If you like your musical heroes to rock out

like the jackhammer of a rockabilly saint but
also deliver song sonnets from a contemplative
place, then David Olney is your man.

In 2006, he appeared at the New Bedford
Summertfest Folk Festival. I approached

him for a cover article, but didn’t follow up.
Embarrassing. Olney is probably one of the top
five singer/songwriters alive. He’s been called
“Nashville’s answer to the Bard.” Many singer/
songwriters get absorbed with angst over the
demise of their love affairs and other emotional
potholes. David Olney occupies himself with
inventing stories for other entities. On his latest
release, When the Deal Goes Down, in the

title track, he exhorts God to re-examine his
priorities: You don’t have to raise the dead / Give
wine or give me bread / Just tell me you’ll be
there when the deal goes down. “People need to
feel their life has meaning and that they’re loved
and accepted when the deal goes down.” Nine
years late, here we are, getting ready to welcome
him again to New York City (On March 13,
another show at Kathryn’s Space — a Nashville-
Austin pipeline). It’s time to get "er done.
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Still a
Contender

By Richard Cuccaro

Roots

David was born in Providence, R.I., in 1948 and
grew up in the village of Saylesville within the
town of Lincoln, near Providence. He describes
his childhood as “idyllic.” In that small, tranquil
town, in 1950s America, his school gave dance
classes. He plied his paper route and could cut
through the woods on a daily basis to get to his
best friend’s house when he was only 8. “Who
would do that now?” he asks. He finds these
aspects of his childhood largely absent in today’s
culture. His entry into life as a performer came
when he quit the basketball team to take part in
a school play. His love of theatricality sprang
from the first moment he stepped on a stage with
aroom full of adults waiting to hear what he had
to say.

For the young, being “cool” is paramount.
David loved singing to stuff he heard on the
radio.That was cool. “Roy Orbison just tore
me up.” Although he found singing in school
embarrassing, on his early morning Sunday
paper route, he’d belt out, in full voice, songs
he learned from the radio.

‘When he was 13, he got a guitar for Christmas,
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and after some lessons, could play a “really
rousing version of ‘Row, Row, Row Your
Boat.”” David’s older brother, Peter, had a record
collection with a lot of blues and bluegrass
music, and it made a big impact. Later, David
learned how to play “What’d I Say” from a Ray
Charles record in Peter’s collection while he was
away at college. David practiced “like a slave”
to get the bass line down and then would play
the song in front of a mirror, figuring, “It would
make me look cool.”

His mother’s side of the family came from
Linville, N.C., near Grandfather Mountain.
They’d travel to see them nearly every
summer. David came to view the South
through the lens of family, rather than the
prevailing *60s view of Southerners in sheets,
eager to lynch the errant person of color.
When he got into music, most of his favorite
songs were connected to the South. Both his
brother’s record collection and visiting his
Southern relatives infused in him the love of
folk music. “Folk music was a big deal back
then and so much of the folk music came out
of the South. You didn’t need a whole band.
If you knew a few songs and learned a couple
of chords, you could go someplace and play
those songs.”

The Chapel Hill Launching Pad

After graduating high school, David attended
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
His major was English literature. “I thought I’d
better stay with my native tongue ... anything
outside of that I felt I was going out on a

limb.” The music scene took over his life and
he dropped out after one year. An enterprising
woman, Marcia Wilson, moved to Chapel Hill
from Maryland and opened a cafe, The Cat’s
Cradle. “It was a magnet for all the musicians
and songwriters at that time. It became the
center of my life.” Performing there, David
began sliding his own songs into the middle of a
set of Carter Family songs and the like, figuring
if no one noticed, he’d written a good song. He
also became a member of a jug band.

Simpson, a Brief Education

After dropping out of school, David had a job
working in a candle factory. A fellow UNC
dropout, newly married musician friend, Bland
Simpson, asked if David could get him a job
there. They worked nights, mailing out boxes



of candles and talking music. Bland told David
he was going to New York to get a record deal.
This was a revelation to David, who didn’t
know anything beyond playing small gigs
locally. Later, when Bland asked David to play
guitar in his band, David jumped at the offer.
His time in Simpson lasted about a year. He was
part of the release of one album, the eponymous
Simpson (1971), and he learned a lot about the
music business during that brief time.

