Queensbridge —  both literally and 
figuratively — Nas’ music is universal. 
 
4. Women — “Black Rice” (2008) 

    The cover of Women’s second album, Public Strain, depicts 
figures trudging through a snowstorm. So it’s appropriate that I fell 
in love with it during Chicago’s blizzard of 2011. Women made 
two joyously claustrophobic records before dissolving in acrimony 
and tragedy. Since then, I’ve made it my mission to preach the 
band’s gospel. “Black Rice” is the best song you’ve never heard, by 
your new favorite band.  

 
5. Saves the Day — “Banned from the Back Porch” (1999) 

    The next time your friend denigrates pop punk, burn him a 
copy of Through Being Cool. If he doesn’t feel something by the time 
the final note of “Banned from the Back Porch” rings out, there’s 
something wrong with him, and you should find a new friend. Hell, 
I’ll be your friend. I’m utterly moved by Conley’s effervescent 
vocals, and I adore crisp palm muting. 
 
6. Guided By Voices — “Game of Pricks” (1995) 

    I discovered Guided By Voices on Pitchfork’s Top 100 Albums 
of the 1990s list. As a music writer and snob, I blanch just typing 
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that, but it’s true. I’ve been a loyal reader for nearly a decade, and 
I’m grateful for the coverage. One paragraph endorsing Bee 
Thousand jumpstarted an obsession that continues to this day. 
“Game of Pricks” is my favorite in Robert Pollard’s suitcase of 
songs. 
 
7. My Bloody Valentine — “To Here Knows When” (1991) 

    Loveless!  

 
8. Prince — “I Would Die 4 U” (1984) 

    One time at the local new wave dance club, the deejay put this 
on, and I straight-up couldn’t dance to it. Didn’t stop me from 
trying, though. Prince owned 1984, and he still owns me.   

 
9. The National — “Brainy” (2007) 

    The musicians who make up the National are masters at 
capturing a very particular sort of vibe. Almost every National song 
sounds better at night or in the rain or with a glass of scotch in 
hand. I could slot any National song ninth, really, but when I 
found myself walking home from the library one dreary autumn 
night, it was “Brainy” that came on.  
 
10.  Simon & Garfunkel — “Bleecker Street” (1964) 

    Many delights await you on “Bleecker Street.” Exquisite 
fingerpicking and harmonies, vivid images, Biblical references. Paul 
wrote this tune the year before folk went electric, but I first heard it 

forty years later and only after The Graduate hit a little too close to 
home.   
 
11.  Brian Eno — “1/1” (1978) 

    Sophomore year, I shared a dorm room with my two friends. 
One night while laser-pointing frat boys, we decided to turn our 
big speakers onto the courtyard and subvert all expectations by 
blaring “1/1,” a song we studied to on a nightly basis. I prefer 
ambient Eno. 
 
12. Nightmare of You — “I Want to Be Buried In Your Backyard” 
(2005) 

    During my first winter break from college, while drinking 
Keystone Light in my friend’s parents’ basement, I spent one last 
confusing night with my high school sweetheart. I knew it was over 
for us. This was the song on the stereo. 
 
13.  Califone — “The Orchids” (2006) 

    California’s Route 101 gets real dark at night, especially in the 
redwood forests. When Kathy and I emerged from them in a Prius 
stuffed with luggage, our coordinates were set on Crescent City, 
and a dense fog hung over the Pacific. 
 
14.  Spitalfield — “I Loved the Way She Said ‘L.A.’” (2003) 

   630! 630! The underrated Spitalfield hailed from DuPage 
County, and so did I. That meant a lot to me in high school, and it 
still does. 
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15.  Virunga — “Sungura” (1991) 

    My go-to summer jam, plucked from obscurity by my smart 
blogger friend. Think vibrant and intuitive guitar interplay, 
ebullient singing, and crystal clear production. 
 
16. Darlene Love — “Christmas (Baby Please Come Home)” 
(1963) 

    One of maybe ten Christmas songs worthy of an out-of-season 
spin. Without fail, Darlene’s annual appearance on Letterman 
coincides with me gorging on videos of Darlene’s annual 
appearances on Letterman on YouTube. 
 
17.  The Velvet Underground — “Venus in Furs” (1967) 

    Lou Reed’s at his best when John Cale’s wailing over him. 
Everyone loves the Velvets. 
 
18. Antony and the Johnsons — “Hope There’s Someone” (2005) 

    A mixtape staple. It’s important for people to know that 
Antony’s voice is out there, should they need it. A devastating song. 
 
19. Vampire Weekend — “Step” (2013) 

    I bought my first pair of boat shoes in 2008. Coincidence? I 
don’t think so. Vampire Weekend is just about my favorite band of 
the past decade, and “Step” is their finest moment.  

 

20. Paul Simon — “Hearts and Bones” (1983) 

    Because Paul Simon explored so many styles over the course of 
decades, he’s on this list more than any other artist. With its quiet, 
African-influenced, pre-Graceland guitar and astutely observed 
lyrics, “Hearts and Bones” feels very adult, and I turn to it when 
I’m seeking guidance about mature songwriting.  
 
21. Dirty Projectors — “Impregnable Question” (2012) 
22.  Big Boi ft. Gucci Mane —“Shine Blockas” (2010) 
23. Kanye West — “Two Words” (2004) 
24. Stevie Wonder — “Knocks Me Off My Feet” (1976) 
25. Stars — “Your Ex-Lover is Dead” (2005) 
26. The Starting Line — “Hello Houston” (2002) 
27. Yazoo — “Only You” (1982) 
28. Cro-Mags — “Seekers of the Truth” (1986) 
29. The Stone Poneys — “Different Drum” (1967) 
30. The Supremes — “I Hear a Symphony” (1965) 
31. Take That — “Back for Good” (1995) 
32. The Maytals — “Sweet and Dandy” (1969) 
33. The Ronettes — “Be My Baby” (1963) 
34. Prince — “When You Were Mine” (1980) 
35. Matt Pond PA — “Halloween” (2005) 
36. Olomana — “Ku’u Home o Kahalu’u” (1976) 
37. Mobb Deep — “Shook Ones (Part II)” (1994) 
38.The Righteous Brothers — “Unchained Melody” (1965) 
39.Keane — “Everybody’s Changing” (2004) 
40. R. Kelly — “I’m a Flirt (Remix)” (2007) 
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41. Jonathan Richman — “Vincent Van Gogh” (2004) 
42. Darkthrone — “Transilvanian Hunger” (1994) 
43. Julee Cruise — “The World Spins” (1989) 
44. The Lawrence Arms — “An Evening of Extraordinary 
Circumstance” (1999) 
45. Bob Marley and the Wailers — “Stir It Up” (1973) 
46. Dusty Springfield — “You Don’t Have to Say You Love Me” 
(1966) 
47. The Cure — “Just Like Heaven” (1987) 
48. Blink-182 — “Wendy Clear” (1999) 
49. Cocteau Twins — “Heaven or Las Vegas” (1990) 
50. Belle and Sebastian — “Seeing Other People” (1996) 
51. Polaris — “Ivy Boy” (1999) 
52. Slayer — “Angel of Death” (1986) 
53. The Smashing Pumpkins — “Galapagos” (1995) 
54. The Smiths — “The Boy With the Thorn in His Side” (1985) 
55. New Found Glory — “Dressed to Kill” (2000) 
56. The Misfits — “Last Caress” (1978) 
57. Morrissey — “First of the Gang to Die” (2004) 
58. Michael Jackson — “Billie Jean” (1982) 
59. American Nightmare — “There’s a Black Hole in the Shadow 
of the Pru” (2001) 
60. Wu-Tang Clan — “Bring Da Ruckus” (1993) 
61. Fucked Up — “David Comes to Life” (2006) 
62. Weather Report — “A Remark You Made” (1977) 
63. Roy Orbison — “In Dreams” (1963) 
64. Joy Division — “Disorder” (1979) 

65. The Notorious B.I.G. — “Juicy” (1994) 
66. The Knife — “Heartbeats” (2003) 
67. Miles Davis — “In a Silent Way/It’s About That Time” (1969) 
68. Keali’i Reichel — “Kauanoeanuhea” (1997) 
69. Galaxie 500 — “Blue Thunder” (1989) 
70. Madonna — “Borderline” (1984) 
71. LCD Soundsystem — “All My Friends” (2007) 
72. Girls — “Jamie Marie” (2011) 
73. Camera Obscura — “Forests and Sands” (2009) 
74. Brian Eno — “St. Elmo’s Fire” (1975) 
75. Electric Light Orchestra — “Sweet Talkin’ Woman” (1978) 
76. Kanye West — “Devil in a New Dress” (2010) 
77. Jay Reatard — “Not a Substitute” (2006) 
78. John Cale — “Graham Greene” (1973) 
79. Alkaline Trio — “You’ve Got So Far to Go” (2000) 
80. Spiritualized — “Ladies and Gentlemen We Are Floating in 
Space” (1997) 
81. R.E.M. — “Harborcoat” (1984) 
82. The Beatles — “And Your Bird Can Sing” (1966) 
83. Q Lazzarus — “Goodbye Horses” (1988) 
84. Pulp — “Disco 2000” (1995) 
85. Yo La Tengo — “Sugarcube” (1997) 
86. The Lemonheads — “It’s a Shame About Ray” (1992) 
87. Destroyer — “Blue Eyes” (2011) 
88. Pat Metheny — “Song For the Boys” (2003) 
89. The Smoking Popes — “No More Smiles” (1997) 
90. Chapterhouse — “Breather” (1991) 
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91. Fleetwood Mac — “Sara” (1979) 
92. Jimmy Cliff — “The Harder They Come” (1972) 
93. John Coltrane — “Part 1: Acknowledgement” (1965) 
94. Midlake — “Roscoe” (2006) 
95. Weekend Nachos — “Necrolepsy” (2005) 
96. Sun Kil Moon — “Carissa” (2014) 
97. Veronica Falls — “Teenage” (2012) 
98.  Stevie Wonder — “For Once In My Life” (1968) 
99. Taking Back Sunday — “Bike Scene” (2002) 
100. The Beach Boys — “Don’t Worry Baby” (1964) 
101. Saturday Looks Good To Me — “Lift Me Up” (2004) 
102. Paul Simon — “Graceland” (1986) 
103. Shipwreck — “Cavern” (2005) 
104. Pavement — “Here” (1992) 
105. The Promise Ring — “Perfect Lines” (1997) 
106. Deerhunter — “Memory Boy” (2010) 
107. Sunday’s Best — “The Californian” (2002) 
108. New Order — “Your Silent Face” (1983) 
109. Texas is the Reason — “Antique” (1995) 
110. Weezer — “No One Else” (1994) 
111. The Lawrence Arms — “Fireflies” (2003) 
112. Mental — “Respect” (2003) 
113. The Stone Roses — “She Bangs the Drums” (1989)   
114. Simon & Garfunkel — “American Tune” (1982) 
115. Jimmy Buffett — “He Went to Paris” (1973) 
116. Jeff Buckley — “Last Goodbye” (1994) 
117. Leonard Cohen — “Suzanne” (1967) 

118. Neutral Milk Hotel — “Holland, 1945” (1998) 
119. Wilco — “War on War” (2002) 
120. Interpol — “Stella Was a Diver and She Was Always Down” 
(2002) 
121. The Sundays — “Summertime” (1997) 
122. Nick Drake — “Place to Be” (1972) 
123. R.E.M. — “Nightswimming” (1984) 
124. Panda Bear — “Take Pills” (2007) 
125. Asobi Seksu — “Goodbye” (2006) 
126. Bob Dylan — “One of Us Must Know (Sooner or Later)” 
(1966) 
127. The Format — “Oceans” (2006) 
128. The Microphones — “I Felt Your Shape” (2001) 
129. David Bowie — “Starman” (1972) 
130. Desmond Dekker & the Aces — “Israelites” (1968) 
131. Mew — “She Came Home for Christmas” (2003) 
132. Minor Threat — “Filler” (1981) 
133. Birdman and Lil Wayne — “Stuntin’ Like My Daddy” 
(2006) 
134. Raekwon — “Ice Cream” (1995) 
135. Division — “Regrets” (2001) 
136. Meat Loaf — “Heaven Can Wait” (1977) 
137. Jim Croce — “Operator” (1972) 
138. Iris DeMent — “Our Town” (1993) 
139. HIM — “Poison Girl” (1999) 
140. Angelo Badalamenti — “Laura Palmer’s Theme” (1990) 
141. The Beatles — “Here, There and Everywhere” (1966) 
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142. Brand New — “Jesus” (2006) 
143. Taylor Swift — “Love Story” (2008) 
144. The Zombies — “This Will Be Our Year” (1968) 
145. The Beastie Boys — “Shadrach” (1989) 
146. Owen — “The Sad Waltzes of Pietro Crespi” (2006) 
147. Pere Ubu — “Breath” (1989) 
148. The Strokes — “Barely Legal” (2001) 
149. The Jackson 5 — “I Want You Back” (1969) 
150. Sigur Ros — “Svefn-g-englar” (1999)  
151. The Hold Steady — “Stuck Between Stations” (2006) 
152. Chinoy — “Klara” (2009) 
153. Depeche Mode — “Enjoy the Silence” (1990) 
154. Slapstick — “The Park” (1997) 
155. The Rolling Stones — “Tumbling Dice” (1972) 
156. Keith Sweat — “Twisted” (1996) 
157. The Men — “Ex-Dreams” (2012) 
158. Sheila E — “The Glamorous Life” (1984) 
159. Joe Williams - “Every Night” (1987) 
160. Ceremony — “Kersed” (2005) 
161. Elvis Costello — “Oliver’s Army” (1979) 
162. Fall Out Boy — “Of All the Gin Joints in All the World” 
(2005) 
163.  jj — “From Africa to Malaga” (2009) 
164. Clipse — “We Got It For Cheap (Intro)” (2006) 
165. Oasis — “Don’t Look Back in Anger” (1995) 
166. How to Dress Well — “& It Was U” (2012) 
167. The Four Seasons — “Let’s Hang On!” (1965) 

168. Descendents — “Bikeage” (1982) 
169. Steely Dan — “Reelin’ in the Years” (1972) 
170. Sade — “By Your Side” (2000) 
171. DePaul University Jazz Ensemble ft. Phil Woods — 
“Goodbye, Mr. Evans” (2004) 
172. Marshall Crenshaw — “Cynical Girl” (1982) 
173. Dennis Harte — “Summer’s Over” (early-70s) 
174. Robyn — “Dancing On My Own” (2010) 
175. Bill Callahan — “Jim Cain” (2009) 
176. The Killer — “Pills” (2004) 
177. Bruce Springsteen — “Thunder Road” (1975) 
178. Creedence Clearwater Revival — “Lodi” (1969) 
179. Sexy Kids — “Sisters Are Forever” (2008) 
180. The Clientele — “Reflections After Jane” (2000) 
181. Peter Grudzien — “The Unicorn” (1974) 
182. Chvrches — “The Mother We Share” (2012)  
183. Blacklisted — “Wish” (2008) 
184. Bonnie ‘Prince’ Billy — “I See a Darkness” (1999) 
185. The Game — “Hate It or Love It” (2005) 
186. Iyaz — “Replay” (2009) 
187. The Delfonics — “Didn’t I (Blow Your Mind This Time)” 
(1970) 
188. A-ha — “Take On Me” (1985) 
189. The Marmalade — “Reflections of My Life” (1969) 
190. Jacks — “Stop the Clock” (1968)  
191. Emperor — “Into the Infinity of Thoughts” (1994) 
192. Burial — “Archangel” (2007) 
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193. The Left Banke — “Walk Away Renee” (1966) 
194. Sugar — “If I Can’t Change Your Mind” (1992) 
195. Grouper — “Heavy Water/I’d Rather Be Sleeping” (2008) 
196. Animal Collective — “For Reverend Green” (2007) 
197. Talking Heads — “And She Was” (1985) 
198. Main Source — “Live at the Barbeque” (1991) 
199. Windjammer — “Tossing and Turning” (1984) 
200. John Barna — “Simple Arrangement” (2012) 
 

 
Where Are My People?  
by Margaret Murray 
 

Rude. 
A Jerk. 
Useless. 
Dumbshit. 
Not as good as he thinks he is and definitely not as good as Jay-Z. 
Arrogant. 
Stupid. 
Why can’t he be stopped? 
His fans are as stupid as he is. 

 
    I don’t have many friends who love Kanye West. Mostly they 
think he’s terrible. Sometimes they say the above, or sometimes I 
hear the above from people who aren’t my friends but who are 
loosely affiliated with me. So much hate and anger. We who love 
music carry on an endless dialogue about it. Within that dialogue, 
there is a section titled “What is the value of Kanye West?” In my 
demographic, it reads like variations on “He’s an asshole,” and not 
one drop about the music. 
    I love Kanye’s music and, by extension, I love him, arrogance 
and all. If it is arrogance. I don’t read him that way, and I’m sorry 
— not necessarily for Kanye; he’ll be fine. I’m sorry for me. I’m 
sorry because music means so much to me, but I’ve been shut 
down in my attempts to talk about Kanye West. 
    I am white, a woman, and over thirty. I grew up in rural Iowa, 
and it was not an easy life. My father is from Ireland, my mother is 
first-generation American (her family is Canadian) and my 
stepmother is Chinese. My friends, I think, are similar in look to 
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me, though different in upbringing. There is some diversity in my 
range of friends, but not as much as I’d like. I know I have more 
fondness for hip hop than most of my friends — I think it’s the 
future of music. Hip hop, rap and electronica are the most exciting 
genres in music, but my fondness for Kanye West leaves me out on 
the social edge among my friends. I have very little company, and 
the intense discussion I’m looking for doesn’t exist. 
 

All of the Lights 
Cop lights, flashlights, spot lights 
Strobe lights, street lights 
All of the lights 
All of the lights 

 
    This song (“All of the Lights” from West’s My Beautiful Dark 
Twisted Fantasy) makes my mind whirl. It’s a simple story that 
spins out of control. A guy makes a few mistakes and his life blows 
up. Trumpets and voices (fourteen guest artists lent their voices to 
the song) layer over each other as the complexity builds and crashes 
down in the chorus. Everywhere the guy looks, it’s blinding: 
something else flashes, signals, speeds up, and adds to his sense of 
desperation and loss of control. In the video, Kanye stands on a 
police car, shouting out the names of all of the lights. The song 
shimmers with electricity, the voices lapping over each other as if 
no one can get enough. 
    As the song progresses, that rushing pace transforms from 
running away to cruising with, it becomes an all-out lifestyle. 
Kanye’s going to surf that wave of jittering, flashing light and 
nerves and let it carry him as far as it goes, crashing full onto 
whatever shore rises. He’s telling us how it feels to take bad panic 
and turn it into an overdriven answer for everything. 
 

Restraining order 
Can’t see my daughter 
Her mother, brother, grandmother hate me in that order 

 
There’s nowhere good to turn, but a man has to go on. He can 
hate himself but use it as bitter fuel. The lights become the rush of 
life and the illumination of life, just a list of lights. They accuse and 
control. The beauty of that recited list makes the listener feel 
hunted and sketchy, buzzing, on edge. To drive this feeling even 
harder, the song brings in a marching band, with cymbal crashes 
and rattling percussion. It feels like a roller coaster. It’s exhilarating. 
    I’m not writing this to review Kanye West’s music; that’s been 
done, and done well. He gets critical raves. I just listened to Yeezus 
(released June 2013) an hour ago, and it stuns me to the point that 
I want to cry. It’s a bludgeoning, distorted, stripped-down record 
that sounds like nothing else in hip hop. There is a phenomenal 
moment at the end of “I Am a God” with screaming and gasping as 
terrifying and sad as anything I’ve heard. It is more of the music I 
have waited all my life to hear. That’s what I tell myself whenever I 
hear music that resonates on some deep, unborn level. “I have 
waited all my life for that.” 
    “His fans are as stupid as he is.” That was written by an 
acquaintance as part of a long list of Facebook posts in reaction to 
Kanye’s rant from a show in London in July. A lot of people on the 
thread weren’t at the show, but chimed in with similar comments. 
It’s where I find myself lost, and in a world I thought I knew. We 
grew up on punk rock and industrial music. Nirvana destroyed 
countless audio consoles at the end of shows. Darby Crash cut 
himself, and Flipper was too wasted to finish or sometimes even 
start shows. We searched then and still search now for music raw 
enough to speak first to our unconscious. We listened to music that 
was often inarticulate and misguided, swamping our organs before 
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we knew what was happening. We have GG Allin in our history. 
We have Einsturzende Neubauten, Throbbing Gristle, the Circle 
Jerks, and the Swans. 
    Maybe I’m wrong about all of it — maybe “he’s arrogant” is 
now a reason not to listen to music that matters. I had built an idea 
of my contemporaries and friends in my head that may not be 
what really is. 
    I remember that Eminem got some of this reaction when he 
emerged, but it didn’t feel the same. A couple of my friends felt 
like he spread disdain and hatred for gay people, and some others 
felt like he was misogynist. I can understand those friends’ 
reactions: they listened to his music and came away feeling battered. 
I loved Eminem from the first time I heard him, but there are hard 
things in what he says, and he’s a complicated man. He’s not 
entirely a hero and not entirely a villain, but he feels real. I know 
what he’s talking about. I still knew my people when they didn’t 
love him. The foundation held strong. 
    The general dislike I’m encountering for Kanye feels 
unsubstantiated. It feels deep and uneducated, like some form of 
powerful animal that can still function after its head has been run 
over. Dragging its brain behind it on the street, useless, it barks out 
opinions. I ask friends what they dislike about Kanye, and I get 
back, “Well, he tried to take Taylor Swift’s award away.” What? To 
this demographic, Taylor Swift should not be worth the breath 
wasted to say her name. If the conversation is still about music, 
that is. Her music sounds like nothing. I can’t even hear it. No one 
I know listens to her records. 
    So if it’s not music, then what are we talking about? I know that, 
demographically speaking, one of the largest unspoken fan bases for 
hip hop is rural white people. The music makes sense to those 
angry at being left out of a national conversation, over having a 
lifestyle that isn’t seen or heard unless stereotyped on television. I 

know both of my brothers like Kanye West, and our upbringing 
was among many alienated, rural white people. We relate to rage 
and disappointment, confusion, overindulgence, and basic sadness 
in music. Although I know most of my friends didn’t grow up in 
rural places, I thought we still felt the same way about music… but 
they don’t like Kanye — and, secure in that dislike, they don’t even 
know what his music sounds like or is about. 
    I want to talk about innovation in music, how much it means to 
me, and I’m hearing back, “Guns… blah, blah… women being 
treated badly… blah, blah,” and not one word about diverse 
musicians, raw sounds, songs careening all over the place, and 
concepts like the subject of Kanye’s “New Slaves”: the prison-
industrial complex using incarcerated inmates as cheap labor. 
Inmates who are largely and unfairly people of color. I’m not 
hearing anything about Kanye’s music, because I don’t think 
they’re listening to it. Kanye has written songs that make me 
emotional and connected before I can articulate why. He writes 
songs that make me feel like we share blood. When that blood rose 
to my eyes, I started trying to talk about it. I wanted to share it, I 
wanted to figure it out. I can’t turn my back on someone I share 
blood with. 
    As Kanye emerges, he breaks as a wave over the mostly white 
people of this country. His life smashes onto the vast shore of white 
majority life. Kanye is a black man now speaking and being heard 
by a white majority people. We may have no idea where he’s 
coming from, but we hear him as if he’s always been a part of us. 
He is not from us. He’s telling us the truth and we’re telling him 
we don’t like it. His amazing gift has made it possible for his music 
to reach the majority-white “us” but we can’t understand that there 
are different lives going on. A black man in this country faces a 
different reality than a white man. Kanye is aware, and had the 
education and ability to articulate this reality. He didn’t grow up 
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on the streets, but he knows them and is able to speak for those 
who can’t get access. “Yeezus” as a record title doesn’t sound so far 
off to me at the moment. We can’t hear the life he’s describing in 
anything other than our own terms. I think we’ve asked him for a 
terrible sacrifice: to submit to being what we understand of him. 
We want the conversation about Kanye to be in our language. 
    Kanye says some things that put me off — he takes too many 
things personally, and he gets defensive — but I’m not angry that 
he’s talking. I think it’s possible that Kanye sounds the way he does 
because he’s been fighting to be heard, and all we know is that he 
sounds angry. Our noise gate finally got met so the sound comes 
through, and we’re hearing him not at his beginning but at the end 
of a long fight. He’s broken fresh on our white shore, but he’s been 
him for 37 years. Sometimes I think he may suffer from PTSD. He 
doesn’t sound like we expect him to sound, but how must we 
sound to him? This country is open to me; I could move anywhere. 
I wonder if Kanye felt that way before he got famous.  
    And what does it feel like to have what you’re doing reduced like 
a mathematical equation to a figure you don’t recognize? I think 
often of a friend of mine who played guitar in a band that got some 
notice. He was interviewed over the phone by someone from a 
small music magazine who said, “I can hear the Sonic Youth 
influence in what you do.” My friend interrupted to say that his 
band wasn’t influenced by Sonic Youth, that no one in the band 
listened to Sonic Youth, and that both bands had been around for 
approximately the same amount of time. The journalist insisted 
that he could hear the Sonic Youth influence, at which point my 
guitar-playing friend said, “If you’ve only heard three bands in your 
life, then every new band you hear will sound like one of them.”  
    I hear two problems in that conversation. Hearing something 
similar to what you know and assuming an influence, and having a 
voice (journalism) powered by limited understanding. I think 

Kanye’s public perception suffers from the fallout of both of these 
as he has emerged into a larger recognition. He’s a dog whistle of 
experience, beyond the range of those who write and speak 
carelessly about him. 
    My life has changed because of Kanye West’s music, and that of 
others like him. I currently listen to Earl Sweatshirt, Shabazz 
Palaces, ADd+, Odd Future, Pusha T, G-Side, Hopsin, Cage, 
HBK Gang, Kendrick Lamar, Cool Kids, Das Racist, Schoolboy Q, 
Nelly, Kid Cudi, Isaiah Rashad, clipping., Death Grips, and always 
Tupac. That’s not all of them, but these are top of mind. I’ve been 
listening to rap and hip hop for a long time. In 1986, I desperately 
wanted to go see Run DMC in New York, but I had no one to go 
with, and I thought it would be hard for me to go alone. I think it 
would have been, but I should have said what this music means to 
me louder and earlier than I have done. 
    I don’t want to be alone out here. I want back the careful 
consideration of music that I’ve seen from my friends, and as 
Kanye fights to open perspective, I want to fight with him, but 
from the opposite direction. Listen to the music, goddamn it. It 
will break you into pieces, like all great music. Face the idea that as 
much as we say race doesn’t make a difference, maybe it does. 
Listen, listen, and listen again. Not as an expert, but as an explorer. 
I love this man’s music and I don’t feel a need to dissect his 
personality, because it doesn’t change the music.  

www  



lyric and illustration by Vernon Tonges“Skeleton Man,”
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200 Favorite Songs 
by Beau O’Reilly  
 
    ‘I’m stuck with a valuable friend…’ This seemed like such a 
simple idea at the beginning. I'd been spending a lot of time with 
songs and song writing, and desperately trying to organize the 
thousands of CDs sprawling in every corner of my apartment, 
before those little discs were replaced with electronic blips that you 
could just plug into your inner ear, when the editors at CAJ 
suggested that I write about songs and music. I don't think they or 
I knew what a momentous task it would turn out to be. I 
arbitrarily suggested two hundred favorites over fifty years, from 
1963 on. It took two years, almost, to complete this article and I 
would write it differently tomorrow.  
    Maybe I should have just picked two hundred songwriters and 
left it at that. It would've been simpler, and when I think of the 
mass of beloved songs I have had to leave off, the whole project 
feels dazzling and confusing, and probably like my most thorough 
therapy session ever. Do I always prefer dead people’s songs? Do I 
include the ones from the guy who stole my girlfriend thirty years 
ago, the ones from the guy who dumped my sister, the ones I only 
listened to in an altered state after swooning over one feeling or 
another? Yes! Is there room for personal resentments in a favorites 
list? The Stones were always more successful than me and my 
friends, and why is that fair? You get the idea.  
    A few of my friends offered suggestions, usually very helpful, but 
along the lines of “Have you included Patti Smith, and if not, what 
in the world have you been listening to?” I went back and included 
Patti Smith, and really enjoyed spending some days with her stuff; 
I considered dumping everything else and just writing about her!  
 

