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Stomp and Stammer: The Melody

May 2006

Over twenty years ago, during the last glory days of vinyl, I stumbled across a disc that changed my whole perception of recorded music. Entitled The Wild One, it came from a series of ten-inch import reissues of tracks Jerry Lee Lewis recorded for Sun during the '50s. Though my LP collection already numbered in the five-digit range (when I moved, it filled the beds of two pickup trucks), absolutely nothing I'd owned previously sounded as good as this. 

The songwriting was world class, and the performances showcased a fireball rocker at his energetic peak. However, it was the breathtaking simplicity and clarity of these recordings, coupled with the sense of comfort and graceful ease among the musicians, that pushed it beyond exceptional. It's a testament to what Sam Phillips's team could achieve in that little Union Avenue studio that nothing I've heard since has impressed me quite as much. 

Tonight, I find myself getting the same jolt from The Melody, a new disc by roots-rockabilly wunderkind Deke Dickerson. What distinguishes The Melody is the overriding sense of casual grace with which its fifteen tunes are so expertly crafted. Devoid of the celebrity guests, between-song intros, and novelty tracks that adorned most of Dickerson's previous long-players, this is a no-frills package that supersedes them all. 

Each song on The Melody cleaves to the disc's title by the simple expedient of including an actual tuneful melody, with Dickerson's voice and guitar supported in almost every instance by little more than Chris Sprague's drums and Jimmy Sutton's bass. The concept is evident from the opening notes of "Broken Heart," on which the gentle roundness of Dickerson's vocal tone and his sweetly reverberant lead guitar (which sounds exactly like Roland Janes dropping a few licks into a soulful Sun side) are ably supported by the understated thump-and-rumble passion of the rhythm section. 

This record is all about holding back. "Good Time Gal" is an insightfully written Dickerson original about a female barfly suffering after-effects from a life of too much partying. There's not a hint of accusation in Dickerson's delivery, merely a knowing observation as he sings, "Like a memory of good times she lingers on." Similarly, Dickerson exercises remarkable restraint during both the romantic plea of "Give Me All Your Love" and an ode to satisfaction entitled "Safely in Love." It's truly refreshing to hear two completely opposing sentiments sung without being ridiculously overwrought, a lesson for every contestant who's ever appeared on a musical reality TV show. 

Dickerson renders Buddy Holly's "Tell Me How" with a soft reverence that lovingly echoes the original sessions, and then immediately rolls out a swooping 007-style instrumental twangfest called "Double Naught Spy," blending the jazzy swagger of Monty Norman with a pushing-into-the-edge-of-distortion Dick Dale tone that never strays too far from the sandy beaches of pure surf. For outright fun, nothing here tops Dickerson's cover of Al Urban's "Lookin' for Money," a jaunty Chuck Berry duck-walk through God's Little Acre, with Carl Leyland's piano pumpin' out propulsive barrelhouse licks that could pass for those of the Killer himself. 

However, this disc's true masterpiece is "Mister Cheater," a Dickerson original that at first seems to be an indictment of a philandering husband ("There's no joy you feel inside / Knowing she believes your lies"). Its final verse abruptly shifts the whole ride into reverse ("Mister Cheater has my name") and spins the song's theme into a rumination on the painful consequence of guilt. In the name of Holland-Dozier-Holland, I ask ya, could Eminem or Snoop Dogg ever compose anything so sensitive and wise?

I think not. 

-- Gregory Nicoll
Boudin Barndance, WRIU.org: The Melody

October 2005

When it comes to guitar playing of the rock-and-roll variety, six-stringer extraordinaire Deke Dickerson has few rivals. None other than the Reverend Horton Heat has declared Dickerson to be the best rockabilly guitar player in the whole world. Having seen him perform on numerous occasions, it's a declaration that is hard to dispute. Whereas Dickerson can literally tear it up on both the six- and twelve-string guitar, his latest album, called The Melody, isn't about guitar theatrics. Instead, it is a record that is much in keeping with its title. "I wanted to put out an album of songs that simply wouldn't leave your head," he says in the accompanying press release for The Melody. There has always been a most definite retro tinge to the music of Deke and his band, the Ecco-Fonics. Considering he is a musicologist of sorts, well-schooled in American musical forms as diverse as surf, rockabilly, hillbilly, country, R&B, and doo-wop, the throwback flavor of his work is not surprising. Think of it as honoring the past while at the same time reinvigorating some great old songs and accomplishing it all in expert fashion. The Melody is a fifteen-song extravaganza that draws from a wide range of sources from American music past. They range from Willie Nelson ("I Never Cared For You") to Jerry Lee Lewis (the high-spirited "As Long as I Live") to 1950s Texas rocker Al Urban ("Lookin' For Money") to Faron Young ("Safely in Love") to Buddy Holly ("Tell Me How"). In keeping with the vintage covers, the Dickerson originals on The Melody also have that retro glaze to them. "Good Time Gal" is a pleasing hunk of honky-tonk purity while "Looks Like I'm in Trouble Again" is a bop-happy beauty of a catchy tune. The very cool "Love Is Like a Song" is Dickerson getting his doo-wop ya ya's out while "Mr. Cheater" is a hip little bopper. As promised, The Melody is a collection of songs with melody to spare. Credit guitar genius Dickerson and a tight backing combo that features cronies Jimmy Sutton on bass, Carl Sonny Leyland tickling the ivories, Dave Berzansky on steel guitar, and regular Ecco-Fonic drummer Chris Sprague, who in addition to contributing plenty of sweet harmony on the vocal end is responsible for two of the fifteen numbers ("Right or Wrong" and the Holly-esque "Give Me All Your Love"). "It's the same mixture of my favorite American forms of music that I've always played, but done in a way that will make every song stay in your head for weeks," says Dickerson in summing up The Melody. From what these ears hear, it is mission accomplished.