A Pit Stop in Atlanta

After the year with Simpson ended, David
moved back to Chapel Hill. He fell in love with
a woman who was going to Atlanta to pursue

a law career. A friend from Chapel Hill, Ben
Jones, was acting in the Atlanta Children’s
Theater and got David a part in a play, which
parlayed into a steady gig, enabling him to stay
in Atlanta with his girlfriend. The affair ended
and, after a year-and-a-half in children’s theater,
David left for Nashville.

Nashville, the X-Rays and Beyond
For a man who today has more than 30 albums
to his credit, containing many songs considered
masterpieces, things took a while to jell. He’d
been writing sporadically and had been advised
to test his craft in a milieu that would allow him
to gauge his prowess. “I knew a few people

and had a couple of couches to crash on.” He
began writing more deliberately, start to finish,
rather than purely by whim, as he’d done in
Atlanta. “That’s when [ became a songwriter.”
David assembled a group of players he intended
to be a country band but couldn’t get together

to rehearse. He had to bring his songs around

to each band member in turn to learn. They
didn’t find out exactly what they sounded like
until they played their first gig. With drums,
they turned out to have a rock "n’ roll sound.
They had no name — just “David Olney and
his band.” The fiddle player quit right away and
David recruited an electric guitarist. At that point
they became the X-Rays. Their first album,
Contender, was released in 1981, the second,
Customized, in 1984. There are videos of the
group from the Austin City Limits TV show on
YouTube, showing a youthful David Olney, as a
rocker, leading the band through a wide range of
material. When David performed the title track
of Contender, about a rising fighter whose loss
is life-changing, he walked out into the audience
and acted the lyrics out, his head snapping with
each punch, collapsing to the floor as he sang

... my knees buckled and they turned out the
lights / they turned out the lights ... then got up
and sang: | could have been a contender / Now
can you say the same? The audience gave him
a standing ovation. Many who adore the group
return to watch the clips over and over. David
told me, “I saw myself as in the rock 'n’ roll
business. The songs were written for the band.”
However, some songs from this period, like
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“Contender,” “If Love Was Illegal” and “I’'m
Gonna Wait Here for the Cops,” have survived
as tracks on his later, folkier albums.

Legacy

His first solo album, Eye of the Storm, was
published in 1986. His second, Deeper Well,

in 1988, from which Emmylou Harris covered
the title track on her Grammy Award-winning
album Wrecking Ball (1995) and essentially
ushered David into the front ranks of Nashville
songwriters. Emmylou also later recorded
David’s “Jerusalem Tomorrow” and “1917,”
about a French prostitute who provides solace to
a young World War I soldier. Its lyrics capture
the horror of war — death in the trenches and
too many corpses to bury. Its desperate refrain,
tonight the war is over, brings home the futility
of pawns in the clutches of a conflict between
world powers. In “Jerusalem Tomorrow,” a
charlatan, peddling fake miracles, is told about
the exploits of Jesus and tracks him down.
Deciding to join him, we hear: Don’t see how
too much can go wrong ... We’re headed for
Jerusalem tomorrow.

When he begins the titular song of his album
Roses, about the endurance of a sturdy old oak,
split in half by lightning, then blossoming roses,
I hear the rolling notes peel away from the

fret board and I already know what’s coming:
The old oak tree began to shudder / But he
held his ground like some old soldier / His
ancient pride was burnt and shaken / But
something deep inside did waken / He raised
his limbs just like Moses / And blossomed
roses. My throat constricts and my eyes fill.
The beauty of the melody and the elegance of
the lyrics are a mixture of ecstasy and sorrow,
capturing the rages of fate and nature and the
brave transfiguring resiliency of their survivors.
While there’s a perfectly lovely studio version
on YouTube, I prefer the completely acoustic

performance on his website “News” page, done
for the The Nature Conservancy’s If Trees Could
Sing project.

David, by himself, in all his complexity, is
almost more than one can handle. Furthermore,
videos from Hippie Jack’s Music Festival show
David in the company of monster guitarist
Sergio Webb. Here, his craft seems to take off
into the stratosphere. His song’ “Sweet Poison,”
with its spoken introduction, blossoms like the
love child of Jack Kerouac and ZZ Top.