 
    Somewhere along the way, I realized with some regret that I just 
wasn’t going to include any hip-hop. I've heard some hip-hop 
songs that trigger my imagination and make my feet move, but the 
songs just don’t stand up in my relish-this-again-and-again ear. I 
did remind myself several times during the course of this writing 
that the unusual song was just as exciting to me as the track often 
listened to, so I went back and re-listened to those. Some of them 
got on the list: thus, Eugene Chadbourne is there; Steely Dan is 
not. Along the way I discovered a healthy pile of songs that I'd 
never listened to before, in some cases never even heard of, from all 
different eras. I also found I have a real prejudice toward songs 
where lyrics are essential, where the voice leads the charge, but 
ended up including some instrumental pieces anyway. I was not 
going to leave Duane Allman off, for instance. I grew up humming 
“Take Five” by Paul Desmond, which was written before 1963; 
otherwise, that tune would have made it. And I don’t consider 
myself knowledgeable enough to write about jazz or classical. 
Maybe when I’m older.   
    A few more disclaimers: all the songs here appeared between 
1963 and 2013, by my choice. That restriction let me pretend to 
keep it to two hundred songs. It also let me start in 1963, which is 
the year I started listening to the radio. If it were not for that 
limitation, Jimmy Rodgers, Hank Williams, Robert Johnson, 
Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill, Hoagy Carmichael, Woody Guthrie, 
Yip Harburg, the Gershwins, and Chuck Berry would have 
dominated the list. (A few of them will sneak in anyway.) And I 
know a lot of really great songwriters. Some of them are going to 
be here. I won’t include any of the songs I myself have written 
collaboratively, but I will include songs by some people I have 
worked with. 
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    As my friend Lena Magnus Brün, 12 years old, said to me one 
night when she was helping me type this list, “Beau, who is going 
to read all this?” The answer was, “Well, really nobody.” You don’t 
have to read the whole thing. Skip around and find the things that 
interest you. You might be surprised by some of my choices and 
outraged by some of the things I left off. I was. I had an awful lot 
of fun. Thanks.  
 
 
 

Beau O’Reilly 

August 2014 

 

ARTHUR ALEXANDER 
“In the Middle of It All” 
    Arthur wrote songs for Rick Hall’s FAME Studios in Muscle 
Shoals, Alabama, and sang them in an effortless baritone. He had a 
song on the first Beatles album, “Anna,” and the first Stones album, 
“You Better Move On,” trumping even Chuck Berry. But by the 
end of the seventies, he was back driving a bus. Dan Penn, another 
veteran of the FAME gang, brought him back at the end of the 
eighties with a tribute that included Nick Lowe’s gorgeous reading 
of this ballad. My friends look at me and say, ‘I wonder how he got 
that way, the gu-uy doesn’t even smile at all.’ Arthur had a comeback 
album, made with Penn and Spooner Oldham, and recut this song. 
It’s good — a little funkier than Nick’s, which is thrillingly sad. 
Alexander died shortly after. 
 
MOSE ALLISON 
“Wild Man on the Loose” 
    Nineteen sixty-six, and Mose was on a roll. His Southern, dry-
cocktail-on-the-back-porch approach to the blues song, with its 
sharp and wry lyrics, were getting covered by lots of great singers. 
“Wild Man” showed what a great singer Mose is, setting the stage 
for Randy Newman and Tom Waits, but putting it up in the high 
register, with a lot of nasal in it. Released on Atlantic Records, 
home in 1966 to all the cool jazz and R&B singers, with Earl May 
on bass and the great Paul Motian on drums. I always wanted to do 
this song, but piano players were too scared to touch it. Once 
you’ve heard Mose do it, you have to be Dr. John or Leon Russell 
to try it, I guess. But show some balls, piano players. The whole 
album of the same name is great; if you find it in mono, that’s the 
one. It grooves.  
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DUANE ALLMAN 
“Little Martha” 
    This is Duane Allman’s acoustic guitar instrumental from Eat a 
Peach, his last album with the Brothers. Eat a Peach was cool. Four 
sides on vinyl, it came out my last year in high school, and the best 
stuff on it was instrumental. Me and my high school girlfriend had 
a dog named Rita Peach! Duane didn’t write, unless you count his 
soaring slide solos. “Little Martha” is a bouncy acoustic guitar 
number. My old man, whose idea of hep was Dave Brubeck and 
the Swingle Singers, had a morning radio show that year and used 
“Little Martha” for his exit every day. A hooky song. I’m whistling 
it right now. Duane will come up a bunch on this list, usually as a 
side man. He was a memorable guy, full of passion and chutzpah as 
a player. 
   
MEG and NIA AMANDES 
“Murder in Funky Town” 
“Amanda” 
    Man, when those Midnight Moxie girls (Meg and Nia are sisters 
and Sara Chang is their pal) get it going! All three of them switch 
instruments back and forth, and they all can sing strong lead and 
great harmonies. “Funkytown” is so funky and funny; I dig Nia’s 
drums and Sara’s bass particularly. And Nia’s love song to her cat, 
“Amanda,” is particularly catchy and hangs in the ear. Folk roots, 
maybe, but more like the Roches’ folk than the Joan Baez tone. 
And they really like to dance it, so things get jumping, especially 
here in Funky Town.  
 

ERIC ANDERSEN 
“Thirsty Boots” 
    Eric was/is a contemporary of Dylan, sometime lovers with Patti 
Smith and Joni Mitchell, wrote songs with Lou Reed, Rick Danko 
and Townes Van Zandt, liked his heroin and the Chelsea Hotel, 
rode on the rock ’n roll train tour with Janis Joplin and the Dead, 
formed a song-first trio in late career with Rick Danko, and in his 
late 60s did two albums of songs by his contemporaries that 
brought back David Blue and Fred Neill. Eric remains a sweet, 
mournful folk singer with a conscience through all of that. I have 
been listening to him since nineteen sixty-five, and his live album 
from about three years ago, Blue Rain, playing with a Norwegian 
blues band, is often on my turntable. Dylan recently released a 
version of “Thirsty Boots” that he cut in ‘74 with David Bromberg. 
The song is an homage to the activist in the Civil Rights 
Movement: from dirty words and muddy cells, your clothes, your 
clothes are soiled and stained.  The song appeared originally on ‘Bout 
Changes and Things, an album Eric cut twice: once alone and then 
again with a band that featured pianist Paul Harris. Both were 
released on Vanguard, I had them both and that was cool. 

“Close the Door Lightly When You Go” 
    Just the rueful I-see-you’re leaving-me-song that I spent twenty 
years living out: when the lady likes you and still packs her bag.  
Also from ‘Bout Changes.  Fairport Convention did it, with Sandy 
Denny and Ian Mathews singing like twins, on Heyday. 

“Sheila” 

    Blue River was Eric’s best record, with songs produced 
beautifully by Nashville session bassist Norbert Putnam. Joni sings 
on the title cut, but it’s “Sheila,” the best song ever written about 
heroin addiction, that sticks to me. Eric does it on that live record 
with the Norwegian guys, forty years later. 
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“Wind and Sand” 

    From the same LP.  Stark and lovely: Eric on piano and harp, 
Putnam on bass. Right through your hand, like wind and sand. 

“Gonna Go Crazy” 
    On You Can’t Relive the Past — Andersen wrote the title song 
with Lou Reed — Eric did this one down in Mississippi with some 
juke joint guys, and it just rocks. Mostly drums and lead guitar, it 
was on a lot of my have-to-listen-to-this-now cassettes of that era. 
Yes, cassettes; don’t snob out. Released in 2000. 
 
THE BAND 
“Life is a Carnival” 
    Robbie Robertson, Rick Danko, Levon Helm: the street, the 
hustle, the small-town carny on the move. In most ways, this song 
captures the Band at its best.  Written by three of them, with great 
horn arrangements that feature Garth Hudson, their ambidextrous, 
play-anything-with-a-beard, best soloist. The three-pronged vocal 
attack is in full force: Who has the lead? I got it! Who has the 
harmony? I got it! Danko, Helm, and Richard Manuel are perhaps 
the best male vocal triple-threat to come out of rock ’n roll.  The 
best version of this song is on Rock of Ages, with Allen Toussaint’s 
gracefully expanded horn section widening the band’s tight sound 
throughout.  Originally recorded on Cahoots. 

“Tears of Rage” 
    Manuel wrote this with Dylan for Big Pink, The Band’s first 
album, which included two or three other good songs by Richard, a 
beautiful singer with an unearthly falsetto and a deep warm earth 
tone that owed much to gospel and pre-20th century folk music. 
Even on a bad night, Richard sends shivers down my spine.   

“Acadian Driftwood” 
    Robbie Robertson took over all the songwriting officially with 
Northern Lights — Southern Cross, a decision that would lead to 
constant bickering over who wrote what between Levon and 
Robbie that would put a shadow on the blue-collar brotherhood we 
Band fans loved.   
    (Who knows, really, but I remember, on first viewing of The 
Last Waltz, that Robertson’s main job seemed to be as interpreter 
of the rest of the band’s eccentricities. They were all bigger than life. 
Robertson never wrote as well when he got away from Levon and 
the others. Levon and The Band played Robbie’s songs for the rest 
of their careers and made a living doing it, and Robertson never 
publicly objected. Garth remains an interesting presence, showing 
up on Daniel Lanois and Neko Case’s records, playing with his 
wife Maud. Reports have him flat broke, though. Robbie should 
just shut up and give him some of that songwriting money.)  
    In any case, “Acadian Driftwood” mined the old folk idioms and 
sense of mourning of gypsy immigrant culture that so predates 
hippie culture. The song tracks the French Acadians from Canada 
to New Orleans in the late 1800s. The trio-lead vocal style of 
Manuel, Danko and Helm; the stately arrangement that builds 
around Garth Hudson’s accordion and guest Byron Berline’s 
fiddle; and the quiet power of the arrangement all make this song 
stand out. 

“Living in a Dream” 
    From the same album, and just as good, with Levon’s jaunty 
vocal and Garth’s horn. A simple song about making it with and 
for the lady; Levon whistles out the coda at the end. 

“Money Whipped” 
    Once Robertson left and stayed gone, the rest of the group made 
regular efforts to make music and a living off of being The Band. 
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Three studio albums appeared after Manuel’s suicide — Jericho is 
the best, featuring arguably the best cover ever of Springsteen’s 
“Atlantic City.” Levon was still in fine vocal form, and John Simon, 
who produced their first albums, was back for this one; some nice 
group writing results. Before they made Jericho they made a record 
that never came out, with Jules Shear.  Jules was and is a fine 
lyricist, who can more than warble. “Too Soon Gone,” Danko 
singing goodbye to Manuel, is the best of that collaboration.  But 
“Money Whipped,” which seems to have been written by 
everybody hanging around that day, is very funny, unlike anything 
they did before. Levon takes a verse, then Danko, and then what 
appears to be a Garth Hudson vocal — rare indeed — sounding 
like a pharmacist with a head cold. It’s widely bootlegged now on 
the on the internet, as The Lost Album. 
 
CAPTAIN BEEFHEART 
“Grow Fins” 
    The amazing thing is that this guy had a recording career. He 
was so raw and undiluted, like drinking moonshine out of a Sterno 
can at a modern art gallery. Finding him on A&M Records in 
1968 is an impossible happenstance. He was mean, controlling; he 
could play something on any instrument; he was known for being 
completely uncompromising, berating all his musicians and, really, 
anybody.  Beefheart was what Johnny Rotten wanted to be like 
when he grew up. There is a raw and holy shamanistic through line 
in music, from Howlin’ Wolf to Captain Beefheart to Tom Waits, 
that informs later twentieth-century songwriting as much as Buddy 
Holly informed the Beatles. My friends and I know this, and 
Eugene Chadbourne knows it. Townes Van Zandt would invite 
them all out to the bog to drink and dance while eating the heads 
of snakes, sucking off mosquitos while the devil copulates with all 
the archangels. Beefheart is the shaman of this unsightly crew, as 

much as for his growl, his top hat, his dada-inspired lyrics as for his 
considerable musical inventiveness. Gonna grow fins and leave these 
land-lubbing women alone, oh yeah.   
    Beefheart’s Trout Mask Replica was recorded in 1969 in a house 
with two bedrooms. Beefheart slept in one room, and everyone else 
in the other. It came out on Zappa’s Straight label, and had a 
whopping 28 tracks. Beefheart provided vocals on Frank Zappa’s 
“Willie the Pimp.”  In 1982 he quit music to paint, living in a 
trailer in the Mojave desert. He died of cerebral palsy in 2010. 
There is a story that my friend H.B. Ward wept at his passing; I 
hope it is not apocryphal. Regrets, I’ve had a few: letting go all my 
Beefheart vinyl.  
 
HOMER BANKS and ALLEN JONES 
“I Can’t Stand Up for Falling Down” 
    Recorded by Sam & Dave in 1967, and then again by Elvis 
Costello in 1980. Both versions of this song are memorable, Sam 
& Dave’s because of their close, tight harmony singing, an almost 
love song caress they give the lyrics. But it’s Elvis (oh yeah, it is) on 
the amazing Get Happy!! that kicks the shit out of this song, makes 
you want to dance in place, drink heavily, and stay up all night 
with the wrong person.  
 
THOM BELL and LINDA CREED 
“The Rubberband Man” 
    The Spinners had the hit version on the radio — Hand me down 
my walkin’ cane, hand me down my hurry up, now don’t be late ’cause 
we ain’t got time for that — an almost-disco, too-long version of the 
song. Nick Lowe recut it from a live disc with his Brinsley Schwarz 
band, and his tongue was firmly in cheek.  
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WILLIAM BELL & BOOKER T. JONES 
“Born Under A Bad Sign” 
    Bell and Jones wrote this for Albert King, who needed a blues 
song, and cut it in ’67. Cream covered it the next year, with a great 
vocal from Jack Bruce. Clapton always loved Albert’s playing. The 
original was recorded with Booker T. and the M.G.’s. 

Hard luck and trouble is my only friend  
I been on my own ever since I was ten  
Born under a bad sign  
I been down since I begin to crawl  
If it wasn't for bad luck, I wouldn't have no luck at all  

    Albert was the smoothest singer of the King boys — B.B., 
Freddie, and Albert. This song became a standard for blues players. 
Great guitar from Cropper and King, pacing each other. I’ll hear it 
at the Starbucks and stop what I’m doing, because this is way 
better than coffee and the crossword. 
  
MICHAEL BLOOMFIELD with NICK GRAVENITES 
“East West” 
    Mike Bloomfield wrote this with Nick Gravenites for the Paul 
Butterfield Blues Band. It was a wild song for ’66, as much Indian 
Raga as blues in its rhythms and tone, but played by Butter’s boys, 
a hot, tough Chicago blues outfit. Elvin Bishop and Butter were 
Greasers from the West Side. Jerome Arnold and Sam Lay were 
black South Siders who had backed up Howlin’ Wolf. Bloomfield 
was the wildest gunslinger on the blues guitar, a master of style and 
tone who would speed-talk, bouncing in place while his long Jew 
‘fro haircut jammed, curls straight up and threatening the ceiling. 
Butter carried a gun and blew harp like he was determined to 
knock Junior Welles or Sonny Terry off the stage. (He had a shot 
with Junior: a stronger tone, more passion in his playing; but I saw 

Sonny Terry live several times, and Butter didn’t live long enough 
to catch him.)  
    With “East West,” the band often played for over twenty 
minutes, trading off solos. Bloomfield was a magician, really: his 
playing in this era, which included work on Highway 61 with 
Dylan and Al Kooper’s Super Session, has never been surpassed. 
Bloomfield was an insomniac, a heroin user, hyper and erratic. His 
playing was always something, with the Electric Flag or on those 
instructional blues albums on Takoma. Recently, Kooper put 
together a pretty good box set of Bloomfield’s stuff throughout his 
too-short career. 
 
DAVID BLUE 
“Train to Anaheim” 
    On a David Blue day I hunker in, following the song from the 
locked room to the broken needle, from the stranger’s bed to the 
familiar floor. And the women — oh, the women…  I get David 
Blue days.  
    David made two great records and four or five decent ones. He 
was a poet-singer, with a croon that was probably what people 
imagined Dylan sounded like. (Dylan actually had a terrific voice, 
able to shift range, character, and intention at will through most of 
his career.) Blue had a rasp and a weariness that put your ear on the 
words and never seemed to vary much, but in a cabaret talk-singing 
way he could ride any of his songs effortlessly. Blue was one of 
Dylan’s entourage in Greenwich Village; played a character named 
Bob Dylan in the film Renaldo and Clara; may have been the Blue 
in that Joni Mitchell song; never was Leonard Cohen’s cousin, even 
though he encouraged that rumor by portraying Leonard in a stage 
show and writing a song about Leonard’s lover, Marianne; wrote 
“Outlaw Man,” the best song on any Eagles album; and died at age 
forty-one.  
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“Come On John” 
    A song from Stories, 1972. Ry Cooder’s slide makes it edgy: the 
guy’s shooting up, and, well, he’s doing it every day. Bob Rifkin on 
bass, and no drums. It moves, for all that. “Train to Anaheim” is 
from Nice Baby and The Angel, produced, surprisingly, by Graham 
Nash, with a band built around Traffic guitarist Dave Mason. 
Heartbreak and she’s gone, Blue was desperate and chasing that 
train.  “On Sunday, Any Sunday” just as good.  Oh, and “Lady 
O’Lady.” This guy should have ten songs on this list! 
 
DAVID BOWIE 
“Scary Monsters (and Super Creeps)” 
    Bowie sits — like Brando, Dean, Dietrich — among the coolest 
one-name stars. Just a few years younger than Lennon and Jagger, 
Bowie has always felt like another generation altogether. He 
invented glam and left it before it took off; he out-popped Lennon 
and McCartney with Ziggy Stardust; he brought back Lou Reed by 
producing Transformer. His songs were always stories, always 
persona-driven, never obviously him. Bowie could be anybody cool, 
and he often was. His guitarists, most notably Mick Ronson and 
Earl Slick, had a hard, jagged, cold, dangerous sound. Bowie after 
Hunky Dory, which was lovely in its kooky sweetness, was never 
sentimental. If he had soft edges he didn’t put them on his records. 
The records were scary, smart, probingly dangerous to listen to and 
think about too much if you wanted the world to be what your 
mom and dad wanted it to be. Me and my people didn’t want that 
anyway, and Bowie was the first one after the hippies to say, “Fuck, 
no! Fuck, yes!” in a way that I grabbed onto. “Scary Monsters” was 
his masterpiece, really. Robert Fripp and Carlos Alomar led the 
guitar attack; Roy Bittan, the professor pianist from Springsteen’s 
band, sweetened and drove the hooks. Bowie abandoned his 
Lennon and McCartney-like tenor for a deep-from-in-the-ten-

thousand-dollar-space-suit baritone that was almost a bass at times. 
No one was saying anything this dark in 1980, and yet The New 
York Dolls, Radiohead, and The Smiths wouldn’t have made most 
of their work if Bowie hadn’t been there first. The whole album 
should be listed here, but there’s not enough room. I especially love 
“Up The Hill Backwards” — okay, I’m listing another from Scary 
Monsters. But that won’t leave any room for— 
“Ziggy Stardust” 
    Outrageously successful, and a better rock ’n roll opera than Pete 
Townsend ever came up with. Mick Ronson’s guitar playing is so 
hard and alien-sounding, as he forgets the blues is the root of all 
rock ’n roll and plays like someone is chasing him. (That guitar is 
even more dominant on Diamond Dogs, which came a few years 
later.) Making love with his ego, Ziggy sucked up into his mind.  Or 
don’t forget— 
“Golden Years” 
    From his blue-eyed soul period. Nothing’s gonna catch us in these 
golden years… Which is almost sunny for Bowie.  Or— 
“Young Americans” 
    Insanely catchy, and scans like an Elvis Costello song with a 
wink.  
 
JACQUES BREL 
“The Port of Amsterdam” 
    Jacques Brel, the Belgian songwriter, had a revue in New York 
with a bunch of his songs in a loose narrative. Judy Collins did his 
“Marieke” on her In My Life record, and this got Brel some 
attention. (Collins did that for a lot of people, nudging songs into 
the spotlight early in their careers with her own voice: Joni 
Mitchell, Sandy Denny.) Brel had a cabaret style, good story songs 



Chicago Arts Journal w Music Flash 2014 	  

	   23 

against sturdy melodies that worked fine with just a piano. I love 
“Port Of Amsterdam” as Dave Van Ronk did it, growly and 
belching: A sailor who drinks and he drinks and he drinks… Lotta 
good songs about drinking!  
 
