TD’s Top Ten for 2009
It’s been the kind of year where one turns naturally to the transcendent and redemptive power of the blues.  And there are lots of terrific emerging blues artists out there, but my two favorite discs of the year come from long-time legends/survivors that have lived the songs they sing. Recognition for both of these artists has been a long time coming.  I encourage you to crank up the volume and experience the jammin’ Chicago blues of Shirley Johnson’s Blues Attack (Delmark Records; www.delmark.com) and Bobby Jones’ Comin’ Back Hard (Delta Groove Music, Inc.; www.deltagroove.com).  You’ll be glad you did. 

Now, for the rest of my Top Ten, which celebrates my other favorites of the year that are unlikely to end up on anyone else’s list, but are equally deserving of your attention… presented in alpha order.

Brownout Aquilas and Cobras  (Six Degrees Records) www.sixdegreesrecords.com
Fans of Afro-Latin rhythms put your dancing shoes on! This high energy synthesis of Latin rock, jazz and funk is just the antidote to a gray Winter’s day. You’ll hear classic Santana and Malo-type references blended into a wholly contemporary horn-driven mix.  Almost enough to make me want to take up Latin dance aerobics!  www.brownoutmusic.com
Marshall Crenshaw Jaggedland (429 Records/SLG LLC) www.marshallcrenshaw.com
Intelligent, melodic pop/rock from one of my favorite artists from way back in 1984. I’ve lost track of him since then, and this release didn’t make a lot of critical noise but he’s still got the touch.  Lyrics worth listening to and fine guitar work to boot.  Tunes you’ll actually find yourself humming the next day….

Debbie Davies  Holdin’ Court  (Little Dipper Records/VizzTone) www.debbiedavies.com 

From the first moments of this one you’ll feel a smile forming on your face that won’t leave you until the last track is done. I discovered this disc on the listening bar at the venerable Melody Records in D.C. and otherwise probably would have never heard of it. This has to be one of the all-time great blues/rock guitar instrumental collections ever put on record.  Crank it up!

Damon Fowler Sugar Shack (Blind Pig Records) www.blindpigrecords.com
This young guitar slinger from Florida would be right near the top of my list of those I’d like to see perform live.  I guarantee you’ll find yourself boot scootin’ to his up tempo Southern rock/Swamp Pop/Redneck Blues Telecaster workouts. 

Eilen Jewell Sea of Tears (Signature Sounds) www.signaturesounds.com  www.eilenjewell.com
She’s been compared to Lucinda Williams and Gillian Welch, and you’ll find her in the Americana/roots bin; she’s a compelling singer and songwriter with a captivating, smoky voice who exudes Honky Tonk soul.  Her subject matter is heartbreak and affairs of the heart…but she also cuts loose on some rockers like an inspired cover of “Shakin’ All Over.”  Did I mention she’s backed by a tight, first rate band?

The Revelations featuring Tre’ Williams The Bleeding Edge (Decision Records/Traffic Entertainment)

www.myspace.com/trewilliamsrevelations
Another bright spot in the classic soul revival. These young guys out of Brooklyn namecheck their southern soul inspirations in their liner notes (e.g. Otis, Percy, Wilson, Al Green, Sam and Dave, Johnnie Taylor) and truly do  them justice in this inspired set that has the immediacy of a live performance. 
Should be played at the maximum possible volume. Great driving music….
Oumou Sangare Seya (Joy)  (World Circuit/Nonesuch) www.nonesuch.com
From the diva of Mali, songs about social justice, women’s rights and empowerment, the plight of immigrants, and the power of love, culture, and hope.  She’s backed by an all-star cast of Malian and international musicians including some James Brown veterans and the amazing Tony Allen. Together they generate some infectious grooves that will keep you bouncin’ . This is art for change, and you’ll hardly notice that the songs are not in English. 

Sara Tavares  Xinti (4Q World Connection) www.saratavares.com
What a voice. What grace. From the album art to the music it contains you’ll be swept up in a sensuous, spiritual experience as vivid and refreshing as a gentle ocean breeze.  You’ll hear echoes of Caribbean rhythms, African and Iberian soul… all cross currents of her Cape Verdean roots by way of Lisbon. As one of her lyrics suggests… “let yourself sway with the surprises of life.”  Magical.

Los Texmaniacs Borders y Bailes (Smithsonian Folkways) www.folkways.si.edu
Don’t let the label and packaging fool you. This isn’t some dusty museum piece. This is a vibrant cultural statement by the new generation of conjunto masters, anchored by Max Baca, Jr.  If these hombres can’t get you up out of your chair and moving, it’s time for an upgrade in your medication. I know there are some of you who may think you don’t like accordion, but how can you resist these polkas, rancheras and boleros?  (See also Los Fabulocos for a bit more Border rock attitude www.losfabulocos.com)

Wiley and the Checkmates We Call It Soul (Rabbit Factory)www.therabbitfactory.net
You definitely can’t miss this one. From out of Oxford Mississippi, this is classic Southern Soul in the Memphis/Muscle Shoals tradition. As they say in the liner notes, “this is not a re-creation.” This is the real thing, and you’ll be jumpin’ as the first bars hit your ears from out of the speakers.  This is the real deal. Nuf said.
Lagnaippe

Forro in the Dark Light a Candle  (Nublu Records/Nat Geo Music) 
 Wild, raucous Brazilian samba rhythms (and lots of flute and triangle) coupled with a wicked sense of humor evidenced by some occasinal whacked out English lyrics. The cover art of the band frisking around in a barn with the animals gives a sense of what you’re in for… yet irresistible in its own way.

Rodrigo y Gabriela 11:11 (ATO Records/Rubyworks) www.rodgab.com  www.atorecords.com
They’re probably too famous now to even be mentioned here, but if you haven’t yet caught on to their 
Indescribable acoustic guitar artistry, here’s your chance. This is an homage to eleven of their favorite artists/inspirations ranging from Carlos Santana and Jimi Hendrix to Paco de Lucia and Jorge Reyes. It’s rare that you find an all-instrumental album that doesn’t drag at some point. This one will keep you transfixed from beginning to end.

Gina Villalobos Days on Their Side (Face West Records) www.ginavillalobos.com
An emerging artist to keep an eye on.  Raw-edged, soulful, honky-tonk Americana, with a great backing band. I keep coming back to this one over and over. You’ll hear echoes of Melissa Ethridge and Lucinda Williams, but this is a unique voice.

For year-round posts on my music adventures, visit me at http://tdtoptunes.blogspot.com  I’ve only got 6 followers at present and would love more!