A Singular Whimsy

About halfway through his interview with David,
one radio host asked him, “Do you have any idea
how many fans you have?” Without missing a
beat, David responded, “Yes ... oddly enough ...
I have 42.” ... Pause ... “And the really weird
thing is, 36 of them are named Jim!” This kind of
skewed, humorous sensibility pervades David’s
songwriting and stage patter. Sometimes, the
patter can be a lead-in to the main lyric, as in

the aforementioned “Sweet Poison,”” where an
imagined exchange takes place between Socrates
and the jailer who serves the hemlock: “Would
you mind getting me three lumps of sugar? I like
my poison sweet.” While most of David’s stage
banter leans toward conversational whimsy, it
can shift in a heartbeat to something theatrical,
infusing his performances with an undercurrent
of drama — laced with wicked humor.

David displays an acute awareness of modern
songwriting’s place on the historical spectrum.
Discussing the sophistication of an earlier
generation of writers who’d taken piano lessons
as kids, he muses: ... “like the Gershwins;
George Gershwin was off the charts” ... and
how things got simplified when the guitar
became the main instrument of songwriters,
“Making an E flat chord on a piano is no more
difficult than making a C, whereas on a guitar,
making an E flat is like going to hell.”

David posts a weekly video (every Tuesday
since August 2008) on YouTube, Facebook and
his website that he calls “You Never Know.”

It’s a great way to get a taste of his off-the-cuff
humor. He opens each installment with some
wry commentary on what’s happening with him
and follows it up by playing a song (usually new)
with the story behind it.

On the current tour, David is accompanied

by bassist Daniel Seymour. If you think you
can handle it, sit and bask in the company

of the man about whom the late legendary
Townes Van Zant said, “Anytime anyone asks
me who my favorite music writers are, | say
Mozart, Lightnin’ Hopkins, Bob Dylan, and
Dave Olney ... Dave Olney is one of the best
songwriters I’ve ever heard — and that’s true.
I mean that from my heart.”

For a more complete picture of this multifaceted
artist, visit his website: davidolney.com


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S5DNLKrGez8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HIjNSNNkRMs
http://www.davidolney.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZmGdZiU6VEA
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=David+Olney%2C+You+Never+Know
http://www.davidolney.com
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Manhattan

BB King Blues Club & Grill
237 W 42nd St. (betw 7th/8th Ave.)) www.bbkingblues.com
& 10pm Every Tuesday In Lucille’s:
B.B. King Blues Club All*Stars w/ The Harlem Blues Project
and a revolving cast of NYC blues players $15
MAR 14 8pm The Red Hot Chilli Pipers; Bagpipes with attitude
$30 Adv / $35 Door
17  7pm Larry Kirwan (Black 47) & Friends w/ Surprise Guests
$25 Adv / $30 Door
20 8pm Jefferson Starship $40 Adv / $45 Door
26 7:30pm Jody Watley $32.50 Adv /$40 Door
31 8pm Johnny Clegg $40 Adv /$45 Door
APR 1 8pm Johnny Clegg $40 Adv /$45 Door
7  7:30pm Blue Oyster Cult $55 Adv / $60 Door
11,12 7:30pm Ace Frehley $39.50 Adv / $45 Door
13 7:30pm Walter Trout $25 Adv / $30 Door
19  8pm Jimmie Vaughan $32.50 Adv / $37 Door
26  8pm Andy Mckee $25 Adv / $30 Door
30 7:30pm Leslie West $30 Adv / $35 Door
MAY 3 7:30pm NRBQ & Los Straitjackets $25 Adv / $30 Door
10 8pm The Strawbs $25 Adv / $30 Door

Beacon Theatre

74th Street & Broadway
www.heacontheatrenyc.com
Call: (212) 307-7171 / (914) 454-3388 (201) 507-8900
Prices are StubHub @ time of publication

MAR 11,28 8pm Natalie Merchant $39.50-$79.50

24  8pm José Gonzalez with yMusic $30-$65

25 8pm Lake Street Dive w/ special guest The Suffers $39.50

29,30 8pm Vance Joy w/ special guest Blind Pilot and Jamie Lawson
$42-$50

APR 1,2 8pm Bonnie Raitt $40.50-$126

4-6 8pm The Smashing Pumpkins w/ special guest Liz Phair

$55-$85

7  8pm Ben Harper & The Innocent Criminals $57.50-$87.50

23  8pm Charles Bradley & His Extraordinaires $35-$45

MAY 4 8pm Ben Folds $45-$75

JUN 16 8pm Happy Together Tour 2016 w/ The Turtles featuring
Flo & Eddie, Mark Lindsay former lead singer Paul Revere &
The Raiders, Gary Puckett & The Union Gap, Chuck Negron
formerly of Three Dog Night, The Cowsills, The Spencer Davis
Group $34.50-$99.50