GREG BROWN  
    (I am one of those Greg fans who prefers his seventies songs; 
there were a lot of great ones Greg never released. We knew them 
from live shows and, later, cassette tapes of those shows. Still, a lot 
of my list is from his later work. Greg and I were formal friends. 
We loved the same woman for a while, whom Greg married. 
Throughout the eighties and nineties I saw him perform regularly. 
I stayed at his house a few times; he saw Maestro play a few times 
and enjoyed the horns, I think. We did several of his songs from 
that seventies period. He was the only songwriter we covered more 
than once, and he probably never said a word to me about his 
songs, the writing, what I might or might have done with them as a 
singer. Great songwriters, like great actors or fiction writers, are 
solitary, quiet, introspective to the point of seeming uncomfortable. 
Not like playwrights, who want to tell everybody everything. All 
that being said, I don’t love anybody’s work as much as I love his. 
Early on, Greg got rated by songwriters who knew — with all the 
big boys, a songwriter’s songwriter, a well-kept secret, the best 
thing going, but our best thing. This lasted deep into the nineties. 
Greg made good records full of sharp songs, stayed on a small label, 
lived in Iowa City.  He was an art hero to many of us for decades, 
and that is a lot of pressure; it takes its toll.  Somewhere in there he 
got successful. I had fallen off listening to the new Greg stuff, 
worried for him as the songs got darker, grimmer. Deep, dark, 
scathing songs — hard for me to not listen to, even though my 
neighbors are having sleepless nights and the roaches have left — 
usually done with Bo Ramsey, a great guitarist and producer who 

left for a while and worked with Lucinda Williams. For now, I 
wish Brown the best; he changed my artistic world and was a big 
part of what made me the writer I became.  I am sure he doesn’t 
need to know that. It’s impossible to choose ten of Greg’s songs; 
he’s like Dylan and Jenny Magnus. They could have filled the list 
by themselves.)   
    Where was I?  Ah, yes…  
“Ignorance and Laziness” 
    This song was never recorded by Greg, as far as I know. It’s a 
long, allegorical tale built on old, pre-Biblical bones.  The man is 
drinking; the woman has left him and is off bucking someone else; 
laziness and ignorance take on human form, stalking him, 
whispering at his shoulders, urging him towards hurt and jealousy. 
He sees the woman’s shadow fucking through the window.  Happy 
ending, though, by calling them by name: Laziness!  Ignorance!  
The demons are routed, and the man finds his friend.  We did it 
with Maestro on At the Warthog Museum. 
“Your Town Now” 
    In 2000, Greg put together a band of Iowa all-stars that included 
his long-time cohorts Bo Ramsey, Dave Moore, and the pianist 
Dave Zolla, then wrote ten songs in three days and recorded Over 
and Under, the darkest album since Lou Reed’s Berlin.  “Your 
Town Now,” for all the darkness, plays like an anthem of defiance 
and resignation, with a lovely piano solo from Zolla. The song 
became an unofficial connecting point for the Occupy Movement. 
This one always makes me cry and clench my fist.  
    “The Train Carrying Jimmie Rodgers Home” is from The Iowa 
Waltz, Greg’s second record. Jimmie is dead, and everyone lines up 
to watch the train move slowly through a little town in Iowa. The 
train is taking the singing brakeman home. Greg sings it 
beautifully; the arrangement is all hushed, like old-timey mountain 
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music. I learned Jimmie’s Rodger’s “Gambling Bar Room Blues” 
from Greg. 

“People Hide Their Love” 
    From 44 & 66, which bounced — a cheeky record, built around 
Dave Moore’s harmonica and clarinet by Al Soucek’s clarinet. A 
clarinet is a great instrument to drive a band. “People Hide Their 
Love” is pretty: the man goes looking for his people but ends up all 
alone.  Most of 44 & 66 —- “Downtown,” “Beatniks Gonna Rise 
Again,” “Comin’ into You” — swings and chuckles.  

“Loneliness House” 
    From Slant 6 Mind (1998, I think).  The man’s living on his 
own like a bear; the friend comes a-knocking on the door, but he 
don’t answer it. A lot of sixty year-old men want to hide out in the 
loneliness house. Greg sings it light, though. The narrator watches 
himself fuddle through the day.  The tune is hooky, and I have 
been listening to it five times a week for about six months now. 
“Ella Mae” 
    No one writes better songs about grandmothers and passing. 
This is a hymn from the album One Night, which is what all those 
endless folk albums should sound like and rarely do, those records 
too precious and mawkish maybe. Greg shows emotion, loss, and 
hurt in a song — not sentiment and self-pity. He gives it to you. 
His performances during that time were always genuine.   
 
T BONE BURNETT 
“River of Love” 
    So, the problem with T Bone becoming the producer of choice, 
working with such faded stars as Elton John, Robert Plant, and the 
more obviously worthy Greg Allman, BB King, and Willie Nelson, 
is this: while T Bone is busy working the muse chair and putting 

together all those Coen Brothers movie soundtracks, we who love 
him as a songwriter aren’t seeing much new work. The guy writes a 
great lyric, sings in a cool voice, and really knows how to 
collaborate with musicians. “River of Love,” which features the 
dobro wizard Jerry Douglas, David Hidalgo on fiddle, and 
country-pop legend Billy Swan on the high harmonies, is a good 
example. The whole album was recorded direct to DAT, everybody 
playing together. Great covers: Waits’ “Time,” Neuwirth’s 
“Annabelle Lee,” and the hoary old country standard “Poison Love” 
brought up fresh. Nineteen eighty-six, but it could have been done 
decades earlier. Some months I just listen to this over and over, and 
forget all about the rest of this stuff. So, more songs, T Bone, and 
bless you for bringing back Leon Russell. 
 
DAVID BYRNE  
“Road to Nowhere” 
    Hello, Mr. Byrne. The good news is that I really do love “Road 
to Nowhere,” from the sixth album you did with the Talking 
Heads. The vocal with everybody jumping in to join you, the 
accordion part, the cheerful existentialism, your nervous phrasing 
throughout — it’s what I wish I sounded like with my band a lot 
of days. That is quite a compliment from me, as I lean into staunch 
individualism when it comes to singing. You, David, are great on 
this song, and on many others. When it came time to complete this 
project, I had simply run out of real estate. My list was sitting at a 
fat two hundred sixty-eight, and if I was to include “Life During 
Wartime” or “Burning Down the House” — despite its having 
been played at every wedding reception I’ve attended since the 
nineties — or even “Psycho Killer,” which I only listen to on 
purpose, or anything from the first two Heads albums (which I, in 
a panic of incomplete-ism, ran out and bought the other day; they 
are still in the bag), I wouldn’t have been able to include Lou Reed 
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or Patti Smith or this really great song by this guy I know. I don’t 
think you would want that, David, and if I am wrong, don’t tell 
me. We all need heroes of good taste and judgment, and you are 
one of mine. Regrets, I’ve had a few. I never listen to any of your 
solo albums. Maybe now that I have admitted that, it can change. 
Your fan, Beau.  
 
JJ CALE 
“Magnolia” 
    Cale said last year, shortly before his death, that if it weren’t for 
Eric Clapton he would have ended his career selling shoes. A 
modest man.Originally out of Tulsa, Oklahoma, JJ could play any 
instrument, liked to engineer his own records, and wrote hits for 
Clapton, Poco, and Lynyrd Skynyrd. He sang like it was about 
time to get serious about smoking a cigarette in that rocking chair. 
His lyrics were perfectly etched little scenes. Neil Young and 
Clapton were always raving about his guitar playing. JJ was cool; he 
had the touch. He made his first single in 1958; made fifteen 
studio albums and a duet album in 2006 with Clapton. If you want 
to hear what all the fuss is about, look for JJ Cale Live, in which he 
sings most of his hits, and almost talks the lyrics to Magnolia: 
‘Magnolia, you sweet thing, you’re driving me mad…’ Then he plays 
a gorgeous solo. Poco’s cover, from 1973’s Crazy Eyes, was the first 
version I had, and it holds up now. Richie Furay sang it for them 
and he really works the melody. 
 
JOHN CALE 
“A Dream” 
“The Style It Takes” 
“Songs for Drella” 

    John Cale’s finest hour: working with Lou Reed, their scathingly 
honest homage to Velvet Underground mentor Andy Warhol after 
his death. I always forget how much it is Lou’s project, because 
John takes the final two songs and the marvelously charming “Style 
It Takes.” Andy's dream and death sequence are so amazing. The 
album is built around Cale’s piano and viola and Reed’s electric 
guitar; no drums but it rocks. John’s album solo, Fragments of a 
Rainy Season, is just as good, just not as emotionally powerful. I 
particularly dig his settings of the Dylan Thomas poem. Always a 
great singer, Cale’s versions of Leonard Cohen's “Hey, That's No 
Way to Say Goodbye” and “Hallelujah” are the versions that 
matter, after Leonard’s. 
 
ANDREW CALHOUN 
“Survivor” 

Cut me a hole in your body 
Cut me a hole in your time 
Cut me a hole in your shadow 
I’ll cut a hole in mine 

    From Hope, a pretty cheery album from Andrew that features 
funny songs like “Balls” and “Better Get A Lawyer,” “Survivor” is 
stark and moving, Andrew at his most poetic and compassionate.  

“Moses” 
    From the 2005 album, Staring At The Sun, where all of 
Andrew’s best teenage songs were recorded thirty years after they 
were written — songs like “Eugene” and “God Told Me I Could 
Come.” I first saw Andrew play in 1974, a really young ancient guy. 
Of all the Dylan-influenced kids playing two chords and spinning 
it out from the deepest language well, Andrew was the purest, 
unflinchingly sure of himself and his material. “Moses” is a marvel. 
Andrew the middle-aged folksinger is a guy who has so honed his 
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craft, he can sing the old Scots ballads better than anybody. His set 
often includes dozens of good songs by other 
good songwriters, even though he has hundreds of good ones of his 
own to chose from. Andrew brings a relaxation and joy to 
the wondrous worldview of his younger self.   “Moses” is in D open 
tuning, if you care about stuff like that.  Andrew plays all the time, 
often with his daughter Casey. 
   
JUNE CARTER CASH 
“Tiffany Anastasia Lowe” 

Tiffany, girl, go find an earthquake, go jump in a crack 
Just don't let Quentin Tarantino find out where you're at. 

    This is such a funny song, from June’s 1999 album Press On. 
Tiffany is Nick Lowe and Carlene Carter’s daughter, which makes 
her the granddaughter of June and the great-granddaughter of 
Mother Maybelle Carter. But Tiffany has gone to Hollywood, 
flirting with a life of sin and, well, Quentin Tarantino. June plays it 
on autoharp and cracks up at her own rhymes in the middle. This 
from the great woman who wrote “Ring of Fire”!  
 
LEN CHANDLER and ROBERT KAUFMAN 
“Green, Green Rocky Road” 

Oka dookah soda cracka 
Does you mama chew tobacca 

    Dave Van Ronk made this song his own. It’s his voice and guitar 
with its lovely spacing that draws out all the kookiness of the words 
that charms the hell out of me. Van Ronk never wrote much, but 
he could stand a song up and give it a good vigorous shake. 
Chandler and Kaufman wrote it, back at the Gaslight in ’63; 
Chandler played it first. The song feels like it’s been around forever. 
I remember singing it around the table with my old man. Len was 

on Columbia Records, wrote “Beans in My Ears” for Pete Seeger, 
toured with Baez and Dylan, and is still very much alive. Van Ronk 
recorded it several times, and most recently the Coen brothers 
brought it back in the  Llewyn Davis movie. 
 
EUGENE CHADBOURNE  
“Hit on a Bubble” 
    It's hard to talk about Eugene as a songwriter. His interpretation 
of other people's works, particularly Phil Ochs and Frank Zappa, 
are the things that I walk away with after his shows. Always a lefty 
politically, and musically an experimenter — whether on his own, 
playing lunatic banjo, or with ‘the Indian of the group’ Jimmy Carl 
Black (late of Zappa's Mothers), or with Shockabilly, 
Chadbourne’s early post-punk experiments — Eugene was a huge 
influence in our scene. “Bubble” is about what it sounds like: you 
put that hit on the bubble. See him when he comes to town, and 
he will. He is the doctor and the doctor always comes to town. 
 
BOBBY CHARLES 
“Tennessee Blues” 

    Born Robert Charles Guidry in Louisiana, Bobby wrote the song 
“Walking to New Orleans” for Fats Domino when he was teenager, 
never played an instrument, and is usually spoken of in hushed 
tones by other songwriters. Bobby’s best work was mostly done in 
Woodstock, New York, with Rick Danko and John Simon 
producing, and most of The Band, plus pedal steel player Ben 
Keith, harpist Paul Butterfield, guitarist Amos Garret, and Dr. 
John. The top of the soup pot when it comes to making songs with 
people. Man, a good week doesn’t happen unless I listen to a 
Bobby Charles song played deep and tender. “Tennessee Blues” is 
about getting out and getting away, if you had it your way.  Bobby 
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sings it in his light, wistful tenor, an easy instrument on the ear. 
Amos Garret takes the guitar solo; Garth Hudson, the accordion. 
Those are the guys you want to solo on your shit. Geoff Muldaur 
did it a couple of years later, with Richard Thompson taking the 
solo. Okay, so the best singer and the best guitarist are doing your 
song, Bobby! Sir Doug Sahm covered it a few years after that on his 
Atlantic Record, produced by Jerry Wexler, with Augie Meyers on 
the solo accordion. 

“It All Comes Back” 
    Butterfield, Muldaur, and Amos Garret had a great band, Better 
Days, around this time. Bobby hung with them, writing all their 
best songs and rolling up the reefer. “It All Comes Back” drives, 
with Butter leading the charge. Karma’s coming on and it’s got an 
edge. Cool drums from Chris Parker. 

“He Got All The Whiskey” 

    Bobby cut this song twice in those New York sessions with 
Danko: once long, with horns; once with everybody just riding the 
vamp.  Some guy “got all the whiskey and all the women and he 
ain’t give you none.” John Martyn did it a few years later, in 1998, 
on an album that also included “Small Town Talk.” Martyn made 
it rawer, like maybe with John, that guy who won’t give you none 
is gonna get a punch, because John is pissed. Bobby Charles never 
sounded pissed. 

“Small Town Talk” 
    Charles wrote with this Danko, a great riff that sticks to you; the 
lyrics are all love despite gossip. Muldaur sang it with the Better 
Days, and still does these days. Danko did it, and three other songs 
he wrote with Charles, on his first solo record. He pushes it out of 
the ballad, finding the hurt and the anxiousness in the vocal.  
Bobby did it like hurt and misunderstanding were just part of every 

day: world weary. Charles would occasionally resurface over the 
years, writing songs with Dr. John and Levon Helm, recording his 
own stuff with Ben Keith and some other good fellas. He’s a few 
years dead now (2010), and I am singing one of his songs these 
days, keeping it rough and sweet. 
 
GENE CLARK 
“Eight Miles High” (with ROGER McGUIN and DAVID 
CROSBY) 
    The Byrds were three folk guys who all played two-string 
acoustic guitars and liked to sing harmonies. “Eight Miles High” 
was their best song. Gene Clark wrote most of it; Crosby got a line 
in; McGuin was responsible for the guitar riff that makes it soar. 
The lyrics are very moody and precise. Clark was the main 
songwriter for the Byrds from sixty-four to sixty-five; he then went 
on to make some really great records, the most lovely with Jesse Ed 
Davis, a fine player who started with Taj Mahal and became John 
Lennon’s guy for Lennon’s best solo stuff. Clark was writing like 
Dylan’s little brother, but without that man’s extravagance or his 
sloppiness.  Clark’s stuff really rhymed, had a steady meter. Clark 
always sang like he was not in hurry to do or say anything except to 
just be sad. A melancholy plays through most of his songs: “White 
Light,” “Spanish Guitar,” “Full Circle,” along with a dozen other 
good ones. The Byrds continued to play “Eight Miles High” after 
Clark left the band, stretching it into long guitar showdowns 
between Clarence White and McGuin. Those are the versions I 
listen to — and that Leo Kottke version, all acoustic and vocally 
down a rain barrel, from one of his first albums. 

“Train Leaves Here This Morning” (with BERNIE LEADON) 
    Clark wrote this with Bernie Leadon for the Dillard and Clark 
Expedition. It’s one of the great train songs of that era.  
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ERIC CLAPTON 
“Bottle Full of Red Wine” 
    Clapton is a guilty pleasure for me. He is not Art-cool or Blues-
cool enough to sit at the same table as most of these people. He has 
recorded way more minor pop then can be excused over a long 
career, and the awesomeness of his guitar playing was always 
exaggerated. I can think of a dozen people I would rather hear solo, 
but he never goes away and his records, all collaborations with past 
friends and running mates over the last fifteen years, have all been 
pretty quality stuff. The stuff with JJ Cale, the blues of his musical 
grampa Robert Johnson with Billy Preston and Jim Keltner, the 
reunions with Yoko Ono, Cream, Steve Winwood, et cetera, have 
all had dignity and vitality, and read like a rock ’n roll amends list. 
He has never written much; his heyday songs that were good and 
lasting were always collaborations. “Bottle of Red Wine” he wrote 
with Delaney Bramlett. It is from his first solo album, recorded 
with a band built around Leon Russell and the rhythm section of 
Derek and the Dominos: Carl Radle and Jim Gordon — all 
Oklahoma guys. It was mixed and produced by Delaney, and it is a 
simple song that moves the feet while sticking to the ribs. “Why 
Does Love Got To Be So Sad,” done with Bobby Whitlock and 
Duane Allman for the Derek and the Dominos record, is just as 
good. 
 
JIMMY CLIFF   
“Sitting in Limbo” 
“The Harder They Come” 
    Cliff was the first reggae guy to bust out in the US; the Brits 
already knew they had been listening to ska for ten years by then.  
These are the best songs from the soundtrack to The Harder They 
Come. Garcia always played them both, and he did them 

beautifully — “Harder” with Meryl Saunders, and “Sitting” with 
David Grisman’s mandolin.  
 
LEONARD COHEN 
“Democracy” 
    So maybe it takes a Buddhist Canadian with mystical leanings to 
get a clear view of American democracy, with all its brutal 
disappointment and nasty contradictions. Cohen is often this good. 
Here he looks straight into the eye of the lie and doesn’t blink or 
give an inch. The song is grimly funny and you can hear the wink 
in Cohen’s delivery: Do you get this? Are you going to get this? But 
as good as his version of the song is, and it’s great, Stephanie 
Rearick on Uvulittle Records has made it her own, pounding it out 
alone on the piano in cabarets and political rallies,, recording it at 
least twice. Hair on back of neck: stand up, please. 

“Famous Blue Raincoat” 
    This is the erotic obsession song: the man loves the woman; he’s 
writing to the man who took her away and then gave her back. It’s 
a letter that Leonard signs sincerely, ‘L Cohen.’  If you have never 
been in love like this, please spare yourself the pain, and keep that 
up for the rest of us. From Songs of Love and Hate, Leonard’s best 
album title, the song is long, captivating, moody on moody, like 
masturbating after you have come several times and the only thing 
left to do is to read a lot of poetry full of wind and water and eagle 
penetration. I have been in several rooms over the years where men, 
gay or straight, provocative or intellectually lazy, break into this 
song and at least one other person knows all the words and 
everyone else mumbles, ‘I hear that you’re building your little house 
deep in the desert… You’re living for nothing now, I hope you’re 
keeping some kind of record.’ The song predates “Hallelujah” as 
underground phenomenon. “Hallelujah” was a great song 
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destroyed forever by one sensitive television sound track after 
another in the last decade... And don’t even talk to me about Jeff 
Buckley. 

“Bird on a Wire” 
    Leonard sings this great — a song for the ragged and the 
steadfastly lonely. Like a bird on a wire, like a drunk in a midnight 
choir… A great song can be sung by lots of singers. I was driving 
around with a friend thirty years younger the other day, talking 
songs, and we both broke into it, knew all the words too. Leonard 
did it on his first album, in ‘67, and did it proud. There’s a good 
version from the Sandy Denny Fairport a few years later. Johnny 
Cash did it with an orchestra; it was released posthumously. 

“Dance Me to the End of Love” 
    Just give me an erotic love song that makes me want to stay up 
and make out. Leonard writes the best ones for this from his post-
monastery time.  

“In My Secret Life” 

    Madelyn Peyroux does the best cover of it. If Leonard’s whole 
collection wasn’t so good, his album Ten Songs, recorded after his 
ten-year hiatus in a Buddhist monastery, would be all on the list. 
“In My Secret Life” is the one I like to sing.  I smile when I’m 
angry... The music is mostly keyboards, played by Sharon 
Robinson, instead of Leonard’s canonical small guitar sound; this 
makes everything float and shimmer around his poet’s bass singing. 
Ms. Robinson gets co-writing credit for Ten Songs. 
“Back on Boogie Street” 

    Even better than “Secret Life.” The man is back in town, 
strutting like a sleek cat after a long winter in the woodshed, sharp 
in an Armani suit and tuned banjo strings. 

“Love Itself” 
    Love comes through the air, floating like a mote from itself as 
Leonard sits and receives it: the best song ever on the wonder of it 
all. 

“Suzanne” 
    How can I not write about Suzanne? Sigh. Nina Simone’s is the 
best cover. The Heyday Fairport arrangement, with Thompson’s 
lead guitar playing off of Martin Lamble’s drums, is almost as good. 
 
ELVIS COSTELLO 
“Riot Act” 
    Get Happy!! is the album. The Attractions had done three with 
him and countless shows by then; everybody was drinking, and 
Bruce Thomas, the bass player who would be bitterly fired three 
years later, really pushes Elvis and the rest of the band, including 
the irreplaceable Pete Thomas and Steve Nieve. Twenty songs, 
almost no guitars, great soul covers, and Elvis, second only to 
Dylan in the vitriolic put-down song category, spitting it out with 
an almost naked resentment for everybody in every song. It’s 
vulnerable as hell, too — and how can both of those things happen 
so completely? “Riot Act” is my choice this month. I love the vocal, 
but it could have been “B Movie,” “Love for Tender,” “Motel 
Matches,” or “Men Called Uncle.” More on this later, if you come 
to my house and bring the coffee. 

“Tramp the Dirt Down” 

    From the album Spike. The most spiteful song any one could 
make about Margaret Thatcher.  
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“Almost Blue” 
    Perfect Chet Baker-style ballad: breathless and dry in its 
heartbreak. Baker did the best cover of it with his cadaver trumpet 
solo.  

“Just a Memory” 
    The lyric, the melody… Losing you is just a memory. Memories 
don’t mean that much to me.  

“That Day Is Done” (with PAUL MCCARTNEY)  
    One of the things that keeps Costello so vital is his eagerness to 
work with songwriters who are just as strong: his current album 
with Roots, his collaborations with Allen Toussaint and Burt 
Bacharach. There is a story of him sending tunes to Ira Gershwin 
in Ira’s waning years. The song with McCartney, a gospel quartet 
recorded with the Fairfield Four, is mournful and moving.  

“My Dark Life” (with BRIAN ENO) 
    This is perfect. I mean perfect. 
 
DAVID CROSBY 
“Cowboy Movie” 
    The album If I Could Only Remember My Name found Crosby 
in the cat bird seat: his best work, done loose and high, his way.  
“Cowboy Movie” is a cowboy bank robber story. Crosby sings it in 
his rawer rock ’n roll voice; the band is fueled by a nice guitar 
showdown from Jerry Garcia and Neil Young. A nearly as good 
version is on the Jerry Radio site, live with Phil Lesh and Mickey 
Hart, as David and the Dorks.   

“Carry Me” 
    This song is from the 1975 Crosby & Nash album, and came 
from watching his mom die. “A song of transcendence,” Crosby 

called it; his high, clean tenor has a startling and sweet presence. 
His songs, especially from this period, are always musically 
surprising: blue notes and harmonies pile high, and tricky chord 
changes always bring out the best in his peers. His worldview was 
the most overtly political of his peers, but he was always prone to 
junk and guns and prison and disaster. Crosby got out of prison 
where he got off heroin, made a bunch of amends and kids, wrote 
some books about it all, stuck to his old lady, and then cheerfully 
went back to smoking dope and stashing knives. A pirate, this guy. 
 
JERRY DAMMERS 
“Ghost Town” 
    The Specials were the best band of the British ska revival: black 
and white London guys playing together, with Rico, the trombone 
player from Jamaica, sitting in. This is political dance music, 
written during a tough time when the Skins and the Punks were 
brawling. ‘Bands don’t play no more, too much fighting on the dance 
floor.’ These days, Dammers tours with his band doing Specials-
influenced Sun Ra covers, ska in outer space. 
 
RAY DAVIES 
“20th Century Man” 
    The whole 1971 album Muswell Hillbillies should go on this list, 
but I am so out of room. Davies wrote a bunch of rock operas, but 
this one holds up better than all the grander ones, a bunch of 
London rockers coming out of the Cockney redneck side of town, 
working class guys with a torch of nostalgia for Victorian England. 
Stunned by the modern world, Davies had more than one foot in 
the English music hall and a Noël Coward cleverness, but his little 
brother Dave was such a ferocious guitar player he shoved Ray 
towards the charts. This record was a failure commercially, though 
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next year they would hit with “Lola” — Mick Avory’s drums, John 
Gosling on organ, and those drunken horns. Chrissie Hynde did 
Davies’ “Stop Your Sobbing.” A prolific songwriter, and still 
working.   
 
JOHN DAWSON 
“Glendale Train” 
    Dawson was the founder, with David Nelson and Jerry Garcia, 
of New Riders of the Purple Sage, and wrote “Friend of The Devil” 
with Hunter and Garcia for the Dead. “Glendale Train” is a train 
robbery song, with Garcia working the engine on pedal steel and 
Dawson’s sly storytelling vocal. Somewhere there is a list of a 
hundred great train songs, with me chasing the caboose. 
 
SANDY DENNY 
“Who Knows Where the Time Goes” 
    Written by Sandy Denny when she was seventeen and recorded 
many times by her: Fairport Convention, the Strawbs, and 
Fotheringay (her wonderful short-lived band) did it live. For her 
wise and ancient lyrics, Sandy is my favorite singer after Jenny 
Magnus and Greg Brown. Lots of people have covered this: Judy 
Collins first in the U.S., and of course Nina Simone. Sing it at my 
funeral, somebody good! 

“Rising of the Moon” 
    From 1975, when Denny followed her husband Trevor Lucas 
back into Fairport after five years’ solo work and Fotheringay. 

“John the Gun” 
    Written for Fotheringay and released on Sandy’s solo album. 
Lead guitar by Jerry Donahue, who played with her even more 
than Richard Thompson, her psychic twin. This song catches her 

love of the solemn telling of old English ballads, but with Denny’s 
sharp eye for story detail. A frightening song: a wraith of a man, 
who shows up century after century to fight and die in his master’s 
war. 
 