-- Dan Ferguson

Jumpin' from 6 to 6: The Melody

November 2005

Here's the new record from this very prolific and multi talented guy. Deke has now a bunch of records under his belt but this is really the first to give me that feeling : a real album (you see, in the '60s meaning of the term) more than a collection of singles. It doesn't mean all the songs sound the same. Deke is too talented to stick on one style. So you'll find some rockabilly (The Moonlighters' "Broken Heart," Buddy Holly's "Tell me How"), country music ("Good Time Gal" and Willie Nelson's "I Never Cared for You" -- I've always thought that Willie Nelson was like the Rolling Stones : far better when they were covered by other artists), a great instrumental that could be the original score for a B-movie. You also find a lot of Roy Orbison inspiration behind songs like "Mister Cheater" and "Safely in Love." And this shows what a good singer Deke is. We all know he's a great guitar player, but now he seems to do what he wants with his voice. Musicians don’t have to be forgotten too: Chris Sprague (The Sprague Brothers) on drums and Jimmy Sutton (Four Charms) on acoustic and electric bass, with appearances by Carl Leyland (who else?) and Dave Berzansky (Hacienda Brothers). In the liner notes you can read "This album is a concept album." Sure, but Deke always makes concept albums, and the concept is always the same: quality.

-- Fred Turgis

Port Halcyon: The Melody

July 2005

Deke Dickerson is an interesting man. Some people love him, while others aren't quite sure -- and I for one have left my opinion on the fence for years.

The Melody (Major Label Records) is Deke's sixth solo disc and will probably polarize his rockabilly fans again -- some will get it, while others won't. Deke calls his newest release a concept album, "carefully engineered to bring you songs with melodies and hooks that you won't soon forget." Like him or not, Deke's nailed it!

The Melody is a refreshing and invigorating trip through rockabilly, '50s rock 'n' roll, and country. Featuring nine originals out of the 15 included tracks, Deke opens with "Broken Heart," a 1958 rock-and-bop classic by the original Moonlighters (not to be confused with the modern New York City lounge band of the same name).

Following next is "Good Time Gal," an original country song which perfectly describes the gal that we all know at our local watering hole who is past her expiration date but still comes out to party -- you know who I mean, there's one in every town. "Good Time Gal" features D.B. Berzansky's steel guitar, which ties the melodic components of this ditty together beautifully.

Another standout is yet another country original, "Looks Like I'm In Trouble Again." If Nashville had a true appreciation for great music, this song would surge to the top of the country charts. "As Long As I Live," a Dorsey Burnette cover, still retains its country roots while it is given a little boogie help by Carl Sonny Leyland on piano.

Oh, we can't stop there, The Melody contains more great potential hits. "Safely in Love Again," made popular by Faron Young in the early '60s, is a beautiful song about discovering true love in a new relationship after exiting a previously loveless relationship -- showing that there is always something great around the corner when all seems lost. Deke's version is peppier and better arranged as well. "Mister Cheater," yet another great Deke-penned song, is a wake-up call about infidelities and how to damage your loving relationship. It's a serious topic complemented by the playful piano licks of Leyland.

Drummer Chris Sprague wrote the Buddy Holly-esque, sock-hop inspired "Give Me All Your Love," which (if this were 1957) would be all over the airwaves from coast to coast. "Tell Me How," an actual Buddy Holly song follows. Deke's rendition is so close to the original that if it weren't so clear, you wouldn't be able to tell the difference.

Al Urban, a largely forgotten Texas rockabilly artist, wrote "Lookin' For Money" back in 1957. Deke seemingly has an appreciation this song considering that he has also released it on the new Dave & Deke Combo CD, There's Nothing Like an Old Hillbilly. Once again Leyland tickles the ivories, adding a light color of fun to the song, while Chicago's Jimmy Sutton shines through on bass behind Deke's adept guitar work.

Lastly, the coup-de-grace of The Melody is Deke's cover of Willie Nelson's "I Never Cared For You," which dates back to 1966. After digging up Willie's original it is easy to say that Deke and the boys have improved the song tenfold by adding a more firm western/rockabilly rhythm -- driven by Sprague's deft drum work and Sutton's bass, all smoothed over by Deke's guitar and the well-placed backing vocal harmonies. All together "I Never Cared For You" is potentially the best song I've ever heard recorded. Only an actual Nelson/Dickerson album project could possibly outdo it (Hey Deke, hint, hint!).

Musically The Melody is completely infectious. You will find yourself playing the songs over and over again just on their own. The hooks and bridges of the music are practically perfect. Lyrically, Deke has chosen smart and intelligent covers, and has penned some wonderful verses himself. He's also sequenced the tracks so each song fits well with the preceding and following number, making The Melody a record that can carry itself. In essence, this CD is absolutely perfect.

--Joe Wood

OC Weekly: The Melody

July 8, 2005

Deke Dickerson, stage right: opening the Hotter-Than-Hell-enanny with some fancy finger pickin' on his even fancier fiddle. That's a Gretsch white penguin to be exact, and Deke proudly pointed out that porno trash Jenna Jameson had posed with the guitar for an ad just before he got it. That sorta perked up the ears of the beer-boggled crowd, but it was Deke's can-kicking rendition of "Mule Skinner Blues" that scraped up the hair on every tattooed neck. "This is the only song you'll recognize," said Deke sadly, "Because it was on that Hootenanny sampler CD."

--James Bunoan