24  8pm The Mavericks $35-$65

JUL 27,29 8pm Bryan Ferry $59.50 - $200

Best Buy Theater

1515 Broadway @Times Square www.bestbuytheater.com

Bitter End
147 Bleecker 212-673-7030
$5 Cover/2 drink min. per set www.bitterend.com
MAR 1 Jordan Reynosa (DCM) (7pm) Raye Zaragoza, Kayla, Musser
($7), The David Kolker Band ($8)
2 Matt Santry (7pm), Nalani & Sarina, Kate Yeager, Galdort Gumbo &
The Righteous Cats, Gabriel Gordon Experience,
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3 Annie Pichan (7pm), Amanda Alvarez, Joshua Hatcher, The MXT
(AJ), Red VooDoo

4 Happy Hour (3-6) --plus--Razor Boy Music presents Denis Patrick
O’Leary(7pm), D'Simone, Leah Rich, The Endless Thread, Isabella
Marriot, Bay Kee, The Diamond Jig Band

5 Acoustic Open Mic (1-5:30pm) Hosted by Evan Kremin; sign up
starts at 12:30 --plus--Razor Boy Music presents TinaKristina (7pm)
--plus-- Joe Brack --plus-- Razor Boy Music presents Relapse
(9pm), Oblivious, Off The Turnpike, The Medicine Makers, The Evan
Kremin Band

6  Singer/Songwriter Sessions (7pm) --plus-- Luba Dvorak’s Acoustic
Ramble

7  The New York Songwriters Circle ($10) w/ Emily McNally, Madeleine
McMillan, Michaela McLain, Ben Kessler, Leyla Blue --plus--
Mikaelle Aimee Cartright (AJ), Mike B (AJ), The Richie Cannata
Monday Night Jam ($10)

See venue web site for updates

Blarney Star Productions
with Glucksman Ireland House present a monthly Irish
traditional music concert series at Washington Square United
Methodist Church 135 West 4th Street (6th Ave - MacDougal St)
Info: Ireland House (212) 998-3950 or:

www.nyu.edu/pages/irelandhouse
All shows 8pm Concert Adm $15

MAR 11  Loretta Egan Murphy and Friends

APR 1 Damien Connolly and Jerry O’Sullivan

MAY 13 Deirdre Corrigan and Bernadette Fee

The Blue Note
131 3rd St  212-475-8592 www.bluenotejazz.com

MAR 4, 5,6 8&10:30pm Ivan Neville Piano Sessions
Bar $20 Table $35

The Bowery Ballroom
6 Delancy St (at The Bowery) 212-533-2111
www.bhowery ballroom.com
Tix @ Mercury Lounge, 866-468-7619, www.ticketweh.com

Caffe Vivaldi
32 Jones St. www.caffevivaldi.com

Open Mic Night Mondays: 6:30-11pm  Sign up: 6pm
MAR 1 7pm Big City Folk Song Club. Hosted by Niall Connolly
7:30pm Pete Muller Trio
9:30pm Elizabeth Wise
6pm Roy Howard, 8:15pm Robin Irene Moss
6:30pm Anna Paddock, 9:30pm Jill Sargeant
4pm Classical Piano w/ Emir Gamsizoglu, 8pm Cat Lopez,
9pm John Lander
12 7pm Greenwich Village Showcase
13 4pm Classical Piano w/ Emir Gamsizoglu, 7pm Brian Hutson,

9pm John Lander Jazz
20 4pm Classical Piano w/ Emir Gamsizoglu
24 9:30pm Neil Pearlman
25 9pm Reshma
26  6:15pm Anna Paddock, 7:30pm Richard McGraw
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Hosted By WFUV’s

John Platt

At Rockwood Music Hall stage 3
7pm Tuesday, Mar 8t

» Jessy Carolina & the Hot Mess

196 Allen St. (bet Houston & Stanton) Manhattan www.rockwoodmusichall.com
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Carnegie Hall
57th St & 7th Ave. 212-477-0622 www.carnegiehall.org
Ticket info: CarnegieCharge - 212-247-7800.