DONOVAN  
“Season of the Witch” 
“First There Is a Mountain” 
    So Donovan Leach was a real flower guy. Gift from a Flower to a 
Garden was a double album, and despite its inherent twee-ness, like 
spending the morning eating cake after cake, lots of crushed velvet 
and lovely, floaty mellow yellow songs, fairies and gods and chants 
done in rounds, he recorded some harder things with Jeff Beck on 
Barabajagal. He was a great interpreter of Lewis Carroll; his “The 
Tinker and the Crab” is lovely. But amazingly, considering the soft 
folksiness of his sound, his songs became this great vehicle for 
flashy yet tasteful guitar flights, not once but twice. “Season of the 
Witch” was recorded by Al Kooper and Steve Stills (no slouch, 
Stills, ever), but this was his best guitar work for the Super Session.  

“First There is a Mountain” 
    “Mountain Jam” by the Allman Brothers was really Donovan’s 
“First There is a Mountain.” Dickey Betts and Duane Allman play 
the vocal lines on their fret boards while the drummers get on a 
polyrhythmic roll, winding and glistening around each other; and, 
freed of their blues purist roots, they would often play it for 45 
minutes.  
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THE DOORS 
“The Soft Parade” 
    Up till the album The Soft Parade, The Doors always gave 
writing credit to all four of them. The album copy officially lists 
this song as Jim Morrison’s, but it is generally thought of as a 
group composition. It’s a suite, building from Morrison’s spoken 
intro to the ‘can you give me sanctuary?’ section, with Ray 
Manzarek’s harpsichord, John Densmore on drums, and Robby 
Krieger on guitar. They are all over the place on this one, but the 
song holds together as it stretches. Morrison was always great, an 
unusual singer; I spent a lot of time in my twenties with the Doors. 
 
DR. JOHN and DOC POMUS  
“Dance the Night Away with You” 
    As much as I am a fan of the good Doctor, City Lights is the 
album I listen to. Recorded in ’78, a bunch of the songs were 
written with the great Doc Pomus. This is Dr John’s best bunch of 
tunes: great horn arrangements, and Pomus with his most-cool-see-
what’s-happenin’-on-the-streets-of-New-York-this-3am lyrics. One 
of my regrets for this list was when I realized I couldn’t cheat by 
putting Doc Pomus’ “Lonely Avenue” (as done by Jerry Garcia) on 
because it was actually written in ‘56 for Ray Charles… And 
meaning no disrespect to Ray, Garcia just owns that song. Too bad 
I can’t talk about it. Mos’ scocious, baby.  
 
COURT DORSEY 
“Junkie Blues” 
    Court is an activist raconteur from Massachusetts who can go 
toe to toe on harmonica with the best of them, plays a strong 
rhythm-driven banjo and uke, and always approaches songs with a 
big dose of theatricality. “Junkie Blues” is from the Live at Juicy 

John Pinks album on Uvulittle, all tracks live from 1975 and 1976. 
It’s a piano blues lament for the everything-and-more guy that 
lurks in all of us.   
 
NICK DRAKE 
“Time Has Told Me” 
“River Man” 
“Black Dog” 
    Nick Drake’s first and second albums had some exquisite string 
arrangements by Robert Kirby. Unusual in that they don’t sweeten 
or cheese out Drake’s melancholy. The boy could sing from the 
inside. His guitar playing is gentle and almost classical in its touch.  
The two records produced by Joe Boyd on Island benefitted from 
the Island players Richard Thompson, Danny Thompson on 
double bass, and percussionist Rebop from Traffic. Boyd produced 
Fairport and Sandy Denny, and he really knew how to place a song 
that was vulnerable and lovely in a let-the-world-hear-it context. 
“Time Has Told Me” and “River Man” are finely made in this way. 
That being said, Pink Moon, Drake’s third record, done alone with 
Boyd’s engineer John Wood, is chillingly stark. And “Black Dog” is 
his masterpiece, done a few months before his death from the black 
dog of depression. People do his stuff, usually poorly: why repaint 
the great painters?  Dianne Izzo did “Black Dog” a few times live, 
and it was right for her. Norma Waterson did a few with Richard 
Thompson. Nina Simone?  I wish. 
 
BOB DYLAN 
“A Hard Rain’s a-Gonna Fall” 
    Dylan said, “Every line in it is actually the start of a whole new 
song. But when I wrote it, I thought I wouldn't have enough time 
alive to write all those songs, so I put all I could into this one… No, 
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it’s not atomic rain, it’s just a hard rain. It isn’t the fallout rain. I 
mean some sort of end that’s just gotta happen. In the last verse, 
when I say, ‘the pellets of poison are flooding the waters,’ that 
means all the lies that people get told on their radios and in their 
newspapers.” Bob’s first archetypal Armageddon song; he has 
revisited it many times since. Okay, this is a cheat: the song was 
written in 1962, which makes it even more powerful for its 
paranoid prescience; but Leon Russell’s version from Leon Russell 
and the Shelter People, in which the remastered version has Leon 
doing four Dylan tunes with the his gospel country piano driving 
them all — that puts it on my favorites list. Leon could out-drawl 
even Dylan, and he is always my pianist of choice. This is the 
coolest playing, and I like Nicky Hopkins and Dr. John, but Leon 
always gets the seat at the old 88’s, if I am picking. Maybe move 
over for Mose Allison on a good night, or James Booker — and yes, 
I think that record Leon did with T Bone Burnett and Elton John 
three years ago is fucking good. (And I am not self-conscious about 
the Elton John part of that equation.) 

“Desolation Row” 
    This song is eleven and a half minutes long — unheard of in 
1965 — and set against a mournful melody, spinning like a black 
and white painting where famous people (Ophelia she’s ‘neath the 
window… Einstein disguised as Robin Hood) collide, make love, and 
bother all the geeks and circus freaks, while the narrator and his 
lady lean out the window staring down at Desolation Row. The 
row is both grimly modern and twisting, like a shape-shifting cat. 
There was nothing like it on the radio or at your house, except for 
maybe Ginsberg’s Howl, if you lived in a pretty hep house. 
Mournful existentialism, Dylan sang it with a world-weariness on 
Highway 61 Revisited, two years before Sergeant Pepper. I have 
listened to this song 1,200 times. 

“Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands” 
    For years this was the longest song I ever listened to, one whole 
side on the vinyl. Dylan’s pace was very fast in the studio then, 
spitting things out. Here, he sings it slow and mournful, caressing 
the words like when he played his long ballads alone. My warehouse 
eyes, my Arabian drums. Should I leave them by your gate? Or, sad-
eyed lady, should I wait? From Blonde on Blonde. Kenny Buttrey’s 
drumming on this record made him a good living for the rest of his 
life. Al Kooper on organ, the sound link to Highway 61 and 
churchy, a sound that Dylan still goes back to these days. A bunch 
of Nashville players, Robbie Robertson included; Dylan always 
referred to the sound they achieved as ‘that thin, mercurial sound.’ 
Joan Baez cut it a few years later, on her all-Dylan record, and 
Buttrey played drums on that one too. Joan sings it clear and cool, 
without sentiment, like an art song for the mind. 

“Just Like Tom Thumb’s Blues” 
    When you’re lost in the rain in Juarez… Again from Highway 61, 
with Mike Bloomfield on lead guitar, which means great. Ramblin’ 
Jack Elliott did a fine version for the I’m Not There collection. I 
battled with myself over this one or “Ballad of a Thin Man,” from 
the same LP. The live version with The Band from the next year is 
the cooker, with Garth Hudson pushing the snarlin’ weirdness on 
organ and Dylan snarling back, You know something is happening 
here, but you don’t know what it is, do you, Mister Jones?  I almost 
thought I’d had enough of this song, until I heard it this year in 
Spike Lee’s movie A Huey P. Newton Story, written by Roger 
Guenveur Smith. Huey, after talking rage for an hour, dances in 
his chair to this whole song.  It is proud, defiant, political as hell. 
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“Yea! Heavy and a Bottle of Bread” 
    Dylan heads into the basement of The Band’s house, “Big Pink,” 
to make demo tapes of a hundred songs. “Yea! Heavy” fucks and 
goofs with narrative sense. Dylan at his most playful. 

“You’re Gonna Make Me Lonesome When You Go” 
    From Blood On the Tracks. The guy is broken-hearted and living 
with it. Here comes a new lover and she will be gone again soon, 
oh, man!  ‘Ours have been like Verlaine and Rimbaud.’  Madeleine 
Peyroux covers it well. 

“Man in the Long Black Coat” 
    From Oh Mercy, produced by Daniel Lanois, who pulls the best 
stuff out of the best people — Willie Nelson, Neil Young, The 
Neville Brothers — usually during low times in their career. The 
man in the long coat is like a figure out of the Book of Revelations: 
part devil, part avenging angel; stealing the women, uprooting the 
trees. A long song, and Dylan did it in one take. 

“Dreamin’ of You” 
    Dylan, pushing past seventy, released three strong albums in a 
row — Time Out of Mind, Love and Theft, and Modern Times — 
all featuring his road band. Mostly produced by him, and long 
songs are built on the bones of old songs: Carter Family, blues, 
music hall tunes from the 1920s. The work is vital, awake, driving. 
Then he (or Jeff Rosen, his archivist) puts out Tell Tale Signs, 
unreleased takes and tracks that go back over the last twenty years. 
The songs are good, the performances great.  They stick to me like 
glue: “Tell Old Bill,” “Marchin’ to the City,” “Red River Shore,” 
and “Dreamin’ of You.”  ‘I’ve been dreamin’ of you, that’s all I do, 
but it’s driving me insane.’  The band is clicking, with Dylan 
playing the oh-so-important organ sound himself for a change, and 

the rawest of voices, caught up in lust and need. You want  one 
Dylan album? Get Tell Tale Signs. 
 
EXUMA   
“22nd Century” 
    Wikipedia tells me this song was written by Bahamian musician 
Macfarlane Gregory Anthony Mackey, who recorded as Exuma. 
His music was a mix of carnival, calypso, and ballad. Fifty cents 
says you never heard of him or this song — a tremendously 
powerful and moving precognitive song that managed to fall 
through the cracks — unless you were hooked into the deep 
underground New York scene in 1967. Nina Simone was hooked 
up then and she covered it. Like everything else she took on, it is 
magnificent: brooding, defiant calypso steel drum-laden 
arrangement. This song is so huge that I gotta figure the entire 
Scary Monsters by Bowie and most of Peter Gabriel were birthed 
out of its musical head. Justin Vivian Bond, the trans cabaret New 
York singer, does it nowadays, and sets it on its ear.  Where Nina 
sings it all cool and mournful, Justin ups the drama and the tempo, 
making it an anthem of survival. 
 
RICHARD FARIÑA  
“Reno Nevada” 
    “Joy Round My Brain,” “Children of Darkness,” “Pack up Your 
Sorrows” (which he wrote with Pauline Marden, Baez’s older 
sister): any one of Richard’s songs would fit nicely on this list. 
Somewhere between boldly innovative and beautifully done, he was 
equal in his lyrical sharpness to Dylan and Ochs. Thomas Pynchon 
was his close pal; he wrote short stories and one good novel. Before 
his death in a motorcycle accident, he made two albums, both with 
his wife Mimi on Vanguard. The posthumous album Memories, 
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which Mimi put together, features the great song “Morgan the 
Pirate,” and his take on “Blood Red Roses.” Fairport Convention 
always did his stuff. Look for their “Reno Nevada” on Heyday. The 
great guitarist Bruce Langhorne played on most of Richard and 
Mimi’s recordings, and Langhorne shone, but it  was Richard’s 
dulcimer that gave his songs their distinct sound. His playing style 
was fierce and driving. Go back and listen to his instrumental 
“Dopico,” and see if you can keep your feet from hopping.   
 
FERRON 
“Snowin’ in Brooklyn” 
“Belly Bowl” 
“Ain’t Life A Book” 
    Ferron, the Canadian folksinger, has a lyrical turn and pleasure 
in language that rivals Dylan, and a great low voice that is as much 
about timing and delivery as it is about tone.  My friends and I had 
this little club in the nineties, called the Lunar Cabaret; it 
comfortably sat about fifty, and I would book my absolute favorite 
songwriters there, like Townes, Chadbourne, and Greg Brown. We 
were always overly full; the room felt crowded, but Ferron drew 
like people were crazy; they just had to get in. We took out all the 
tables, 200 women eating tofu on their laps. Ferron was so cool, 
and everybody laughed and wept, laughed and wept. Her first 
album, with “Misty Mountain” and “Belly Bowl,” was good; her 
live one from a few years later, which has both “Ain’t Life a Book” 
and “Snowin’ in Brooklyn,” on it, is even better. Ever break up 
with someone and you’re sad over it because you really loved them 
and you just couldn’t do the do? Listen to this “Ain’t Life a Book” 
song; it will calm you and make you cry. I always do.    
 

JERRY GARCIA and ROBERT HUNTER 
“Black Peter” 
“Black Muddy River” 
“Franklin’s Tower” (with BILL KREUTZMAN) 
“Blues for Allah” 
“Days Between” 
    Garcia, like most of the icon guys, artists that became bigger 
than life because of their deaths or their public personae, has a lot 
of haters, primarily people who never listened to him play. (He was 
an inventive guitarist, relaxed and exploratory at the same time, 
boundary stretching and in the groove, one of my three favorite 
guitarists, along with Mr. Thompson and Mr. Bloomfield. And yes, 
I have listened to Hendrix and Stevie Ray Vaughn. Garcia solos are 
sublime; always those guys were working at it, making it sometimes. 
But, hell, I’d rather hear Keith Richard’s solo, drunk or sober, than 
Jimi and Stevie… and I like those guys. Don’t talk to me about 
Neil Young though, because there I get confused. There are these 
great players and then there’s Neil. Never mind; back to Garcia.) 
Or they have never listened to him as a singer. Often self-
deprecating, Jerry preferred singers like his bandmate Pigpen or 
Bob Dylan: rough-hewn guys who could really put on a show. But 
make no mistake, Garcia was a great singer. The guy in his prime 
was possessed with an uncanny ability to phrase any song, to find 
the core of truth in it and make it his own. His end-career 
recordings of folk and country with David Grisman are perfect in 
their relaxed voice-gone-to-shambles-but-still-telling-a-hell-of-a-
story way. Or the haters have never really paid attention to him as a 
songwriter. His songs, almost all written with Robert Hunter, are 
so well written that one assumes, as with the songs of Stephen 
Foster or Hoagy Carmichael, that they have always been there, just 
waiting to be played. Hunter was the man for Garcia and the Dead. 
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He gave voice to the things they were thinking about, but more 
importantly, he connected them to the deep well of folk and blues 
that Harry Smith knew all about, and which Bob Dylan drank like 
wine. Hunter, speaking of his writing for Workingman’s Dead and 
American Beauty, always nods to Robbie Robertson and Big Pink, 
The Band’s first album. Robbie always nods to Dylan, and Dylan 
always nods to Harry Smith’s anthologies of blues and country 
from the twenties and thirties. Garcia’s first bands, in which he 
played banjo, and his later bluegrass bands with David Grisman 
and David Nelson, all draw heavily on the Harry Smith stuff. 
Garcia’s favorite writer to cover always was Dylan. Dylan, who 
wept at his funeral and described him as a brother. So, full circle 
territory here. Garcia and Hunter often wrote about death. Death 
and flowers, roses in particular. I listen to them all the time. 
 
MARVIN GAYE 
“Mercy, Mercy Me” 
    Marvin’s ecology song. He had a long career, mostly poppy soul 
songs. Oh, mercy, mercy me! Things ain’t what they used to be… You 
sing that loudly in the Starbucks or with the car radio, I know you 
do ‘cause that’s me trying to drown you out. Sure, we dance slowly, 
mostly with our feet and head, waiting in line for that espresso. 
From 1971, it’s the second song on Marvin’s Whats Going On, 
with Marvin on piano. 
  
ALLEN GINSBERG  
“To Aunt Rose” 
    I close my eyes and it's pretty easy to hear Ginsberg’s voice. 
Allen loved to sing. Usually his shows had him accompanied by 
some young, unsophisticated musician who looked cute with Allen 
on his squeezebox, or accompanied by some remarkably 

sophisticated jazz guys, like Don Cherry. “To Aunt Rose” is an 
early poem, but Allen recorded it in 1989, toward the end of his 
life, with guitarists Marc Ribot and Bill Frisell, and produced by 
Hal Willner. It’s a bunch of the hip New York players being so 
cool and beautiful with Ginsberg: the nodding grandfather, hipper 
than the lot of them, staying vulnerable and holy about his long-
dead Brooklyn aunt. Twenty years earlier he did a lot of wild stuff, 
like ‘I’m going down to Puerto Rico … I’m going down on the Vomit 
Express.’ Very funny and scenic. He recorded some stuff with 
Dylan, jammed with the Clash, and did some lovely Blake settings.  
 
NICK GRAVENITES  
“Born in Chicago” 
    Nick is maybe in his early twenties here, or the song’s narrator is, 
but Chicago’s west side was rough for him coming up, and 
everybody he knows is dead or in jail. His pal Mike Bloomfield was 
in the Butterfield Blues Band, and he brought “Born in Chicago” 
to Paul Butterfield. Butter was a shouter, very emotional, and sings 
it like he’s looking to bust out, sweating and driving that 
harmonica through the grim street truth of the song. Bloomfield’s 
right on him, his guitar playing hot rather than cool. Butter sang it 
his whole career. There are good later live recordings with Levon 
Helm and the RCO All Stars.  Nicky reclaimed it after Butter’s 
death and still sings it. It’s thought of as a blues standard now, like 
“Goin’ Down Slow” or “Killing Floor.” It’s older than dirt, but it’s 
Nick’s.  
“Blues on the West Side” 
    Nicky Gravey did his best work with Mike Bloomfield. This 
song is from a Columbia recording that was actually two albums at 
the time: the Gravenites solo album and an album called Mike 
Bloomfield and Friends. Both of them were recorded during a 
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couple of gigs at the Fillmore, and featured the same band that 
included Michael and Nick, the bassist John Kahn (who would 
spend the next thirty years playing with Jerry Garcia), the pianist 
Mark Naftalin, the organist Ira Kaplan, a cool horn section, and 
the drummer Bob Jones — Chicago guys mostly, who fell in love 
with the blues at a very early age. Nick knew how to write for them, 
leaving lots of room for Bloomfield to swing, and that is one of the 
things that distinguished Bloomfield from the rest of the pack. He 
was a master of tone, never worked with pedals, got his sustain and 
fuzz and slide sounds from his fingertips.  Touch, that boy had it. 
He never played better than on these discs.  Nicky knew it, too. He 
leads the band with a careful ease, never pushing hard, letting the 
organ and piano and horns fill out the sound without shaking the 
floor; riding the beat, singing the lyrics like they’re coming out of 
the Sunday paper, the hard news section, it’s true crime reports and 
gloomy astrology readings, nothing in the want ads, sure, but still 
just reading the paper. Gravenites understood that by the sixties, 
the blues had left Mississippi and weren’t picking cotton anymore: 
Muddy Waters and Howling Wolf were working, standing up 
straight with decent whiskey in one hand and a microphone in the 
other. Their stepsons — Bloomfield, a Jew from the suburbs, and 
Gravenites, the son of Greek immigrants from the rough and 
tumble west side of Chicago — might wanna kill somebody after 
they found their woman messing around with another man. Shoot 
‘em both, maybe. Sure, we will get there; but let’s finish this joint 
first, and ain’t that a cool solo Michael’s playing?  It is cool, and 
the horns are good too. Nicky always sang like things could get 
tense; they could, but they haven’t yet, so let’s not push it. Most of 
this album is slow to medium tempos, with everybody listening 
and not playing for the paycheck, just digging on Michael, and 
Nick singing full-out like he means it, but he’ll be the one to sit 
out if things get too crowded. What’s masterful about this take — 

and most of the rest of the album — is that Nick wrote it for all for 
these players to shine. It’s generous songwriting. 
 
AL GREEN with TEENIE HODGES 
“Take Me to the River” 
    Al Green’s version was recorded in 1974, but consider: the 
Talking Heads’ cover of “Take Me to the River,” Levon Helm’s 
cover of “Take Me to the River,” Bryan Ferry’s cover of “Take Me 
to the River,” a few years after the Reverend Al recorded it. If you 
were at my house in the eighties, you heard it played at every dance 
party. The Heads probably did it the best, but Al Green? Levon 
Helm? Flip a coin. I had them all on vinyl. Teenie died a few 
months ago now, so hats off to him: he was a very distinctly cool 
guitar player, and he and his brothers, Charles and Leroy, recorded 
dozens of hits, including this one, as The Hi Rhythm Section, with 
Memphis producer Willie Mitchell.   
 
MICHAEL GREENBERG 
“Bycycle” 
    This guy could set the phonebook to music: busy, bouncy, risky 
chord structures instantly recognizable in style. “Bycycle” is a great 
lyric, and it’s all Michael’s. Available on the Maestro Subgum box 
set.  

“Goddamn the Empty Sky” (lyric by VIOLETA PARRA) 
    Violeta’s poem has a song of outrage and a roar of defiance built 
into its verses. A jilted lover is in so much pain that every element 
of everything in the world gets cursed out for culpability. This is a 
great song to sing; it’s sometimes funny, it’s just as often horrific 
and triumphant, as if King Lear found Primal Scream out here on 
the heath.  Mr. Greenberg set it to some fine music; you can find it 
on the Maestro box set too. 
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GEORGE HARRISON 

“All Things Must Pass” 
    The album All Things Must Pass lives up to its reputation. 
Harrison steps out of the Beatles’ shadow with a kit bag of good 
songs and a dance card full of the best players of his era, eager to 
play. Phil Spector’s Wall of Sound is gracefully huge and George 
rises to it.  

“Sour Milk Sea” 
    This song is from the same era. George gave it to Jackie Lomax, 
a white soul belter who was on Apple records for that glorious five 
minutes when the Beatles signed up everybody they dug. Harrison 
produced the best Apple stuff — Doris Troy, Billy Preston — 
usually playing with a band built around Ringo, Preston and 
Clapton, where they all lean into their surprising R&B and soul 
roots. “Sour Milk Sea” also has McCartney on bass and Nicky 
Hopkins on piano. Boys’ night out. It rocks, especially the mono 
version. 

“Lost in a Cloud” 
    This is from George’s last album. Such a sad, lovely vocal as he 
gets ready for his death. Makes you want to take the guy up in your 
arms and ease him through it. 

“Handle Me with Care” 
    Harrison put this together in a fit of fun writing with Dylan, 
Roy Orbison, Tom Petty and Jeff Lynne, and it sure does play like 
that: relaxed and goofing with some pals. The song hooks with 
Harrison’s verse, and then hooks again with Orbison’s. The 
Traveling Wilburys shouldn’t have worked so well — too many 
celebrities, too many calculations; but it does. “7 Deadly Sins,” 
from the second Wilburys album, is just as good. 
 

JIMI HENDRIX  
“Machine Gun” 
    I am walking in the humid day in Andersonville and I don’t 
want to think about Jimi Hendrix. I am feeling guilty, I guess. I 
have decided to not include Jimi on this Favorites List, and I know 
it’s a mistake, but there is a limit on how many people can be on 
this damn list and Jimi is such a rock god guy — everybody has 
written about him, so why do I have to? But around the corner 
comes a fat guy, maybe a suburban fat guy, wearing an overly 
bright Jimi Hendrix t-shirt.  Sort of… what? Woodstocky? But just 
glowy and putrid-colored and looking like it comes from a mall. 
It’s an ugly shirt and I ignore it, but I come back the next day and 
there’s that guy again, the ugly shirt guy. Does he love the shirt or 
love Jimi? Was he really thinking about the music? I can't tell, but 
somebody should be thinking about the music. The music is what 
that guy Hendrix did.  And, God, that “Machine Gun” song; I 
mean, God, that “Machine Gun” song was great: recorded at the 
height of the Vietnam War with Buddy Miles and Billy Cox, his 
best band, laying it out simple and muscular. Hendrix works it 
hard in the telling, the horror of the machine gun in a young man’s 
hand. Jimi really leans into the solos, letting them build on each 
other. Jimi is such a great singer of the lyric: whether crooning it or 
playing it hard, he  never pushes it, just lays the song on you. By 
the time I get home, I'm singing a lot of his other songs: “Dolly 
Dagger,” “Power of Soul,” “If 6 Was 9.” Jimi sang, ‘If all the hippies 
cut out off their hair, I don't care, I don't care.’ I got to thinking 
about Jimi as a singer and songwriter again. The man is back on 
my turntable.  
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TOOTS HIBBERT 
“Pressure Drop” 
    Toots and the Maytals followed the three male harmony 
approach of a lot of soul bands coming out of America in the 
middle sixties.  Toots is still around, but “Pressure Drop” was really 
his only ‘hit’ song. But, God, was it good. So was his tremendous 
cover of John Denver’s “Take Me Home, Country Roads,” which 
takes something mediocre and pulls on every beat of emotion 
Toots can find, making it a song of longing that gets you to feel it. 
“Pressure Drop” was on the soundtrack to The Harder They Come, 
and it was covered aggressively by The Clash, who played it faster 
and louder (as if they’d play it any other way). 
 
DAN HICKS 
“Waiting for the 103” 
    Hicks is such a funny writer, with his vocal and arrangement 
styles firmly rooted in the 1920’s, a time when the fiddle always 
swung.   Here, that fiddle is played by the unmatchable Sid Page, 
and the ladies of the Hot Licks join Dan in a call-and-response. I 
love Hicks’ songs: “I Scare Myself” and “How Can I Miss You 
When You Won’t Go Away.” Of course, most of his stuff was 
recorded from 1972 to 1974. Lately I can’t get this one off my 
turntable: the way Dan stretches ARRIIIIIVE at THE DEeeePOT 
while the band simulates train sounds, moving underneath and 
over each wry observation.  
 
ANNE HILLS  
“Follow That Road” 
    Anne is one of those folk music lifers. She’s worked closely with 
a who’s who of folk, including Bob Gibson, Tom Paxton, and 
Michael Smith. This is a perfectly written song, wherein all the 

loved ones you ever had find their way back home to each other. 
Written in the early nineties, I think, and Anne has recorded it a 
few times, but seeing her do it live, that’s the way to hear it. 
Reminds me that there was a time when ideas and lyrics existed 
without irony. Anne plays a lot in Chicago. Go see her and sing 
along. 
 
ROBERT HUNTER  
“Head For The Sun” (with JIM LAUDERDALE) 
    After thirty years of writing for the Grateful Dead, Garcia died, 
but Hunter, who has always been generous with his pen, continues 
to write good lyrics. Three whole albums with country singer Jim 
Lauderdale: “Head for The Sun” is on the first one, from 2010. 
Emmylou Harris sings the harmony. The song is so graceful, about 
finishing things up. 

“Duquesne Whistle” (with BOB DYLAN) 
    From Dylan’s album Tempest. This is the best train song I have 
heard for a while. It has a catchy groove that hangs with you like a 
country-western single from the 1940s. Robert has written whole 
albums with Mickey Hart, the best songs for Bill Kreutzmann’s 
group 7 Walkers and a couple of dozen with David Nelson, for the 
revived New Riders of the Purple Sage.  
 
DIANE IZZO 
“Venice” 
    So at the end of this list of two hundred favorite songs, I will 
regret that this is the only one by Izzo, but I’m gonna stick to it 
because it’s such a great song. Recorded on her first album, with 
the great Jim Becker playing the mandolin, and a terrific Diane 
lyric and vocal: part Dylan, part Pinocchio, part Lorca. Check its 
exotic locale, its chorus:  
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Out with the boys in Venice, in the canal by the lagoon,  
where we hold ourselves like statues in a gondola under the moon,  
and we’re laughin’ and we’re laughin’, and we’re tearin’ ourselves 
apart, 
 with death in our drunken bodies, and Venice in our hearts.  

In the interest of full disclosure, I sang this song on the most recent 
Crooked Mouth album, Yes Face, and yes, I think I sing it well. 
Matt Test plays a great banjo part.  
 
BOB JACOBSON 
“Face” 
“Pony Tail” 
“Planets and Stars” (with RICK BOIKE) 
    Bob Jacobson would be considered the George Harrison of 
Maestro Subgum and The Whole if George was funnier, had 
bigger cojones, and could play all sorts of magical horn lines.  
Maestro CDs from the nineties always included one or two gems 
written by Bob. “Planets and Stars” is by turns wry and sweet.  
“Face” is dark and bitter and so short, like a good, quick upper-cut 
to stop the argument; it moves that fast. “Pony Tail” is the most 
unflinching song about suicide ever.  Bob’s stuff was and is always 
funny.  He lives in Madison these days, and if you happen to run 
into him at a gig, ask him to play “Ernie the Attorney.”  You’ll 
know what I have been talking about.  His work is all over the 
Maestro box set from Uvulittle. 
 
MICK JAGGER and KEITH RICHARDS 
“Miss You” 
    Oh, man, the Stones. Good for you readers that I’m not still 
drinking, because this would just be a list of two hundred Stones 
songs. This is their last great single, unless you count “Start Me 

Up,” which you probably wouldn’t. I would, but… Love the single, 
but this is the extended dance version that I am playing,  and I am 
dancing and won’t be stopping any time soon. I been walkin’ 
Central Park, sleeping after dark, people think I’m CRAA-ZZEE. 
Jagger swaggers through a great groove from Charlie, Keith and 
Wyman.  Brain-sticking chorus, AA-A-A-AAAH an’ I miss you 
BaaB-EE. It’s on Rarities.  

“Salt of the Earth” 

    A pretty sarcastic song. My favorite part is the way the coda 
pounds out at the end of the song, with everybody singing 
together: Salt of the earth, salt of the earth, over Keith’s guitar solo. 
From Beggars Banquet. 

“You’re a Fool to Cry” 
    From Black and Blue, which was always considered a transition 
album. Taylor had left the band, and a bunch of people play guitar.  
The record has good songs, Mick’s falsetto is the sexiest ever, and 
Billy Preston is all over it.  

“Sittin’ on a Fence” 
    From Flowers, a 1967 compilation of singles and B-sides for the 
US market, “Sittin’ on a Fence” was really an outtake from 
Aftermath. I had the vinyl.  Mick and Keith as impossibly 
adolescent adults: which way are we going to go, adult normal guys 
or wild and free?  This is when these guys sang like pals, buddies 
from the neighborhood, with Brian Jones pacing Keith neck to 
neck on acoustic guitars.  

“Time Waits for No One” 
    Pretty thoughtful song from Mick, with a lovely Mick Taylor 
guitar solo. It’s good enough that I always listen to anything Taylor 
plays, even now. From It’s Only Rock ‘n Roll. 
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“Rain Fall Down” 
    From A Bigger Bang, the last Stones studio album, from2005 — 
the one where they stripped a lot of songs down to just Mick and 
Keith and Watts. This song is more fleshed-out, with Wood on 
guitar, Darryl Jones on bass, Matt Clifford on vibraphone. The 
song has a sheen to it, with chiming guitars, Jagger absolutely 
grand vocally, and a strong riff in the center, Keith and Charlie 
locking into each other. 

“Memo from Turner” 
    This is not really a Stones song, even though it was released as 
one.  Ry Cooder plays the slide guitar, Traffic’s rhythm section, 
Mick’s vocal and harp. Pretty raw, really, it was the theme song of 
Performance, the film that starred Jagger in 1968, directed by Ken 
Russell.  Weird, nasty lyrics.  
    (I will regret not including anything from Exile on Main Street, 
but you  already know how great that one is. These boys had style 
always.  Mick Jagger is my favorite singer after Jenny Magnus and 
Greg Brown, all on account of the phrasing.) 
 
PAUL KANTNER, GRACE SLICK, DAVID CROSBY, JERRY 
GARCIA, and MICKEY HART 
Blows Against the Empire 
    This album plays as one long piece of music.  A song suite, if 
you will, built around “Hijack,” Have You Seen The Stars Tonite?,” 
and “A Child is Coming.” Paul Kanter and Grace Slick were 
coming out of the Airplane; it was 1970, and this would prove to 
be their most long-lasting work. Great contributions in the writing 
and playing from Jerry Garcia, David Crosby and Mickey Hart. 
 

KENDAL KARDT  
“Three Steps” 
    Kendal came into view as a singer-songwriter, one of those guys 
who played solo reluctantly because he couldn't afford to work 
with a rhythm section. This guy wanted to rock it, but played little 
folk clubs, because that’s where the work was. Jim Post recorded a 
number of his songs, but Kendal did them more joyfully. Looking 
at his work retrospectively, he really was a gospel writer, but at the 
time we just thought of him as one of these wild guys who was 
drawing off a lot of influences. Other songs of his had vegetables 
dancing, jumping up and down, songs in praise of cannibalism. 
“Bicycle Wheel” is his best-known song of that era. I prefer “Three 
Steps,” with its joy and driving piano.  Recorded in 1976, you can 
find it on the Juicy John’s live retrospective album on Uvulittle. 
Since that time, Kendal played classical and gospel for twenty years 
at a church in New Orleans; he joined an all-harmonica group and 
moved to New Jersey; in concert, he is likely to do a Jesse 
Winchester song, or something by the Beatles the way it should 
always have been played. Kendal has never lacked self-confidence.  
 
JORMA KAUKONEN 
“Third Week in the Chelsea” 
    Marty Balin once said that what he most missed about the 
Jefferson Airplane was playing with Jorma, ‘cause when Kaukonen 
soloed, it was like he was trying to kill you. Always my favorite 
singer in that band (and I loved them all), Jorma went on to make 
a career‘s worth of stuff with Jack Cassidy in Hot Tuna and a 
dozen or so solo albums, mostly acoustic. In the nineties, Jorma 
made it on my box more often than any of those other San 
Francisco guys; his lyrics and vocal style were the way I wanted to 
be, but rarely was: dry, reserved, witty as hell, holding back until 
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just the right time. Loved him some Reverend Gary Davis songs. 
“Third Week in the Chelsea” was his last song for the Airplane, 
from the grossly underrated Long John Silver, in which he predicts 
his departure from the band. ‘Emptiness ain’t where it’s at.’  It’s the 
archetypal Jorma song: acoustic, bass, Will Scarlett on mouth harp. 
Burgers is the best Hot Tuna electric album; ten years later, they   
did a great cover of the Clash’s “Bank Robber.” I saw him three 
years ago with a fired-up Hot Tuna. Give Jorma an electric guitar 
and he busts out. He always looks great, too, with that massive 
head. 
 
CAROLE KING with GERRY GOFFIN  
“Up on the Roof” 
    Carole did it with that cool little band The Section, that featured 
Danny Kootch, and she did it well. The song was a hit for The 
Drifters — number five on the pop charts — and had all that cool 
doo-wop harmony. Carole played piano on the original version; 
James Taylor had a nice version of it a few years later. All of them 
continued to do it for the rest of their careers. If you go down to 
the el, the underground part where the acoustics are good, some 
guy with a tremendous tenor is doing it right now, and listen, 
someone else is putting on a harmony, and isn’t that you singing 
along on the high notes? I think it is. ‘When this old world starts 
getting you down…’  Gerry Goffin was her lyricist and husband. 
After they broke up, he continued writing, most notably “I’ve Got 
to Use My Imagination,” with Barry Goldberg.  Goffin died in 
2014; raise a glass. 
 

THE LAST POETS 
“Wake Up, Niggers” 
    Four or five voices chanting and proclaiming with congas, 
“Wake Up, Niggers” was composed of the simplest of components, 
with a revolutionary message of “Pay attention, or we’re all going 
down.” This song was something of an underground hit, if you 
knew somebody you could borrow the record from. You had to do 
it this way because it didn’t get any radio play. Probably recorded 
in 1968 or 1969, The Last Poets’ membership was always vague, 
and numbers of different groups of poets performed under that 
name. This song predates The Chambers Brothers’ “Time Has 
Come Today,” and all of Gil Scott Heron. These three groups are 
arguably the source of hip-hop and rap. 
 
JOHN LENNON 
“I Don’t Wanna to Be a Soldier Mama I Don’t Wanna Die” 
    Imagine is a better album than most of us remember: the lyrics 
are sharp and strong, the songs bristle, the melodies ring, and the 
playing by Lennon, George Harrison and Nicky Hopkins is lean 
and fresh.  It’s not Lennon’s best album — that title goes to the 
almost forgotten Walls and Bridges. The song “How Do You Sleep?” 
is still too mean, and the song “Imagine” is overplayed; but “I 
Don’t Wanna Be a Soldier Mama I Don’t Wanna Die” is fierce 
and politically uncompromising. “Crippled Inside” is almost as 
good, with George’s cool dobro part. 

“Scared” 
    By Walls and Bridges, Lennon’s fourth solo album, his themes of 
isolation, unconditional love, and the politics of being a persona 
more than a person in America had deepened and taken on a 
sadness missing from his earlier records. “Scared” is about being 
scared after everyone has left you, and “Bless You,” which is just as 
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good a song, is about blessing those who have left you from a 
distance. Great, vulnerable vocals from Lennon.  
 
JOHN LENNON & PAUL McCARTNEY 
“Two of Us” 
“Hey Bulldog” 
“You Know My Name (Look Up the Number)” 

    You got anything new to say about these guys? Call me up. 
 
SAM LEOPOLD 
“Short Changed” 
    This song has been on my list for years. When Sam would play 
at Juicy John Pinks in 1975 and ‘76, I would always request it: two 
teenagers on Ocracoke Island during hurricane winter months, 
with nothing to do but try each other on. You know what happens. 
These days I listen to his song “How Great We Are!” more often. 
Sam was cocky and brave up there, a rock ’n roller who lost his 
rhythm section and had great taste in covers, like Oscar Brown’s 
“Hazel’s Hips.” So damn friendly about that sexy waitress. Both of 
these songs are on the Live at Juicy Johns album on Uvulittle. 
 
NICK LOWE 
“Lately I’ve Let Things Slide” 
“Endless Sleep” 
    Nick wrote the best cover song Johnny Cash ever did — “The 
Beast in Me” — as well as the best cover Elvis Costello ever did: 
“(What’s So Funny ‘Bout) Peace, Love, and Understanding.” 
“Endless Sleep” is from an early single B-side. Guess what it’s 
about? “Lately I’ve Let Things Slide” is from the album The 
Convincer, from 2001. It’s such a cool song about losing it:  

Smoking I once quit  
Now I got one lit  
I just fell back into it 
Along with my pride  
Lately I’ve let things slide  

 
BRYN MAGNUS with JENNY MAGNUS 
“Lili Grace” 
    Bryn is Jenny’s brother and throughout the nineties was the 
writer’s writer for most of us in the wide-awake-and-taking-risks-
that-mattered Chicago scene. His was always a dreamlike word 
sculpture with a lot of unapologized-for beauty in the imagery, and 
characters not based on people you knew but birthed from Bryn’s 
mossy head. Jenny knew what to do with these folks: tell their tale 
set to minor chords with a lot of blue notes, but keep it moving.  
All three of these songs were recorded by Maestro, and though 
they’re all percussion-driven with vocals on top, they are all quite 
different from each other.  

“Prairie Night” 
    One of Jenny’s strengths as a songwriter is that she is a switch-
hitter — lyrics for this collaboration, music for that one. She tends 
to pull good work out of others.  

“The No Song” 
    From the album Don’t Flirt, but long a song before it was 
recorded. Its origin is in Bryn’s Weirdly Sisters play. ‘…Not ‘yes’ like 
Yoko had, but no...’  
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JENNY MAGNUS 

“Oh My God It’s So Beautiful” 
    This is a tale of beauty and sight as Jenny, in witness mode, 
overhears a loudmouth named Joseph describe a beautiful view of a 
city to a blind man, but gets caught up in the ‘My God it’s so 
beautiful, it really is.’ Jenny’s world is often down and dour; this 
song is not that. Exultative! Jenny’s vocal powers the song and 
drives it forward a capella, with her Maestro Subgum cohorts piling 
on at their most enthusiastic. Gospel for agnostics, tremendously 
celebratory. You can find it on the Maestro box set.   

“Early Nunnly” 
    ‘It was hard to find someone who wasn’t there the day he worked his 
trick.’ This song usually makes it on everybody’s list of favorite 
Maestro Subgum songs. ‘Above and below, above and below, Early 
Nunnly knew he knew what only a few could know.’ Early is a magic 
man, and his song is hooky and lyrically sharp; from the Lost Lost 
Lost album.  

“Simone” 
    De Beauvoir, of course. A smart song about a smart lady, from 
1992’s EP Jiggle the Constable. The song was always a dance one 
live: horns punching it, Blair Thomas’ tuba and Ned Folkerth’s 
drums leading the frolic. Not a dry foot in the house.   

“Eat the Beauty” 
    ‘You want to eat the beauty, you want to shit it out.’ Such a Jenny 
lyric, the graceful and the vulgar in the same breath. The studio 
album Don’t Flirt has Jenny doing all the harmonies, a stacking 
technique that she does better than anyone, with apologies to Joni 
Mitchell. The box set has a cracking version, with horns pushing 
harder and the other Maestro singers taking verses. 

“The Moon Stays the Same” 
    From the 1990 album Hot Ol’ Wadda.  Jenny has always written 
the best don’t-let-the-door-hit-you-on-the-way-out-lover songs. 
‘The moon stays the same, even though you’re still inside me.’  Ouch.  

“Blue” 
    Blue and dark blue… Drunken lady wandering the park. This is 
the one I listen to the most these days; the lyrics are stark, the song 
held back. The released version has Mark Messing’s oboe playing 
off of Jenny’s flute. I prefer the unreleased version — the flute is 
sad and harrowing; alone, Jenny grabs the solo. I have it, if you 
want to come by at midnight. I’ll even leave, so you can depress 
out alone, in a dark and cluttered space. 

“Schadenfreuder” 
    The Crooked  Mouth’s Yes Face album is full of great, short 
Jenny songs, and she drums all over it. This song is about what a 
pisser it is when you figure everyone else is getting it, the brass ring, 
and you’re still getting back on the horse. Great lyric, topped by 
everybody singing LA-LA-LA-LA-LA. 

“Today I Won’t Go” 
    Part cautious optimism, part daily reprieve from the giving up, 
the song, driven by Matt Test’s accordion, has Vicki Walden 
singing lead, Jenny hitting the harmony, and everybody else trying 
to hang on. 

“On the Complacence of Nature” (lyric by BERTOLT BRECHT) 
    Stefan Brün did the translation, one of several pieces of Brecht’s 
work I have heard from Stefan… he seems to have an in with the 
Brecht archive people. Brecht always is the real deal when it comes 
to an uncompromising point of view. The words are sung to a 
driving, marching hook that Magnus gives it. The banjo leads the 
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charge and everybody sings full out. This song rings like a clarion 
call, but the words stare with a cold, unblinking eye at nature, 
humanity, and all the subtle and blatant cruelty that we sign off on 
just by living. Not for the weak of heart — but, man, does this 
song wake up a room. You can hear it at a Crooked Mouth show; 
it’s unrecorded, so go see them play it. ‘The foaming milk still comes 
from the old man’s slathering toothless mouth.’ Lovely, innit?  
    Brecht and Weill have a lot of history with some significant 
songwriters. Tom Waits did “What Keeps Mankind Alive?” 
Marianne Faithfull did the whole Seven Deadly Sins. The best thing 
on The Doors’ first album was “Alabama Song.” Now when are 
people going to start doing those Brecht/Eisler songs? 
 
BOB MARLEY & PETER TOSH 

“Get Up, Stand Up” 
    Written by Marley and Tosh for Catch a Fire, their first album 
for Island Records to be released in the US. Tosh would leave the 
band shortly after this, but both of them continued to sing the 
song throughout their careers. With Tosh, it was a smoldering song 
of defiance: Stand up for your rights. With Marley, it was always 
more positive: We already are standing up for our rights. Built 
around the heavy drums and bass of Carly Barrett and his brother 
Aston, “Family Man.” The early Wailers songs rarely had lead parts, 
instead emphasizing rhythm and group singing. This song is tribal 
like that.  Just as good from the same era are “Rat Race” and 
“Catch a Fire.”   
 
T-ROY MARTIN 
“No One But Me” 
    Four years before the recent spate of talented and untalented 
pop stars recording with ukuleles, I heard Troy Martin play one for 

the first time. He was obviously a great musician, and got the most 
out of his little ukulele, but was quite self-effacing about his own 
songwriting, admitting that he only wrote a new song every few 
years or so. Luckily for those of us in Chicago who get to see him 
play often, he has picked up speed, writing good song after good 
song the last several years. “No One But Me” is the first one I 
heard, and in some ways it is still my favorite. A slightly mournful, 
hooky song about a friend who sticks to someone no one else can 
stand. Troy has recorded it twice: once with Elvisbride, where he 
shares the singing, and once with The Crooked Mouth, where he 
sings it alone. That’s the one to listen to, in my opinion. Troy 
Martin at his most… what’s the word? Distilled. 

“I’m at Ease” 
    This song is even more astounding. Troy sings it in an 
impossibly high falsetto — or is that the full tenor being stretched? 
Aaron Neville back in the day, or that sweet singer Antony Johnson 
now, might touch that tone, but few others would. The world 
sucks: terrible things are happening all around the narrator, but it's 
okay because ‘I’m at ease...’ Troy plays it at the piano. It’s on a 
collection of home recordings so obscure that I doubt Troy’s mom 
has even heard it.  When you see him play, which of course you 
should, ask him to play it. 

“Robot Lady” 
    If Ray Bradbury and Robert Heinlein — no, let's say Arthur C. 
Clarke — wrote three-minute pop songs, Troy would have 
someone to compete with. “Robot Lady” is so perfectly executed: a 
frightening, mesmerizing tale over a melody that could've come 
from Crosby, Stills and Nash — or, even worse, Bread at their 
most twee. It’s so damn hooky. Troy sings it in harmony with the 
ladies (Jenny Magnus and Vicki Walden), and I cannot get it out 
of my head, sometimes for days. 
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“I’d Like to Go Out Working (But I Have to Get to Drink in the 
Morning)” 
    Oh, this one is fun! Troy steps up to out-country the big boys, 
Waylon and Willie. You can find it on the second Crooked Mouth 
album, Yes Face. 
 
CURTIS MAYFIELD 
“Man’s Temptation” 
    For years I thought this song was written by Percy Mayfield, 
who was more of a hoarse blues shouter than the smoother Curtis. 
I have never heard Curtis do it, but the version I know is from the 
Super Session album from 1967 with Mike Bloomfield and Al 
Kooper.  Kooper sings it ‘like a soulful asthmatic.’ Great horn 
arrangement. 
 
EUGENE McDANIELS   
“Compared to What” 
    Eugene McDaniels wrote this song and gave it to Roberta Flack.  
She did it on her first album, but Les McCann and Eddie Harris 
had the FM hit with a live recording of it from Monteux. McCann 
and Harris were seasoned pros, one foot in rock and one foot in 
jazz. They’d already worked with Wilson Pickett and Ike and Tina 
Turner.  This song is a condemnation of the Vietnam War and the 
way it was all going. In 1971 I was working nights at the 7-Eleven 
and pissed off.  Me and my sweetheart had lost a baby and nobody 
got how much it fucked us up. I was living on Dr. Pepper and late 
night radio. WXRT was actually eclectic — Mozart and Dylan and 
Mike Oldfield. This song stood out that summer; it got played a 
lot. One night it was playing on the radio (maybe this is 
apocryphal), and it was raining, and this lunky, failed jock who had 
just crawled out of high school a couple of years earlier ran his 

mom’s Volkswagen through the front window of the store, 
shattering a display case of glass. Yes, glass quarts of soda that 
exploded all over the store, me drenched in glass and sugar, wet 
and cleaning it up the rest of the night. The other day I heard it in 
a grocery store and wanted to run out of the door, kicking over 
display cases as I went. I made a point to find this song and it 
cooled me off. Call me Pavlov’s dog or Holden Caulfield, still 
resenting all the phonies: part of me is still back at the 7-Eleven.  
 
ANNA McGARRIGLE 
“Heart like a Wheel” 

When harm is done no love can be won,  
I know it happens frequently 
What I can't understand, please god hold my hand,  
Why it should have happened to me  

    Anna and Kate, with their ethereal harmonies, were always good 
singer-songwriters, and even better singers. Emmylou Harris, Linda 
Ronstadt, lots of others covered them, but artistically they never 
really needed the help. “Heart Like a Wheel” is so adult in its heart 
sickness; I rarely listen to it but it’s one of the songs that I’ll just 
walk around singing, especially in the gray days when she's been 
gone a long time. Recorded by the McGarrigles on their first 
album, and there’s a pretty great version of them doing it at the 
Café Lena in 2009 on YouTube; watch that one, even if you know 
the song. Regrets, I’ve had a few: I should’ve been listening to more 
McGarrigles before I started this list. 
 
ROGER McGUINN & JACQUES LEVY 
“I’m So Restless” 
    This is on Roger McGuinn’s first solo album, from 1973. He 
went back to his folk roots, and most of the original Byrds sang on 
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stuff.  “I’m So Restless” is a very funny song: McGuinn addresses 
one verse to Dylan, one to Jagger, and one to Lennon, who are all 
bugging him in the song to do things their way. Twelve-string 
acoustic guitar, and Dylan’s harmonica. Jacques Levy would go on 
to write with Dylan. 
 
JONI MITCHELL 
“Urge for Going” 
“A Case of You” 
“See You Sometime” 
“Carey” 
“Raised on Robbery” 
“Judgment of the Moon and Stars” 
“The Last Time I Saw Richard” 
“Cold Blue Steel” 
“California” 
“Morning Morgantown” 
    Joni Mitchell did the albums Blue, Court and Spark, and For the 
Roses right in a row. No one comes close to that, unless it’s Richard 
and Linda Thompson’s three in a row. Nine of these songs are 
from those albums, and I had to hold myself back from just listing 
all thirty tracks. Joni is fully in charge here in the writing, singing, 
arranging.  An adult woman with a full sexual life, verve, and 
artistic cool, riding through the very male end of the sixties and 
into the seventies’ golden era of songwriting. The West Coast guys 
— folkies, near-folkies, and jazzers — all work with her, date her, 
are blown away by her. Her albums are hits, which is amazing in 
retrospect. She goes on to work with Charles Mingus, Jaco 
Pastorius, and Wayne Shorter; Herbie Hancock wins a Grammy 

playing her stuff. She gets a weird funky or psychosomatic disease, 
keeps painting and spinning bitter about the world and the music 
industry. But stops singing. Nowadays, my closest women friends 
will just burst into Joni and I bravely sing along; we all know all 
the words. If you don’t have these records, just go get them. 
“Morning Morgantown” is from Ladies of the Canyon, when the 
narrative was outward, still seeing the world, rather than inward, 
like the Blue album. “Urge for Going” is even earlier. The woman 
loves you but has got to move on; written in 1966, I think. I first 
heard Dave Van Ronk’s version, and that’s the one singing in my 
head. Joni Mitchell is my favorite singer, after Greg Brown and 
Jenny Magnus. 
 
VAN MORRISON 
“Come Here My Love”  
    This song is from Veedon Fleece, Morrison’s album from 1974, 
which has always been something of a secret. It doesn’t rock much; 
it’s not very Irish folky or soul-based. It’s just tremendously well-
written songs, sung when Morrison was at his vocal peak. I had it 
for years on vinyl, and I prefer listening to it that way, with the 
little scratches. ‘Come here my love, this feeling has me spellbound.’   
Morrison weaves and purrs it like love is a sad, sad, earthy magic 
spell and we are caught in it and all alone. Other highlights from 
this record include “Linden Arden Stole the Highlights” and “Cul 
de Sac,” with Jim Rothermel on penny whistle and flute, and Jef 
Labes on piano. Morrison would always please me as a writer. 
“Listen to The Lion” from a few years later, “Wavelength” from 
twenty years later, “Fast Train” from forty years later. But this is 
the album. 
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GRAHAM NASH 
“Southbound Train” 
    I didn’t think old Willie would make the cut — his songs always 
verged on wank, or slid right over; but “Southbound Train” and 
“Immigration Man,” from the same album, with Dave Mason’s hot 
lead guitar, are both great songs. Graham’s cool harmonica part 
gets the nod here. 
 
FRED NEIL 
“Blues on the Ceiling” 
    Fred was the guy in mid-sixties New York erudite songwriters, 
with a deep, effortless baritone and a fat, warm, twelve-string 
sound: weird tunings with lots of rag influence. Dylan followed 
him around just to get a chance to sing a couple; Michael Smith, 
Paul Kantner, Steve Stills all considered him a mentor. “The Other 
Side of This Life” was recorded by everybody. “Everybody’s Talkin’” 
from the movie Midnight Cowboy gave him enough money to buy 
a boat and thirty years’ worth of gange. “Blues On the Ceiling” is 
just a cool little song, because you know that blues is up there, 
hanging around. Fred’s version is great; Karin Dalton’s is even 
better, and if you don’t know Dalton, you should. She was the one 
that all these fellas were in awe of. She didn’t write songs, but man, 
could she deliver ‘em. 
 
WIILIE NELSON  
“My Own Peculiar Way” 
    Teatro from 1998 is Nelson’s best album, which is saying a lot.  
The songs, mostly Willie’s, predate 1963. This one is from 1966, 
and what a reminder of Nelson’s first fifteen years as a songwriter: 
an era where arguably he was the only great country songwriter — 
see “Night Life,” “Crazy,” “Darkness on the Face of the Earth.” 

Recorded with Willie’s best collaborators: his sister Bobbie at piano, 
Mickey Raphael on harp, Emmylou Harris on close harmony. So 
maybe there are two hundred Nelson albums out there; this is the 
one you need.  Produced by Daniel Lanois. 
 
BOB NEUWIRTH 
“Eye on the Road” 
    T Bone Burnett tells the story of sitting in a songwriters’ circle 
with Elvis Costello, David Hildago, Billy Swann, Neuwirth, and 
Steve Earle — not a slouch amongst them — taking turns singing 
the new ones, and every time it comes to Neuwirth, everybody else 
just gets blown away by his images, his choruses, his story shapes. 
This keeps happening until Neuwirth, always the sly one, starts 
laughing and admits he’s just making the songs up on the spot. 
With a long career and now heading into his seventies, Neuwirth is 
a special writer, one of the few that everybody else looks to when 
they want story. “Eye on the Road” is maybe about staying sober 
while driving across Ohio in the middle of the night. “I Don’t 
Think of Her at All” is just as good, and so are “Lucky” and 
“Annabelle Lee.” Given his early times with Dylan, a duet album 
with John Cale, single-song collaborations with Patti Smith or Kris 
Kristofferson or Elvis Costello, some banjo playing on the Harry 
Smith project from fifteen ago, hosting all those concerts that came 
out of that Coen brothers’ movie, Neuwirth is the Zelig of the 
weirdo folk fringe.  
 
RANDY NEWMAN 
“I Think It’s Going to Rain Today” 
    From 1966, but old before its time: Tin can at my feet, guess I’ll 
kick it down the street… One of the great ballads of all time, and all 
the ladies love the Newman: Nina Simone’s cover from 1969, Irma 
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Thomas’ cover from 2007, and Judy Collins’ single best 
performance (from 1967, I think) all stick to you like melancholy 
glue.  

“Cowboy” 
    Harry Nilsson did Nilsson Sings Newman, a whole album from 
Randy, in the innocence of 1969. The singing is so catchy and 
smart and high and fine. Raise a glass to Harry. 

“Baltimore” 
    Randy loves to write and sing him a song about a city. Beat up 
little seagull on a marble stair… Oh, Baltimore. Man, it’s hard just to 
live. And I am not even talking about “In Germany Before the 
War,” “Davy the Fat Boy,” “Dixie Flyer,” the whole Good Old Boys 
album. A few years ago, Newman cut two albums of all his best 
stuff, just him and his piano alone in the studio. They are both 
essential. 
 
LAURA NYRO 
“Eli’s Coming” 
    In 1968 my sister brought home Eli and the Thirteenth 
Confession. Cecilie had that same year played me Highway 61 
Revisited and The Doors’ first album. And as much as those two 
albums were a constant for me over the next few years, Laura Nyro 
was even more so. Me and my friends, a close-knit group of mostly 
women, all in our late teens and avidly against the Vietnam War, 
in favor of poetry and late-night talks about everything, we knew 
all of Laura Nyro’s songs in and out, wept to them, quoted them, 
slept together to them. Eli was huge, New York Tendaberry  was 
even bigger, Gonna Take a Miracle lived up to the title. Somewhere 
in there, Christmas and the Beads of Sweat.  My sweetheart Jenny 
could play a few of them on the piano. We’d skip school or work 
or whatever everybody else thought we should be doing, just to 

listen to the next one. Laura wrote “And When I Die” when she 
was fifteen and sold it to Peter, Paul and Mary. The 5th Dimension 
and Blood, Sweat & Tears had hits with her songs before she was 
twenty, but her own versions just blew them out of the water. She 
was a New Yorker, had girl friends and raven hair. She talked about 
her female muse as if she were in the next room; loved Coltrane, 
Nina Simone, and the Shangri-Las; was the best piano player, and 
could really sing. Her own layered harmonies pre-dated Joni 
Mitchell’s, but when I saw her alone at the Auditorium Theater, in 
a red gown and with two dozen red roses on the longest gleaming 
black piano, I couldn’t imagine why she would ever need anybody 
else up there. She was so magnificent, Patti LaBelle came out of 
retirement just to sing with her. They made one of the best dance 
records ever in Gonna Take a Miracle, an album that featured none 
of her own songs and just blazed. Her death at 49 was shocking to 
me. I went back and found stuff of hers from her later career (Live 
at the Bottom Line is particularly great) that I had never listened to, 
and wept over the loss of her for several months. 
 
PHIL OCHS 
“There But for Fortune” 
    Ochs had a beautiful voice and a strong sense of the poet game, 
the outsider view of culture, the romantic view of the things people 
do well and care about. He wasn’t as tough and shrewd as Dylan, 
but vulnerable and wired: he believed in the Revolution, and when 
it crashed he crashed hard, died miserable and crazy. All this makes 
“There But For Fortune” the bittersweet anthem of the era. The 
song sings like an anthem for every people’s struggle. It was written 
out of that kind of sincerity, and avoids the sentimental peachiness 
often found in that kind of work. “The Crucifixion” is his other 
great song, and is the flip side — lurid, long-winded, strange 
sympathy for the humanness of the Christ story. All his stuff is 
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worth finding; Live in Vancouver, from just months after the 1968 
convention, is the important one.  
 
YOKO ONO 
“Walking on Thin Ice” 
    So you either love Yoko Ono or you hate her. If you hate her, 
you never really even listen to her. And if you love her, you 
probably listen to her too much. “Walking on Thin Ice” is her 
greatest work.  Recorded the night John Lennon was killed and 
released some months afterward, it’s dangerous, tense, worried, and 
really makes you want to dance. Terrific vocal from Yoko, and one 
of Lennon’s rawest guitar performances. And as good as it is, Elvis 
Costello and The Attractions covered it ten years later, with a great 
horn arrangement from Allen Toussaint. So some night, just turn 
everything else off and listen to both versions, back to back. If you 
don’t like the song after that, don’t ever talk to me again. 
 
JAMIE O’REILLY with MICHAEL SMITH  
“I Fell Out Of Love With Sin Today” 
    Jamie is a Chicago folk singer who over the last twenty years has 
produced and curated a remarkable series of shows with Michael 
Smith. This one is from their most recent show and CD, Songs of a 
Catholic Childhood. Jamie has a voice that can make you laugh and 
cry every time you hear her, and her writing is direct and poetic at 
the same time. She performs regularly; look for her at a Roots 
Salon. Anytime you see Michael play, you will see how it is done: 
he can write a song about anything and make it sing, and his 
acoustic guitar playing is comparable to that of Richard Thompson. 
Yes, that good. 
 

CECILIE O’REILLY and KIT KEASEY  
“Burn The Money” 
    The original songwriters of Maestro Subgum and the Whole, 
Cec and Kit brought a very different set of sensibilities to their 
collaboration. Cecilie was clever, Kit kooky, and both of them 
approached folk music like it was rock’n roll mixed with classical 
chops. They wrote several dozen songs, with and in response to 
each other. “Burn The Money” is maybe the best, with its sly-child 
poke at capitalism. It’s on the Maestro box set. 
 
NED O’REILLY 
“Nights the Wind” 
    Ned wrote this at age 15 or 16, a lovely melody with lyrics that 
give proof to the theory (mine) that the best love songs are written 
by teenagers and old people. The stakes are higher, the romance 
lusher.  Ned’s a grand singer and if you see him perform now, in 
his fifties, he’ll do this song if you ask. Or ask him to do Harry 
Nilsson’s “Coconut.” He does that great too. Look for “Nights the 
Wind” on the Maestro box. 
 
GRAHAM PARKER 
“Crawling from the Wreckage” 
    Elvis Costello’s tougher older brother, Van Morrison’s pinch 
hitter, Bob Dylan’s unacknowledged son, never too far from the 
pub or too outside of passion. The Rumour was his band, and they 
could hit it and then hit it again faster. Graham Parker chased 
them around the stage with a poet’s cigarette in both hands and a 
cocky attitude on every shoulder.  
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CARSON PARKS  
“Something Stupid”  
    Van Dyke Parks’ older brother wrote and recorded this in 1963, 
but it was Frank and Nancy Sinatra who had the hit in 1965. They 
sing it cool, too. Sinatra, despite never giving a shit about rock ‘n 
rollers — they had no horn section, couldn’t swing, had bad taste 
in clothes — never lost his taste for hit records. Even though we 
think of him as forties and fifties, this guy recorded deep into the 
eighties, covered Joni Mitchell’s “Both Sides, Now,” and was 
Martin Luther King’s favorite singer, a fierce advocate of civil 
rights. Frank invented the concept album (Songs for Young Lovers in 
1954), and was the last really great singer to smoke onstage. What 
a guy. 
 
GRAM PARSONS with CHRIS HILLMAN  
“She” 
    One good album with The Byrds, two good ones with The 
Flying Burrito Brothers, and two great albums with Emmylou 
Harris and the remnants of Elvis Presley’s band. All that and Gram 
got the Stones to let him record “Wild Horses” before they did. 
Pretty grand record for a Texas fella in his twenties. He peaked too 
soon and died young, but brought out the best country-rock had to 
offer in 1972. James Dean cool, with a ballad-perfect high baritone 
voice and good taste in collaborators: Emmylou, Chris Hillman, 
and the great steel guitar player Sneaky Pete Kleinow.  
 
DAN PENN with SPOONER OLDHAM 
“It Tears Me Up” 
“Don’t Give Up on Me” (with CARSON WHITSETT & HOY 
LIDSEY) 
“The Dark End of the Street” (with CHIPS MOMAN) 

    Dan Penn is probably the guy who wrote the most songs that 
you have heard and don’t know he wrote them. “The Dark End of 
the Street,” written in 1966 with Chips Moman, was a soul hit for 
James Carr, and was recorded by an awful lot of great people. 
Gram Parsons did it fine with The Flying Burrito Brothers. A few 
months later, these two wrote “Do Right Woman, Do Right Man” 
in the studio for Aretha Franklin. In early 1967, Penn produced 
“The Letter” for The Box Tops, which featured a teenage Alex 
Chilton. He and longtime friend and collaborator Spooner 
Oldham wrote “I'm Your Puppet” for the Purify Brothers, “You 
Left The Water Running” for Otis Redding, “A Woman Left 
Lonely” for Janis Joplin, and dozens more.  In 1993, Penn 
recorded Do Right Man, and the standout track on that album — 
an album that he sings with effortless sincere cool — is “It Tears 
Me Up.” When I go heartbreak, that’s the song I sing: the guy had 
to keep passing his lady, the one he loves, on the street on another 
man’s arm and he is hurting so. Don’t Give Up on Me, from ten 
years later, was Solomon Burke’s comeback album, and Penn gave 
him its best song. The guy pops up here and there, still producing, 
writing a whole album for Irma Thomas. Alabama soul, this guy is 
the real deal.  
 
PRINCE  
“When You Were Mine” 
    So, His Princeness sings it well, and on the way home tonight I 
heard “Little Red Corvette” on the radio and thought, “Gotta get it 
on the list, and ‘Raspberry Beret,’ and ‘1999,’ but… but… I still 
haven’t gotten to… dozens of other good people…” So just “When 
You Were Mine,” recorded in 1980, with guitar licks galore and 
Farfisa organ. Prince said he wrote it after a long night of John 
Lennon records. Cyndi Lauper later had a synth-pop hit with it, 
but the version I loved was Bette Bright and The Illuminations on 
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the seven-inch single. In 1981 I had this really cool girlfriend, I 
mean cooler than I would have ever imagined talking to, let alone 
canoodling, but we did canoodle, me bone-skinny and living on 
acid and scotch and late-night dancing, the cool girl with violet 
eyes and black black hair and red red lips and self-cut bangs. The 
cool girl had her a jukebox, or her real boyfriend did, and this song 
was on it. Bette Bright was very cool too, with red lips and self-cut 
bangs that were blond. They must have shopped at the same store: 
baggy pants and vintage black shoes. There was a xylophone on 
Bette’s version of the song that really worked the feet up. Plus, I 
was heartbroken and my marriage was lost, so why sleep, why not 
dance? The cool girl’s real boyfriend wouldn’t have it on the 
jukebox, and it was a cool jukebox, with all songs predating 
1963… Little Willie John, The Penguins doing “Do Not Pretend,” 
Bruce Ruffin doing “The Bitterness Of Life.” Hmm… maybe that 
was after 1963.  
 
STEPHANIE REARICK 
“Motorcade” 
    ‘…If you had a market for a seven-letter sobriquet you'd gussy up 
the motorcade and show 'em what you got.’  That’s how Stephanie 
tells it.  She’s out of Madison, Wisconsin, with seven or eight 
albums, and this song, from Democracy in 2007, benefits from 
being recorded well on a good grand piano. Ms. Rearick — prolific 
and uncompromisingly left, artistically and business-wise — likes 
to experiment, using vocal loops and Casios often to augment her 
vocal strengths; but, man, I like that piano playing. She’s a 
remarkable pianist, with a classical touch and a jazzer’s willingness 
to risk it all, stretching the melody and sliding off and on the 
rhythm. The words patter like a Gilbert and Sullivan. The line, 
‘You don't need a weatherman to tell you that it blows’ is a direct 
reference to Dylan’s ‘You don’t need a weatherman to know which 

way the way the wind blows,’ which was itself a reference to the 
radical branch of the SDS, the Weather Underground.  Stephanie 
seems really comfortable following in both sets of footprints. Her 
performance at a recent all-Jenny-Magnus-songs concert was eye-
poppingly good; she drove the rhythms and rode the lyric like a 
flying horse. I hope she records those, but I will listen to anything 
she sings, ever. 
 
OTIS REDDING and STEVE CROPPER       
“(Sittin’ On) The Dock of the Bay” 
    This song came out after Otis died in a plane crash in Madison, 
Wisconsin. ‘Sittin’ here resting my bones, and this loneliness won’t 
leave me alone…’ There’s that great whistle, and Otis, who would 
usually sing out of a good vocal sweat, is so calm and collected. 
Redding’s death as a singer was the biggest loss to soul and rock ’n 
roll after Lennon’s. Both singers came from that deep, mean-it-if-
you-sing-it place. Steve Cropper was the guitarist for Booker T. 
and the M.G.’s for fifty years, done now; Duck Dunn, the bass 
player, passed a few years ago. They played on most of Redding’s 
stuff. Sam and Dave, Carla Thomas: Cropper’s always interesting. 
He wrote “In the Midnight Hour” with Wilson Pickett, was in 
Levon Helm’s RCO All-Stars, and toured with Neil Young in the 
nineties. 
 
LOU REED 
“Sweet Jane” 

A: Lou Reed?  
B: I guess we’d better.   
A: “Venus in Furs”? 
B:  Well, maybe.  
A: “Walk on the Wild Side”?  
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B: After all those commercials? 
A: Plucked his eyebrows, and he was a she… 
B: No, man.  
A: “Perfect Day”? 
B: Hmmm, why not just lip sync? I mean really, now we’ve 
moved back into the eighties. 
A: Don’t get insulting now. “The Blue Mask”…? 
B: I thought Bruce Springsteen wasn’t getting on this list.  
A: I’m reconsidering “Fire”… 
B: No, man. 
A: Pointer Sisters, my brother. 
B: No Bruce. 
A: Nebraska? “Highway Patrolman”… Johnny Cash…  
B: Take it easy. Let’s get back to Lou.  
A: “Satellite of Love.”  
B: Almost, but you’re killing me here if you don’t say it. 
A: “Sweet Jane”? 
B: “Sweet Jane”!  
A: “Sweet Jane”!  
B: Did you have the Cowboy Junkies version?  
A: Have it? I slept with it under my pillow. 

 
JONATHAN RICHMAN 
“To Hide a Little Thought” 
    Jonathan Richman had the coolest of the geeky bands, The 
Modern Lovers. Produced by John Cale, they predated Talking 
Heads and Television; “Roadrunner” was an FM hit, sort of. (It 
got played on some people’s radios.) ‘Roadrunner once, roadrunner 
twice, I’m in love with rock ‘n roll and I’ll be out all night.’ They 

played fast and Jonathan sang like he just got into the seventh 
grade. He quit The Modern Lovers because he thought electric 
guitars would hurt children’s ears, and for many years after that he 
only played acoustic, usually with a drummer who snapped his 
fingers and played the plastic tub. All pretty fun and dramatic, but 
silly if John had not been such a great songwriter. Quirky point of 
view, yes, but he had real insight into the human condition, with 
songs like “Affection,” which is about craving some. The little song 
“To Hide a Little Thought” relates the ethics of straying from your 
sweetheart in your own mind when only your mind knows your 
straying. Love the Jonathan Richman. 
  
FENTON ROBINSON 
“Somebody Loan Me a Dime” 
    Fenton wrote it and played it raw and emotional, but it’s the 
Boz Scaggs version with Duane Allman that is sublime. Boz was a 
survivor of the Steve Miller Band, originally out of Milwaukee. In 
1969 Boz split from Miller, who was leaving the blues for pop 
hooks, and went down to Muscle Shoals to record his self-titled 
second album. And Boz Scaggs is great: mostly songs that avoid the 
crooner-smoothie-groove he would enter a few years later, with 
touches of country and soul spread over a warm, southern swamp 
sound. Barry Beckett on piano and organ lead, the band on the 
“Dime” arrangement — but it’s Allman’s weeping lead guitar 
bringing the lost and lonely for ‘My old time used to be’ that makes 
the song and performance. Boz never had it so good again, and 
Duane, this is what he was playing when he got to the Golden 
Gate. 
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BRUCE RUFFIN 
“The Bitterness of Life” 
    This was on that jukebox, the cool vintage one my friend had in 
the eighties; it was the flip side of a 45 with Desmond Dekker and 
The Aces. I always think of it as an Aces song, but it’s not. Leslie 
Kong produced ‘em both. Bruce was a Rock Steady performer in 
that brief period between ska and reggae in Jamaica; he had a 
beautiful, high tenor voice, lovely harmonies. From 1967, I think.  
I had it on the vinyl. Who got away with that? Give it back. 
 
LEON RUSSELL 
“Tight Rope” 
    This song is the catchiest, coolest thing from the master of time 
and space, the Oklahoma piano man who could arrange the shit 
out of a laundry list. Great lyric, ably supported by Jim Gordon on 
drums and Don Preston on guitar. The country long-hairs of the 
early seventies made the coolest records with the aw-shucks-
tongue-in-cheek that was so subtle in its drawl, you almost missed 
the wink.  From Carney, and recorded in 1972, of course.  
 
PETE SEEGER 
“Snow, Snow” 
    ‘Snow, snow, falling down, covering up my dirty old town.’ I 
avoided writing this one. Sad winter with lots of good people dying.  
When I sat down to do it finally, I found that I just started to sing, 
‘the snow, snow…’ Pete got me to sing! One of my theories about 
the way the world should work is that there are some people who 
just should never die: what they bring to the table, with all its flesh 
and sun and moisture, is so special and unique that there's no way 
to replace it once it's gone. Almost feel silly to say that.  Everybody 
misses their people. Last year Pete was asked about the future of the 

planet. “I am without hope,” he said, “but—” (this pause is so 
important to the way Seeger viewed the world) “I could be wrong.” 
“Snow, Snow” was written in 1964; I learned it from Eric 
Andersen’s cover in the nineties; Seeger recorded it on Rainbow 
Race in 1973 on Columbia Record — same record as his “Old 
Devil Time.” 
 
BILLY JOE SHAVER 
“I’m Just an Old Chunk of Coal (But I’m Gonna Be a Diamond 
Someday)” 
“Tramp on Your Street” 
    Shaver wrote a lot of songs for Waylon Jennings and Johnny 
Cash. He’s from Oklahoma; never lost his small town roots, and 
has probably never written a bad lyric either. He’s usually happy to 
record with a good fiddle and pedal steel player. He had a great 
band about ten years ago called Electric Shaver with his son Eddy, 
who has since died of a heroin overdose. Shaver keeps going 
though. He’s recorded “Chunk of Coal” several times, and all the 
versions are worth hearing. Jennings and Cash both did it on their 
own in the eighties. “Tramp on Your Street,” which tells the story 
of Billy Joe at ten, walking ten miles barefoot up the railroad tracks 
to hear Hank Williams play, is amazing.  
 
JULES SHEAR 
“It’s All Over but the Smoke” 
    In 1998, Shear, who had already written hits for Cyndi Lauper 
and collaborated on songs with The Band and Roger McGuinn, 
made an album of duets, with a dozen other songwriters singing 
with him. There are some good songs with Suzy Roche and Paula 
Cole, but “It’s All Over but the Smoke,” with Ron Sexsmith, is the 
tremendous song of lost love and desire. I always pay attention to 
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what Shear is doing, but this album Between Us is the one I have 
had to replace twice because I play it to death. That Ron Sexsmith 
is one sweet singer, and Jules is a prince of melancholy.  
 
JOHN SCOTT SHERRILL 
“Nothing but the Wheel” 
    So Scotty is a friend of mine from the seventies who would play 
at our club Juicy John Pinks when he was on tour. In around 1975 
he moved to Nashville, and has been a successful songwriter there 
ever since, writing a bunch of hits for country singers like Brooks 
& Dunn and Patty Loveless. “Nothing but the Wheel” is a 
beautiful song about driving away from your lover, weeping and 
holding on tight. The best version I know is by Peter Wolf from 
the J. Geils Band, with Mick Jagger singing harmony.  Two years 
ago I saw Scotty do a whole set of his songs, and that’s the way to 
hear this one, too. Could have been written by Hank Williams, it’s 
that good. 

“Call Me a Taxi” 
    This song is from 35 years before. Scotty recorded it at Juicy 
John Pinks with the Long Lost Rainbow Band.  It was released on 
the Live at Juicy John Pinks compilation by Uvulittle.  Same theme, 
really: ‘Call me a taxi and send me away.’  
 
JOHN SIMON 
“Slim Pickins in the Kitchen Don’t Make It at All” 
    Simon is a very funny songwriter and a great pianist who 
produced Janis Joplin, The Band, and two off-center, Hoagy 
Carmichael-like albums on Columbia Records in 1969 and 1970. 
Sang like John Prine’s plumber alongside a bunch of great horn 
players, including David Sanborn and Randy Becker. Maestro 
Subgum covered “Slim Pickins” in its eighties incarnation. ‘Oh me 

oh my, oh down along the bayou, Daddy’s catching fishes from the deep 
blue sea.’ 
 
PAUL SIMON   
“Duncan” 
“The Only Living Boy in New York” 
“Getting Ready for Christmas Day” 
“April Come She Will” 
“The Boxer” 
    I am particular about my Paul Simon listening. I don’t dig on all 
that Graceland stuff; I respect it, but tend to like the simpler songs, 
like “Duncan” from that first solo album: ‘My mother was a 
fisherman, my father was a fisherman’s friend…’ In “April Come She 
Will,” from 1967 with Garfunkel, each month is personified while 
the harmonies float and shimmer. In “Only Living Boy,” Simon 
sees Garfunkel off and knows he’s left alone. “Getting Ready for 
Christmas Day” is from his most recent album, which is pretty 
good. ‘Working on my rewrite, working at the car wash.’ “So 
Beautiful or So What,” also from that album, is also pretty good. 
But I can’t believe I am going to leave off “The Boxer,” Simon and 
Garfunkel’s best single, from 1968. Great story, the extended la lie 
la over drummer Hal Blaine’s riff at the end that went on and on; 
that was some great stuff. 
 
NINA SIMONE 
“Mississippi Goddam” 
    What can you say? Written right after the murder of Medgar 
Evers. 
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PATRICK SKY 
“Love Will Endure” 
    Patrick Sky was on Vanguard Records, came out of the 
Greenwich Village scene with Dave Van Ronk, and wrote odd 
songs and beautiful ballads. “Love Will Endure” is really about love 
itself, as opposed to a person. The whole record is great, though, 
and Patrick is still alive, playing the Irish pipes these days.  
 
GRACE SLICK 
“Lawman” 
    Slick was always the toughest of the Airplane, the smartest 
songwriter to come out of the San Francisco scene. With songs like 
“Eat Starch Mom,” “Better Lying Down,” and everything on 
Manhole, she put the listener on alert. This was not some fun-
loving hippie. “Lawman” is about her being woken up in the 
middle of the night, after making love to her old man, and meeting 
the cop at the door with a gun of her own. I love the way the 
Airplane play off of each other: Slick, Balin, and Kantner. It was 
Slick that led that three-pronged vocal attack.  
 
MICHAEL SMITH   
“Booze” 
    Michael Smith is the rarest of fellows, in that he has never 
recorded a bad or even a mediocre song. Now, maybe he’s written a 
bad or mediocre song, because who knows what goes on in the 
dark of night, in the privacy of your own home? This puts him on 
a short list that includes Richard Thompson, Sandy Denny, Tom 
Waits, Townes Van Zandt, Jenny Magnus, and Randy Newman. 
There might be something in one of those cartoon movies 
Newman now does that is at least mediocre; but because I haven’t 
seen them, I am willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. I even 

sing along with his title song on Monk, the television show. But 
back to Michael. Michael has been writing and recording since the 
late sixties. And like a lot of people who never made it big, he was 
deemed a folkie, because he often couldn’t afford to perform with a 
band. But he is a rock and roller at heart, with as much of a 
relation to doo-wop and the Beatles as to any of the big folk 
songwriters of his day. “Booze,” as far as I know, Michael has never 
recorded. He wrote it for a musical version of Spoon River 
Anthology, in the early seventies. The song begins each of its thirty 
or so lines with the word “booze,” sung loudly and with panache, 
and then the line goes on to tell us some things about the wonders 
of booze. ‘Booze for the poor, booze for the rich, booze for the bastards, 
and booze for the bitch.’ The song plays as a parody of a backwoods 
preacher, and usually when people hear it, they walk away singing 
it to themselves. It’s a very funny song. If you see him, you could 
ask him to sing it — he probably won’t — or you could search out 
one of the bootleg tapes of his many performances in the seventies, 
and hope that it’s on there. Since I wrote this, I hear Michael’s 
been singing the song in his shows! 

“Car on Fire” 
    Great pop love song. Cars, passion, heat, and a car on fire. ‘It’s 
too late, firemen, too late. Love’s in a hurry, and love won’t wait.’ 
Recorded by Michael Smith and Barbara Barrow on vinyl in the 
early seventies; I’ve never heard that version. If you have, I’ll give 
you fifty cents if you send me a copy. A recent release on Uvulittle 
of songs recorded at Juicy John Pink’s in 1976 features Michael 
and Barbara doing that song with just acoustic guitars. And it’s 
catchy, and it rocks. 
“The Dutchman” 
    I really wanted to have this song be “I Brought My Father with 
Me,” which is Michael at his most personal, working from the 
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image of seeing his father in himself as he ages; but my friend — 
who doesn’t know all Michael’s songs, and loves Michael’s classic 
song “The Dutchman” from performances she’s seen over the past 
few years, and so doesn’t think of it as part of the popular folk song 
bag — was so sad at the idea that I wouldn’t include the song, even 
though I sing it around the house all the time, that I changed my 
plan. “The Dutchman” is about love, loss, memory, and the 
sweetness of aging. Steve Goodman famously recorded it, but so 
have dozens of other people, including Michael. The best way to 
hear it is in a small setting, in a living room say, at a house concert, 
where Michael sings it like it’s three hundred years old and he’s 
hearing it for the first time. This guy is that good. 
“Rain in the Key of D” 
    A great chorus, with lovely harmony possibilities. It’s a fairly 
recent Michael Smith song. He recorded it with James Lee Stanley, 
often does it with Jamie O’Reilly and her daughters, where he leans 
back, letting them take the vocal lead. It’s raining, there’s love, and 
you hear sound through the window. 
 
PATTI SMITH 
“Farewell Reel” 
“Gone Again” (with FRED SONIC SMITH) 
“About a Boy” 
    Patti Smith emerged fully formed out of New Yorks CBGB’s 
after years of knocking around, writing poems and hanging with 
Robert Mapplethorpe and Sam Shepard at the Chelsea Hotel. She 
was already 31 when she released Horses — ancient by punk 
standards. Her first album featured her massive revamp of Van 
Morrison’s “Gloria.” I loved that Rolling Stone interview where she 
talked about making herself come by just seeing how great she 
looked in the mirror. And if indeed she was considered the 

godmother of punk, she sure didn’t seem to give a shit; she was just 
playing shows and reciting poems. Her band was good too: Jay Dee 
Daugherty‘s drums and Lenny Kaye on guitar. In the eighties I lost 
her: stopped listening, only noticed a few things. Her move to 
Detroit, her seemingly audacious marriage to Fred Sonic Smith 
from the MC5, whom I had watched tear down the house in 1967.  
A decade or more passed, then in 1996, Patti made her best and 
most important recording. Reeling from the deaths of her brother 
and her husband Fred, as well as of Robert Mapplethorpe, still 
emerging from her long hiatus raising children in Detroit, Patti 
wrote the deep and grieving album Gone Again. The whole thing 
plays like a requiem — song of an ancient adult without self-pity, 
loving the departed. It was the ballads that got me but, boy, was it 
sad. I stopped listening to it. Then I started writing this, more than 
a decade later, and my friend said, what about Patti Smith’s 
“Farewell Reel”? Ably supported by Television’s old guitarist Tom 
Verlaine, as well as Daugherty, Kaye, and guests Jeff Buckley and 
John Cale, the whole album is like going to church every time you 
turn it on. A great work. Patti’s face is the only celebrity up on my 
refrigerator, a picture from the paper last month. She looks happy 
now, with braids and a stocking cap. Her piece in the New Yorker 
on Lou Reed’s death was the one my friends and I talked about. 
Patti knows how to grieve. 
 
SPANKY AND OUR GANG  
Anything You Choose / Without Rhyme or Reason 
    Bob Dorough and Stuart Scharf produced this album in 1968. 
They wrote most of the songs, including “Give a Damn,” “Jane,” 
and “Without Rhyme or Reason,” and worked in covers of Hoagy 
Carmichael and a guest appearance by Little Brother Montgomery. 
The wonderful thing about this record was that it was arranged to 
be one continuous track on each side, with these cool little sound 
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links between songs. The lead vocals moved around from Spanky 
McFarlane to Kenny Hodges (who wrote “Since You’ve Gone”) to 
Malcolm Hale, who died suddenly during the recording. Malcolm 
was a multi-instrumentalist, and did most of the vocal arranging. 
Dorough, a jazz producer, and Scharf, a guitarist who wrote a lot of 
the group’s second album, stepped in as singers. The Our Gang 
group vocals, always a key to their sound, with their mixture of 
barbershop and doo-wop, never sounded better. The group didn’t 
survive the death of Hale; they broke up soon after. Me and my 
younger brothers loved this record and we learned every song, can 
still sing them. 
 
ROSALIE SORRELS  
“Travelin’ Lady” 
    Rosalie Sorrels slept in my bed once. She’d been drinking 
whiskey and telling stories and didn’t want to drive on to the next 
town. I was downstairs on the floor, glad she had my room. Eugene 
Chadbourne slept in my bed a decade later. The collaboration of 
Eugene and Rosalie, which could have happened if time were more 
porous, I would have loved to hear. Both of them are leftist and 
outspoken as hell. I ran into her song “The Baby Tree” on Blows 
Against the Empire — Paul Kantner plays it alone on banjo. She 
didn't write as often as she might have; she told great stories 
though, wrote other interesting stuff. I got to book her at Juicy 
John Pinks in the seventies, where she’d do Willie Nelson, Merle 
Haggard, and a lot of Utah Phillips. She always came with a young 
guitar player who could keep up with her. I liked her Archy and 
Mehitabel readings, and this great song: ‘I used to live in a big old 
house, but now I’m a travelin’ lady.’ Look for it on the Live from 
Caffe Lena compilation, from last year. 
 

JOHN STARRS with MICHAEL GREENBERG 
“Oil Slick” 
    John Starrs is a Chicago poet and actor. He wrote several pieces 
for Maestro Subgum that Michael Greenberg set to music, and 
each one of them featured a different singer. Jenny Magnus sang 
this one. Mr. Greenberg was always adept at taking a well-loaded 
verbal verse and making it singable. It rocked, too. Slap your stick 
upon that oil slick. John would always dance in the aisles during this 
one. Hell, you would too.  
 
STEPHEN STILLS 
“We Are Not Helpless” 
    So Mr Stills was the Patrick Ewing of his generation. Ewing was 
a pretty great center who played in his prime against Michael 
Jordan in his prime. And Charles Barkley. Karl Malone. Scotty 
Pippen. Ten years earlier or later, Patrick would have been the 
championship guy. Stills’ closest comrades were Neil Young, Joni 
Mitchell, Jimi Hendrix — all great songwriters. Even David 
Crosby could shoot the three.  Stills came up emulating Fred Neil, 
another great writer from ten years prior. He went on a pretty 
awesome writing binge from 1967 to 1972, created the Buffalo 
Springfield, CSN (and Y), and Manassas, went toe-to-toe with 
Young and Hendrix in guitar throwdowns, was the best sideman 
on early Judy Collins and Bill Withers albums, and out-played 
Mike Bloomfield on Super Session. Bloomfield, the best guitarist of 
his generation… Okay, third-best, behind Jerry Garcia and 
Richard Thompson, but we can argue that later. Stills got pretty 
crazy from all of this (rumor has it) and the attendant lifestyle. But 
I’ve been listening to a bunch of Stills, and maybe the joke’s on 
everyone else, because he is playing a lot currently, sane and sharp. 
“We Are Not Helpless” closes his first album with a soaring chorus 
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that includes Cass Elliott, Crosby and Nash, John Sebastian, Rita 
Coolidge — the angels of hippie heaven in 1970. Ringo Starr on 
drums, and Stills does this great organ part. 
 
ROD STEWART 
“Maggie May” 
    Yes, I am embarrassed. Although I blame Rod, not the song. It’s 
a great song. ‘All you did was wreck my bed, and in the morning kick 
me in the head.’ Yep, that’s how it be sometimes.  
 
JOE STRUMMER & MICK JONES 
“London Calling” 
“Lost in the Supermarket” 
“The Call Up” 
    The Clash, in their remarkable run of London Calling, Black 
Market Clash, and Sandinista!, were known affectionately as “the 
only band that matters.”  In retrospect, the brag seems justified. 
The albums bristled with songs; the Clash were the only ones to 
successfully fuse punk’s raw uppercut punch with London’s ska-
revivalist cool slam, rockabilly revival’s fast three-chord strut, piles 
of sixties Kinks hooks, and more than a touch of mid-period 
Stones swagger. A ferocious live band, these guys came out roaring 
every night.  Pete Townsend had drunken punch ups with the Sex 
Pistols; they hated each other on sight, and that made sense because 
Townsend was all vision and the Pistols were all anti-vision with 
puss popping out. Both important in their own ways, but 
Townsend got the Clash to open for the Who.  
    He also sat in with them, his slicing rhythm-guitar-meets-lead-
guitar style fitting in perfectly with Mick Jones’ slicing rhythm-
guitar-meets-lead-guitar style.  The Stones didn’t give a shit, Keith 
figuring the Clash for burning out fast, too fast to really be a 

contender for the Stones’ rock ’n roll crown. He was right there — 
Keith has usually been right. And the Clash was political. Tough 
on government! Hard on War! Big on the Brothers! In retrospect 
— and this is all in retrospect, because I loved them then but was 
running around like hell in those days just trying to keep up, 
drinking scotch and trying to keep my feet under me on the slam 
dance floors, about as far away from my leftist hippie roots as could 
be — when I heard Strummer’s AAAA-AAh it was a zombie terror 
scream at the top of “London Calling,” a wake-up call: ‘LONDON 
IS CALLING NOW AND I, I LIVE BY A RIVER,’ and we all lived 
by a river, no longer a safe passage out but boiling with toxic 
sewage and it was long past time to get out. Even the good bands 
of their era — Talking Heads, REM, Patti Smith’s guys, Television 
— were running a couple lengths back.  
    The Clash could write songs. In piles. About stuff they had a 
passion for. London Calling was a double album, Sandinista! a triple. 
Topper Headon was a great drummer; I put him right behind 
Charlie Watts and Billy Kreutzmann. And, yes, I am familiar with 
Keith Moon, Ringo, Levon Helm, Dave Mattacks, and, God 
forbid, that heavy-footed thug from Zeppelin. Topper is better 
than all those can-bangers. Assaultive, nimble, driving, danceable 
— that was Topper. And Paul Simonon, the stoical bass player that 
all the best rock ’n roll bass players are, keeping it simple, focused, 
by his side, tight. By the Sandinista! album, Topper was sharing the 
writing credit with the rest of the lads; he was that important to 
their sound. John Lennon, Mick Jagger, and maybe Grace Slick 
were better rock ’n roll singers than Joe Strummer. Nobody else.  
Strummer was strong, he was passionate, he could be tender in the 
toughest section of a song; hear his triumphant working-man-on-a-
spree rough joy on “Brand New Cadillac,” his absolute conviction 
on “The Call Up,” his ferocious paranoia on “Police on My Back,” 
his sly read on Montgomery Clift on “The Right Profile,” the way 
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he shares the vocal with those kids on “Hitsville UK.” He was 
subtler than Roger Daltrey, had more vocal range than Bob Marley, 
better pipes for passion than Gram Parker, and made David Byrne 
and Tom Verlaine sound like librarians in comparison, which those 
guys probably enjoyed. Strummer was one of the mighty voices.  
Top four all-time rock ’n rollers, and don’t even bring Presley into 
this; that cat didn’t write nothing. No songs from Elvis, so I don’t 
even have to put him on the table, and I won’t. Now, Costello, 
maybe, or the Morrisons (Van and Jim), but… never mind.  
    Last Wednesday I was at my grandson’s house. He’s three, and 
he demanded of his poppa that he put on the Clash so he could 
dance. I didn’t even know that kid could slam. Clash rules, and if 
you don’t think so, then you probably won’t be at my wake or 
funeral to argue about it. And they have that new box set that 
comes dressed as a boom box. So there. Let’s all take a break and 
listen to “Lost in the Supermarket.” Strummer and Jones, from 
London Calling. “The Call Up,” from Sandinista! is the most urgent 
anti-draft song, when Thatcher calls up the boys to go to fight for 
queen and country. ‘I don’t wanna die, I don’t wanna kill.’  Joe 
Strummer spits it out. 
 
MICHAEL STUMM 
“Buster Keaton” 
    Michael Stumm is a sometime performer with the Wooster 
Group, an eclectic singer and actor, often wears a bow tie, and says 
things designed to surprise and startle people. “Buster Keaton” is 
his song about living in good old dirty New York City as a heroin 
addict and spending one week with his lover Zoe, going to see 
Buster Keaton movies before she finds out about his addiction. 
Michael sing-speaks it, barely acknowledging the music as he tells 
the story over ukulele or acoustic guitar. He recorded it in 2007, 
on an album that has him singing with a pretty good alternative 

country-sounding band. “Buster Keaton” is still the best thing on it. 
He does it alone. I have a demo of him doing it alone from ten 
years before, and it’s even better. 
 
MATT TEST 
“Assume the Worst” 
“No More” 
“Spite “ 
    So my friend Matt Test writes a play called A Minor Loss of 
Fidelity, and it has these three songs in it, all written for many 
voices. We do them in the Crooked Mouth set, eventually 
recording all three. Test goes on to write a couple of sets’ worth of 
songs for the Elvisbride band, and then a full opera, Rung. His 
songs remind me of some Brecht/Weill, some Waits, some cabaret 
musicals, the original Hair, the Fantasticks. They are all smart songs, 
language-driven, with a lot of wordplay in them; things are sung in 
rounds, by characters; tempos pick up speed and then more speed, 
accordions and banjos drive, but they also have strong rhythmic 
components. What comes through after all this thinking and 
comparing is that Matt Test’s songs are distinctly his, unmistakably 
so. These three are on the Crooked Mouth records. Look for his 
Elvisbride stuff too, especially “Crumper Was a Bowler.” 
 
RICHARD THOMPSON 

    Richard Thompson probably did his best work as one half of 
Richard and Linda Thompson. Or Fairport Convention. Or 
Richard Thompson's Acoustic Band, Big Band, Electric Band, or 
as part of French Frith Kaiser Thompson, or as the compiler of 
1000 Years of Popular Music, et cetera. In other words, every time 
Richard comes out the gate, his writing and his guitar playing 
leaves everybody else in the dust. From 1974 to 1982, Richard 
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made six essential studio albums with Linda Thompson, from I 
Want to See the Bright Lights Tonight to Shoot Out the Lights. This 
represented a run in popular music matched only by Joni Mitchell 
and the Beatles for great songwriting and well-made arrangements 
of those songs.  This was after six albums, all good, with Fairport 
Convention, starting in 1968. Since leaving Linda, he has made a 
whopping thirteen studio albums and released sixteen live ones. 
Richard is a musician’s musician, the best guitar player of his 
generation — and of anyone born after 1963, for that matter, 
unless you think it’s Jerry Garcia or Michael Bloomfield, both long 
dead, while Richard, equally adept with acoustic and electric guitar 
and a fine player of mandolins, keeps piling up the guitar solos. He 
was asked by Steely Dan, who wanted to get back on the road, and 
by the Band, after Robbie Robertson’s refusal to rejoin, to join up 
in the same year on guitar, and he turned them both down. A fine 
lyricist, too: REM, Loudon Wainwright, and Greg Brown have all 
covered his songs.  Not a verbal slouch in that crew. 
“Just the Motion” 
    This is from Shoot out the Lights, his last album with Linda. A 
sweetly painful song about surviving and living on in a shifting 
world. The big breakup album, half lullaby, half goodbye; both of 
them would go on. They now occasionally play together. 

“Down Where the Drunkards Roll” 
    From ‘right Light Tonight’ with Linda, John Kirkpatrick on 
accordion, it kicks.  Down in the gutter, rolling around. 

“The Great Valerio” 
    This is with Linda, from Bright Lights Tonight. Valerio the 
tightrope walker, high up above the crowd: a steadfastly mournful 
song, built around Linda’s tender vocal and Richard’s most delicate 
guitar.  

“Drowned Dog Black Night” 
    With French, Frith and Kaiser — those other guys were all 
experimental rockers. French was the drummer from Captain 
Beefheart’s band; Frith and Kaiser already had a reputation for the 
weird and the atonal. Thompson wrote songs in a storytelling eye 
with a brooding melody to enhance. It gave them focus as a band, 
and still Thompson stretched musically. Scary song: 

Ah the madness of a world is on the move 
The wind is crashing like it’s blind, drunk and angry 

“Tear Stained Letter” 
    This is from Hand of Kindness, his up-tempo, fly-fast-until-the-
light-of-dawn album from 1983, with Dave Pegg and Dave 
Mattacks from Fairport tearing it up on bass and drums, 
Kirkpatrick on concertina. It’s incredibly fast, and in concert would 
get faster and faster, Thompson’s guitar a racehorse flying off the 
cliff. So much other good stuff — check out Front Parlour Ballads 
from 2005, 1000 Years of Popular Music, and his last official album 
with Fairport, House Full. 
  
VERNON TONGES 
“Warren Oates Is Dead” 
    Tonge is a veteran of the nineties weirdo Chicago rock and roll 
scene. A huge presence: big voice, and equally adept on banjo, 
guitar, and pedal steel. “Warren Oates Is Dead” is his song about 
realizing that the world really sucks, and that Warren Oates is dead. 
He comes to Chicago to play. You should see him. Ask him to play 
“Sleeping Baby Nebula” or “Juggernaut.” If he does, you will not 
be the same after you hear it. Vernon could startle Tupperware 
right off the table. 
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PETER TOSH  
“Steppin’ Razor” 
    Marley had the light, but Tosh had the deadeye of the Old 
Testament prophets, a deep voice with no soft edges. With Marley, 
the Jamaican government tried to compromise; with Tosh, they 
just looked the other way when the gunners went after him and 
gunned him dead. Sometimes this song is listed as having been 
written by Joe Higgs, which I find baffling, as it was Tosh’s theme 
song, and Tosh was a mean motherfucker; that’s what the song’s 
about. Joe Higgs, who occasionally sang with the Wailers, was a 
sweetheart.  Be that as it may, when Tosh sang on “Steppin’ Razor,” 
‘Watch my side, I’m dangerous, I’m dangerous…’ I believed him.  
 
PETE TOWNSEND with JOHN ENTWHISTLE 
Quadrophenia 
    This is a cheat. Quadrophenia is a whole opera. Probably The 
Who at their best: Keith Moon’s drums orchestrating around 
Entwistle’s bass and Townsend’s guitars and synthesizer. Great. 
Cooler than Tommy. Quadrophenia is Roger Daltrey’s best vocal 
work. When the Who were on, they were better then the Stones or 
Clapton’s Cream — fuller, more melodic and driven. 
 
TOWNES van ZANDT 
“Marie” 
    If you can listen to this song over and over without bursting into 
tears or going into a heart flop sweat, then you either have a Teflon 
heart or you don’t give a fig about narrative and story. The narrator 
is living under a bridge, it’s getting cold, Marie is sick and pregnant 
sleeping next to him; she needs a coat, she’s gonna have a 
baby; someone stole his harmonica so he can’t play for change. He 
walks across town to wait a long time in line and has to come back 

tomorrow. He’ll never do that; he goes home to sleep under the 
bridge and, in the morning— 

Marie she didn't wake up this morning  
She didn't even try  
She just rolled over and went to heaven  
My little boy safe inside  
I laid them in the sun where somebody'd find them  
Caught a Chesapeake on the fly  
Marie will know I'm headed south  
So's to meet me by and by  

It’s a chilling song, terrifying in its hopelessness. Townes’ vocal is 
unflinching, without sentimentality. Willie Nelson covered it back 
in the day — which, thanks for the attempt, Willie, but Townes 
didn’t ever need anyone’s help to deliver a song. This one could be 
at the very top of my list but… I can’t really listen to it but once a 
year, when the moon is dark, the news is all bad, and someone I 
really care about has passed. Favorites seem like a trivial notion 
when thinking on with this one. “Pancho and Lefty,” “No Place to 
Fall,” and “The Highway Kind” are all good songs, by turns sweet, 
sad and lovely. “Marie” in its desolation is a masterpiece. 
 
LOUDON WAINWRIGHT III 
“Old Friend” 

The good old days are good and gone now  
That’s why they’re good, because they’re gone.   

    This is from Loudon’s first album — and, oh boy, is he bitter. 
But I gotta admit, I’ve got some old friends I’d like to sing it to 
even now. 
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“Needless to Say” 
    This is from Loudon’s third album, which has cool 
arrangements including David Amram on French horn, and a great 
cover of the Leiber and Stoller song “Smokey Joe’s Café.” Loudon 
is Rufus and Martha Wainwright’s father. He tends to piss people 
off these days because he’s so blunt and outspoken, but I think he’s 
funny and I’d much rather hear his songs than anyone he’s related 
to. 
 
TOM WAITS, usually with KATHLEEN BRENNAN  
“Downtown Train” 
“Way Down in the Hole” 
“Hell Broke Loose” 
“Singapore” 
“Clap Hands” 
“Earth Died Screaming” 
    Tom Waits grunted as he lifted one side of the baby grand piano 
and shoved it, shaking, against the brick wall. That ought to do it. 
He’d been lifting and shoving that sucker for half an hour, feeling 
his arm muscles twist and clench, his back struggle and almost give 
out. That ought to do it, or maybe Harvey Heap could get him a 
hammer or a plunger. A plunger would do it — fuck up the sound, 
one of those old industrial ones with rust and mold like you left it 
in the basement. The piano, a perfect-looking thing, shining like a 
Cadillac, sounded like Keith Jarrett playing Bach on the 
Resurrection Day; that is to say, perfect. Tom Waits didn’t want 
perfect ever, except in… well, never. He reached into his vest 
pocket for a Pall Mall before coughing out a ‘fuck,’ when he 
remembered that he had quit the smoking ten years ago, when 
Kate had asked him to. And the kids, they just glared like it was 

obvious and what was Tom Waits thinking? This was an art 
opening at the art college where Tom Waits was playing. He didn’t 
really want to do it, especially without the Pall Malls, fuck. But his 
son was doing the figure drawing class, or was it the sculpture? 
Tom couldn’t remember. Everyone got to look at naked people in 
one of them and play with clay in the other. Tom Waits figured 
both of them were educational activities worth supporting; plus, 
Kate got the dean, a woman with thick glasses and big ta-tas who 
called herself Maurice, to ask him, and mentioned that if he did it, 
Maurice might show him the museum’s collection of Captain 
Beefheart pen and ink drawings. Kate knew him pretty well. If the 
ta-tas weren’t enough, or the thick lenses, or the Maurice, the 
Beefheart ought do it, sustain Tom Waits’ interest. Tom Waits had 
a bunch of songs he had started on, mostly pulled out of Kate’s 
pristine lyric notebooks, and then shoved around with a bunch of 
napkins and matchbook covers on Tom Wait’s broken xylophone, 
on top of the spinet piano  in the living room; but the songs 
weren’t done yet: too many chords, and the drum parts all sounded 
like Bo Diddley. Tom Waits was into polyrhythms now. Tom 
Waits wanted some Bo Diddley, sure, but where’s the Harry 
Partch? So he wasn’t sure what to play. Some Beefheart? Maybe 
“Grown So Ugly I Don’t Even Know Myself”? He knew that song. 
Maybe some Keith Richards — “Sweet Virginia,” or “Turd on the 
Run.” Three months ‘til Christmas, and that’s when Keith would 
come by. The two of them would shoot pool and drink potion 
whiskey and cut stuff up at the arts and crafts table on the porch, a 
table the kids didn’t use anymore, but Keef and Tom Waits did, 
cutting with the scissors, all those spangles and glue, the only time 
Tom Waits figured to drink these years. Tom Waits’ road manager, 
a little round guy named Harvey Hemphead — Kate swore Tom 
Waits hired him because of the name Hemphead, which Tom 
Waits had shortened up to Harvey Heap — had given him a 
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request list from the local college station. “Clap Hands.”  He 
couldn’t do that alone, unless he didn’t play the instrument but 
just clapped. He wasn’t that good a clapper. “Earth Died 
Screaming” would make him weep like a sailor and fall on the floor 
rending his garments. Did anybody want see that? Most of the kids 
were around nineteen or twenty at this school, and things were just 
going to get tougher. Why slam them through the hopes and 
dreams section? “Singapore” he could do, if somebody had an 
organ with a wheeze in it; got to have that wheeze.  “Way Down in 
the Hole” he knew was a good song, but could he do it, what with 
all those great versions by the Neville Brothers, Steve Earle, the 
Five Blind Boys of Alabama from The Wire in his head? How could 
he touch those musical cats? He didn’t know, but he could go 
watch The Wire in his van after, if he had a van and there was a TV 
in there. “Downtown Train” he could do — just call up Lily 
Tomlin beforehand. Like now Harvey Heap must have a phone, so 
he could have Lily’s voice. Lily knew how to put some quiver in a 
metaphor voice; he should have Lily in his head, rather than 
Springsteen. “Time” he could do, because he still didn’t 
understand that one at all; those lyrics. What was he waiting for? 
Time to figure them out, Dada or no Dada. And the war was still 
going, and that pissed Tom Waits off daily, so he could do “Hell 
Broke Loose.” Where were they, anyway? Pasadena. Harvey Heap 
had a car; maybe he could pick up Larry Taylor and his bass, 
Charlie Musselwhite and his harps. Those guys were always 
sleeping at the Holiday Inn in Pasadena. Put a little boogie in this 
bitch. Play some drums. The bass drum had a nice new hole in it 
where he kicked it that time when he was chasing the cat.  That 
hole made an oomph in and out sound when you bumped it with 
your boot — do that!  Read some Lewis Carroll from the stage. 
Some King Lear. Tom Waits figured he had a set, if this piano 
could sound bad enough. 

 
VICKI WALDEN with JENNY MAGNUS 
“Hitting the Wall” 
    Vicki is the bass player for The Crooked Mouth. She hits it the 
first time out as a songwriter. Men, women, children: all have had 
enough. Rhythmically cool, too. You’ll want to keep an eye on that 
pen. 
 
GILLIAN WELCH  
“Elvis Presley Blues” 
    Welch, with her partner David Rawlings, has quietly come into 
her own, out-writing every other woman in the commercial 
country scene. Elvis Presley was the big pop icon for so long, 
written and fantasized about more than anyone except maybe 
Marilyn Monroe, but Welch gets it right: 

And he shook it like a chorus girl 
And he shook it like a Harlem queen 
He shook it like a midnight rambler, baby 
Like you never seen, like you never seen 

Ain’t that great? When I am done writing this, I think it’s just 
Gillian Welch time — and, oh, Patti Smith’s latest, and 
Lucinda’s… and… and… 
 
DANNY WHITTEN 
“I Don’t Want to Talk About It” 
    This is the radio hit that Crazy Horse never had, and that Bruce 
Springsteen and Rod Stewart wish they had written. Whitten was a 
good singer, a more emotional Gene Clark. This is one of the great 
heartbreak songs, recorded in 1972, I think. Rod did have a hit 
with it ten years later, copping the Crazy Horse arrangement, 



Chicago Arts Journal w Music Flash 2014 	  

	   65 

which pissed me off — the one great Crazy Horse without Neil 
Young record. Nils Lofgren and Jack Nitzsche both wrote good 
songs for it — “Beggar’s Day,” “Crow Jane Lady” — but Danny 
Whitten had the soul.  
 
LUCINDA WILLIAMS 
“Sweet Old World” 
    Regrets, I've had a few: I wish I had listened to a lot more 
Lucinda Williams. When I do, she always gets me. “Sweet Old 
World” is the best song ever to a friend, a lover, after the guy has 
decided to kill himself and gone off and done it. Jim Lauderdale 
sings the harmony, and it's loving and heartbreaking, even though 
I mostly hear it at Starbucks when it’s too early in the morning for 
heartbreak. 
 
BRIAN WILSON and VAN DYKE PARKS 
“Surf’s Up” 
    Yes, yes, the Beach Boys were often great, weirdly adolescent and 
ethereal, usually. Surf’s Up was their best album. Brian had already 
collapsed under the strain of Smile, his concept album that went 
grandiose in an effort to top Sgt. Pepper’s and then exploded; but he 
wrote some great songs, and played piano and organ on the album. 
The singing was at its height: breathtaking harmonies, deep leads 
— particularly from Carl — and the lyrics had moved away from 
soda pop and into the mysteries of water and fire. The lyrics to 
“Surf’s Up” were by Van Dyke Parks, a minor legend in his own 
right. It was preceded on the album by “’Til I Die,” which was 
really about the life of a tree; Brian took the lead on it. Oh, good 
stuff, almost topped a year later by “Cuddle Up,” on their Carl and 
the Passions record with Dennis, the wild brother, singing ‘cuddle 
up to me’ against a full orchestra. Hard to out and out embrace a 

song about cuddling up, though. “Surf’s Up” remains their finest 
moment.  
 
NEIL YOUNG 
“Revolution Blues” 
“Powderfinger” 
“Comes a Time” 
“Tonight’s the Night” 
“Silver & Gold” 
“Last Trip to Tulsa” 
“On the Beach” 
    So I just come back to the 200 favorites list, which has been 
exhausting as much as exhilarating… To land on two hundred 
songs, I have had to really chew on 2000. And that, combined with 
my limited computer typing ability and the flow — jarring, really; 
only sometimes peaceful — of the fifty years of memories that 
creatures in their sixties already have going on before they start 
listening to all those triggering songs, has left me bewildered and 
on edge about what I actually know, if anything, about these 
people and their songs. At the coffee shop, I read a review in the 
New York Times about a Neil Young concert the night before, and 
they printed his set list, about twenty-five songs, spanning his 
whole career. Not one of them is on my list! So I get to know that 
Neil is prolific, restless, probing, and inventive in his work. Always 
willing to stretch and surprise. And he has written a fuck of a lot of 
songs.  
    “Comes a Time,” done with a bevy of acoustic guitar players and 
Ben Keith on pedal steel, is a take-life-on-its-own-terms ballad; 
“Silver and Gold,” done alone and attempted lots of times for 
different albums until Neil liked the feel, is a take-love-on-its-own-
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terms song. They are both very comforting, and I often play them 
before sleep. “Powderfinger” is a tough character song about 
bootleggers: ‘Red means run, son. Numbers add up to nothing…’ 
“Revolution Blues,” from On the Beach — perhaps his best record: 
the soft songs are pushed around by the harrowing and odd ones 
— ‘I hate them worse than lepers and I kill them in their cars.’ Scary 
right-wing character sings that one.  
    “Tonight’s the Night” is from the tequila-raw concept album 
built around this strained and fragile song, and shaky as Neil and 
the remnants of Crazy Horse grieve over the passing of their friends 
due to heroin. “Last Trip to Tulsa” from his from his first record, 
restored by Young to its original tape sound on CD a few years 
ago; the vinyl was strangely muffled and flat-sounding. This 
version is a revelation: Young playing off of guitarist Ry Cooder, 
each pulling the best out of the other.  
    “On the Beach,” by contrast, is Neil alone — haunted, dreaming, 
moaning out Dylanesque surrealistic images in an almost flat voice. 
Young is always an interesting singer; no one has his knack for the 
held high note.  

Now I’m living out here on the beach  
But those seagulls are still out of reach  

    Indeed. His great recent stuff includes “Walk Like a Giant” from 
Psychedelic Pill, and the whole album with Daniel Lanois.  
 

 

The Ones That Got Away: 
 
“Lightning Bar” by Hoyt Axton (the Arlo Guthrie version) 
“Toni Morrison Likes Moby Dick” by Jeff Dorchen 
“Bottle of Wine” by Tom Paxton 
“Fortunate Son” by John Fogerty (the Creedance Clearwater 
version) 
“Blues Run the Game” by Jackson Frank (the Bert Jansch version) 
“Stick to the Rum”  by Eric von Schmidt 
“Solid Air” by John Martyn 
“Early 1970” by Ringo Starr 
“Creeque Alley” by John and Michelle Phillips (The Mamas and 
the Papas) 
“Wagon Wheel” by Ketch Secor and Bob Dylan (the Old Crow 
Medicine Show version) 
“Til The Rivers All Run Dry” by Don Williams (the Pete 
Townsend version) 
“Me and Bobby McGee” by Kris Kristofferson and Fred Foster 
(the Janis Joplin version) 
 
    In a different year, they all would have made it on the list. Hell, 
they might have bumped everybody else off — favorites is fickle. 
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Tracks 
Reviewed by Edmund St. Bury 
 
    It has been fifty-seven years since Utah Phillips wrote “Daddy, 
What’s a Train?,” a song lamenting the disappearance of the 
American railroad. Well, it seems the trains are still rolling, and 
Anne Hills thinks on that subject on her new album Tracks, and 
sings on it, and sings some more. In a lively passage in his book 
The Mayor of MacDougal Street, Dave Van Ronk talks about the 
women singers of the early ‘60s folk renaissance, in comparison to 
the men of the various scenes. He writes of the beautiful voices, 
perfectly pitched and delivered, of Judy Collins, Joan Baez, 
Carolyn Hester. He tells how they were the Queens of Folk, with 
their cool, clear melodies, as opposed to the Kings and the Fools: 
Van Ronk himself, Bob Dylan, Patrick Sky — all rough-voiced, 
slightly flat, nasal singers who could ladle out the tone and the 
world-weariness in heaping portions. The ladies had it going on, 
though: they never dragged the beat or slurred the words like the 
men, but instead told the ancient tales in voices stunning, clear, 
and  powerful.  
    Anne Hills is a singer in that tradition. She brings a lot to the 
table: impeccable tone, a warm approach to phrasing, a quick 
ability to go funny within a verse. She’s got a wise knack for riding 
the sentiment of a song without going maudlin. Most folk singers 
are ambassadors of bygone eras, stewards of the lights on the deep, 
essential edges of culture, struggling to keep those lights from going 
out altogether. Hills seems to know this, and embraces the role, but  

 
at the same time she insists on staying fresh, writing new songs, 
covering new material by songwriters she supports.  
    I ought to admit here, as an enjoyer of folk music, that I’ve 
never listened to much of Anne’s recorded work. I was aware of her 
trio with Bob Gibson and Tom Paxton — indeed, their record Best 
of Friends (2004) is a favorite of mine. I knew of her work with 
Bob Gibson years before that, and I was aware of some of her 
output with Priscilla Herdman and Cyndi Mangsen, as well as her 
frequent collabarations with Chicago folk stalwart Michael Smith. 
    I know Hills to be a strong harmonizer, a decent banjo and 
guitar player, and a good songwriter, whose songs never waved out 
at you but blended into the set. I'm sure I must’ve seen her 
perform a few dozen times over the years. I like train songs as much 
as the next guy, and when I heard that Anne Hills was releasing 
this collection about life and lore on the rails, I bugged the gang at 
Chicago Arts Journal until they let me write about it. And here we 
are. 
    The musicianship on this disc is first-rate: Anne collaborates 
mostly with producer and multi-instrumentalist Don Robinson, 
who is equally adept on mandolin, fiddle, pedal steel and slide 
guitars. Robinson’s slide guitar runs on Michael Smith’s “Ballad of 
Dan Moody” are so shockingly close to the way Smith performed 
that song when I first heard him do it in the ‘70s that I half suspect 
that Michael may be sitting in on the sly. That controversy aside, 
Anne sings that song well, leaning into the story. And it’s a great 
story: cowboys, betrayal, Jesus, train robbery. I think I’ve heard a 
dozen people do it over the years, but Anne makes it fresh and keen. 
I can see the story when she sings it. She also has the chutzpah to 



Chicago Arts Journal w Music Flash 2014 	  

	   68 

take on Steve Goodman’s great and much-abused “City of New 
Orleans” — probably the best-known train song, after Elizabeth 
Cotten’s “Freight Train” — and she does it justice. Her banjo 
playing is a sound well-suited to the lulling cacophony of the 
freight train, and that banjo leads the arrangement. There’s a great 
horn part underneath, too — Matt Salazar on trombone — which 
invigorates the melody. “The Train to Morrow,” a traditional, is 
quite funny, in the style of “I am my own grandpa” or a “who’s on 
first?” wordplay, its speaker talking of taking the train to Morrow 
tomorrow. Again here, Hills’ banjo carries the song.  
    The bulk of the album, though, is songs, on and about trains, 
written by Anne herself. Tales of hobos, farmers, lost rails: “Maria 
Took the Train to Town,” “Winter Vigil,” and “Transcontinental” 
are all thoughtful ballads. In “Transcontinental,” the narrator 
personifies the train as an eternal gypsy; Hills’ vocals are clear and 
lovely, and the poetry of her lyrics makes me play the track again 
and again, but it’s Anne’s “I Rode ‘Em All, Man,” whose cheeky 
narrator names train after train she’s hopped in her time 
(supported by a grand harmony from Richmond), that lifts the 
album up into the special pile on my stereo.  

I rode the— 
Milk run, bullet train, monorail, funicular 
Boat train, freight train, you know, I’m not particular 
Intercity, main line, cable train was just fine 
Diesel engine, light rail, turbine blazed a trail 
Switchback, subway, cargo and by the way 
Amtrak, metro, anyway you wanna go— 

    Also of interest lately is Anne’s album release celebration, taking 
place on a City of New Orleans train going all the way from the 

Big Shoulders to the Big Easy. I’m delighted by the idea of it. See 
annehills.com for details on that, and everything else. 
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Some Things I Think About Some Songs  
by Carine Loewi 
 
Really Catchy Songs about Spousal Abuse 
 
“Under My Thumb” — The Rolling Stones  
“Boom Boom, Out Goes the Light” — Little Walter  
“Run for Your Life” — The Beatles  
“’97 Bonnie and Clyde” — Eminem (but I am thinking of the 
Tori Amos cover) 
“Boyz-n-the-Hood” — Eazy E 
 
    I’m not going to be one of those people who complain that rap 
music in particular is “so misogynist.” To say so is both racist and 
tedious, there being abundant misogyny and sexism all over the 
musical universe. I digress. I basically like all these songs, and will 
bounce along to them happily for a while, until I eventually jolt 
awake at some horrific lyric and feel like a bad feminist. It’s a 
conundrum. And, I know, you’re going to say the Tori Amos 
version of the Eminem spoken-word ballad (in which a narrator 
speaks to his young child as he drives to the lake to dump the body 
of his wife, whom he has just murdered) is some kind of reclaiming 
feminist turnaround, but it is still creepy as fuck. And really good. 
And, okay, “Boyz-n-the-Hood” isn’t really about being mean to 
women as a main theme — it seems to be about driving all over 
town and being an asshole in various places — but the speaker does 
slap a lady for talking back to him, and then beat up her dad when 
he intervenes. That’s not nice. I sing it all the time while jogging. 
Have you ever noticed how many catchy songs are about being 

awful to women? I have. Send me some more and we can make a 
mix tape and throw it in the river. 
 
Songs I Have Listened to on Repeat at Various Maudlin 
Times of Life 
 

“This Is My Song” by Petula Clark 

    Did you know that Charlie Chaplin wrote this song? I didn’t 
know that until just now when I looked it up, but I did spend 
many afternoons at age 15 moving the needle back to the top of 
this track over and over and pining, while I should’ve been doing 
geometry or something. Curse whatever maiden aunt gave me that 
record. It was a tumultuous time, those days in my bedroom. 

“Crystal” by Lindsey Buckingham and Stevie Nicks  

    This song appears on Fleetwood Mac’s white album, but if you 
can find a vinyl copy or a sneaky download of the pre-Mac release 
Buckingham Nicks, it’s worth the hunt. The song (and the whole 
album, really) is sparely arranged, frankly erotic, and those kids 
sound so, so young.  

“Rubber Hose” by Maestro Subgum and the Whole  

    A quick flight of song about two lonelies in the big world who 
get together and get it on eternally in the next life. Let’s just say I 
had some solitary years in college. 

“The Air That I Breathe” by The Hollies  

    This song feels like maple syrup poured from a high place onto 
an open wound, it is so good. Cauterize me with sugar tea, dearie. 
k.d. lang does a nice version of it, too — and while I have you, let 
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me also mention k.d.’s gorgeous cover of Roy Orbison’s “Crying,” 
in case you’re in the market for a late-night YouTube sinkhole. 

“Sea of Love” by Phil Phillips 

    There is something in the drone of this song that puts me to 
contemplative sleep every time. It’s short and repetitive, sung so 
deep and careful that it feels like an ancient bedtime story. I’m in 
the woods and I’m walking the shady trail, following the wolf 
home… 

“I’m Your Man,” as sung by Lizzie West  

    It’s a Cohen song, sure, but have you heard this version? It is low 
and ragged and hungry, drawled by a lady who knows what’s what. 

 
Songs I Just Hate, and I Don’t Know Why 
 
“These Eyes” — The Guess Who  
“Hello It’s Me” — Todd Rundgren  
“Fool in the Rain” — Led Zeppelin 
“I Write Sins Not Tragedies” — Panic! at the Disco 
“Against the Wind” — Bob Seger & The Silver Bullet Band 
“Makin’ Whoopee” — written by Gus Kahn and Walter 
Donaldson in 1928 and recorded by everyone for the next thirty 
years 
 
    I don’t know what to tell you. These songs are probably fine, 
and lots of people like them, and their mothers are proud; they just 
set my teeth on edge. Is it that they don’t finish their phrases to my 
satisfaction? Are their beats uneven but inescapable? Just stupid 
lyrics? I don’t know enough about music theory to find a unifying 
principle technically, but I am getting mad right now, just 

remembering how much all these songs suck. I will break up with 
you if you make me listen to them in the car. 
 
 
Okay, Fine, Let’s Say These Are My Actual Favorite 
Songs 
 
“Browning” by Edith Piaf  

    An American gangster story, rendered in Piaf’s rat-a-tat diction 
and formidable vibrato. 

“12:30” by The Mamas and the Papas  

    What a coincidence! I used to live in New York City! Everything 
there was dark and dirty! But I digress. Here is a lovely slow-boiler 
of a song, about opening up spiritually in new environs. 

“Wake Up Alone” by Amy Winehouse  

    Oh, Amy. You were a good-ass songwriter for a while there, 
prone to the melancholy fuck-you ballad and the wisecrack with an 
ache underneath it. I will always miss your awkward, herky-jerky 
stage presence; your giant voice; and the way your appearance on 
the visual-culture scene allowed me to get away with wearing way 
too much eyeliner in the daytime. 

“Lean Woman Blues” T. Rex 

I’m a child in the sand  
on the beach in the land of you 

    This whole album (Electric Warrior) is so good, and everybody 
knows it. I don’t have to tell you. But in the middle of these rocky, 
glammy songs that I sometimes stop paying attention to, even 
while I like them, because I think I’ve got them figured out, there’ll 
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sometimes come a startling turn of phrase that makes me wanna 
jump up and hug Marc Bolan. See also, from “Jeepster,” which is 
otherwise a Willie Dixon ripoff and an excuse to make veiled sex 
references via car words: ‘You’ve got the universe reclining in your 
hair.’ Gets me every time. 

“Shakin’ All Over” by Johnny Kidd and the Pirates 

    This is one of those song-loves I can’t really explain logically, but 
whenever I feel that guitar riff running electric wiring through my 
nerves I instinctively hit the repeat button. The Guess Who had a 
much more successful cover of it some years later, and that one’s 
got some fun shrieking to it, but it doesn’t bring that pure, twangly 
guitar sound I look for in Johnny’s original. 

 “Wut” by Le1f 

    I love the strain of fem- and sissy-inflected rap, hip-hop, and 
bounce music gaining a foothold on the market in recent years, and 
the dirty-sax sound effect on this track just slays me.  

“Don’t Explain” by Billie Holiday 

    Minimal lyrics, minimal delivery, but yow, does she get it all 
said. Legend has it that Billie wrote this one after her man came 
home with lipstick on the collar. ‘Hush now, don’t explain, you’re 
my joy and pain. My life’s yours, love, don’t explain.’  Ouch. 

“Let the River Run” by Carly Simon 

    What? You don’t love Working Girl? Really? Well, I do. And as 
much as I find Simon lyrically uninspiring much of the time 
(“You’re So Vain” being the notable exception), I love this big, 
breezy anthem from the 1989 feature. It’s got a momentous build 

and release to it, and I can smell the you-go-girl positivism and the 
hot breeze off Martha’s Vineyard just thinking about it.  

“Viens” by Francoise Hardy  

    The quick, stylish, and brutal opener to her excellent 1971 
album La question. It’s about beckoning a lover to come and have 
his way, knowing he’ll move on soon but not much caring: 

‘Viens, comme une bombe exploser 
Je n'ai jamais laissé passer une guerre sans y entrer.’ 
(‘Come, explode like a bomb 
I’ve never let a war go by without joining in’) 

I still put this song on mixtapes for people I’m trying to get with, 
and here’s a free tip from me to you: it is fail-safe.  

“Suzanne,” as sung by Nina Simone 

    Nina didn’t write this one — you know it and I know it — but 
her version is the one that matters. Soulful and affirming and alive. 
I tear up a little every time she gets to the ‘Jesus was a sailor’ part, 
and Jesus and I aren’t even on speaking terms. Funny how Nina 
can make you believe. 
 

www 	  
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Raymond Rehayem has a knack for making things worse, except 
with his poetry where he tends to leave well enough alone. Since his 
birth in the salacious year, his shadow has been seen all over the 
counties of Cook and Los Angeles except around noontime or so he 
was taught. 
 
Patrick Klacza is a novelist, playwright, and musician. He 
graduated from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago's MFA in 
Writing Program in 2013. He lives in Seattle with his wife, Kathy, 
and their dog, Ray. 
 
Margaret Murray was born and raised in very rural Iowa with a 
father from Ireland, a mother from New Hampshire (by way of 
Quebec), and not one solid piece of rational thought between them. 
She has a BFA from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. She 
is grateful for the spare practicality of Iowa, technology, Allen 
Iverson, LeBron James, and language, which her father told her was 
worth more than any other aspect of life. 
 
Vernon Tonges is a visual artist and musician whose work draws 
on delta blues, jug bands, ragtime, string band music, post-war 
jump bands, and obscure rockabilly. He lives in Detroit.  
 
 
 
 

Beau O’Reilly is a playwright and performer, the cofounder of the 
Curious Theatre Branch and the band The Crooked Mouth. He 
teaches, writes, loves, and grampas. Singing onstage is his most 
joyful thing, and songwriting a compelling puzzle. Basketball, too, 
but that’s another issue.  
 
Edmund St. Bury hails from the fair city of Chicago, where he 
can often be seen picnicking by the lake. He likes his music and his 
barbecue from Memphis, where they make it dry and hot. 
 
Carine Loewi lives in Chicago and works in the medical 
technology field. She does not want to come over and listen to your 
records, unless you have the full works of Linda Ronstadt. 
 
Sue Cargill prefers the version of "Baby, It’s Cold Outside" with 
Ray Charles and Betty Carter. 
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