Stern Auditorium / Perelman Stage

MAR 30 8pm Dianne Reeves $16-$77

31 8pm The Music of David Bowie w/ Debbie Harry, Pixies, Michael
Stipe, Cyndi Lauper, Laurie Anderson, Bette Midler, Cat Power, The
Roots, Perry Farrell, Bettye LaVette, Ann & Nancy Wilson of Heart,
Jakob Dylan, The Mountain Goats, Robyn Hitchcock, Holy Holy
SOLD ouT

APR 1 8pm The Music of David Bowie SOLD OUT
Zankel Hall

MAR 5 10pm The Wood Brothers $44-$52
Resnick Education Wing

Christopher Street Coffee House
St. John’s Lutheran Church 81 Christopher Street
www.facehook.com/christopherstreetcoffeehouse
Open Mic 2nd Thursday ea. month, w/ featured performer
Sign up @ 6:30 Music @ 7pm
Mar 10 Open Mic feature: The Kennedys

City Winery
143 Varick Street (hetween Spring and Vandam Streets)
Sundays 11am - 2pm Klezmer Brunch
(212) 608-0555 www.citywinery.com
Summer only: Hudson Square Free Music 5:30-7:30pm
MAR 1 8pm The James Hunter Six (Album Release) $35, $40, $45
4 8pm Judy Collins & Ari Hest: Performing songs from their new
album $60, $65, $70
6  8pm Larry Campbell & Teresa Williams Residency w/ Special
Guests (TBA) $20, $25, $28, $30
7  8pm Nada Surf Acoustic $25, $28, $30, $32
9  8pm Buckwheat Zydeco $25, $28, $30
10 8pm Charlie Musselwhite $35, $38, $40, $42
11 8pm Wesley Stace’s Cabinet of Wonders $25, $28, $35
12 8pm An Intimate Evening w/ Rickie Lee Jones $75
13,14,16,17,18 8pm Lucinda Williams $75, $85, $90, $95
ALL SOLD OUT wait list available
19 8pm An Intimate Evening w/ Rickie Lee Jones $55, $65, $70, $75
20 8pm Kimock $25, $28, $30
21,22 8pm John Mayall $35, $45, $55
23,24 8pm David Bromberg Quintet $50, $60, $65
25 8pm Joe Purdy $26, $30, $32
26,27 8pm Marc Cohn’s 25th Anniversary Tour $35, $45, $55
SOLD OUT wait list available
30 8pm Music of David Bowie: Live Rehearsal Show feat. Holy Holy
& Special Guests (TBA) $75, $80, $90, $95 SOLD OUT wait list
available
31 7pm Sean Watkins (Album Release) w/ Petra Haden & Jesse
Harris $15, $18, $20
APR 1 8pm Larry Campbell & Teresa Williams Residency w/
Special Guests (TBA) $20, $25, $28, $30
2,3,4 8pm Anoushka Shankar: Land Of Gold $45, $55, $65
5  8pm Teddy Thompson & Kelly Jones (CD Release) $22, $25, $28
6  8pm Shawn Colvin $50, $55, $60
7  8pm Graham Parker w/ Brinsley Schwarz $25, $28, $32, $35
8  8pm Pat McGee Band: 20 Year Reunion Show $22, $25, $28
15 8pm Wesley Stace’s Cabinet of Wonders $25, $28, $35
16 7 & 10pm David Grisman Sextet $40, $45, $50, $55
17,18,19 8pm The Mountain Goats w/ William Tyler $22, $25, $28
ALL SOLD OUT wait list available
22 8pm Buster Poindexter $22, $25, $28, $32
23 8pm Griffin House w/ Sam & Margot $22, $25, $28
24,25 8pm Langhorne Slim & Joe Pug $25, $28, $30
26  7pm Robby Krieger (The Doors) $65, $75, $85, $90
29 8pm Lera Lynn (of True Detective) $15, $18, $20
30 8pm Willie Nile (World War Willie CD Release) $28, $32, $35, $38
MAY 3 8pm The Waifs w/ Ruby Boots $32, $35, $38
7  8pm Jackopierce $22, $25, $28
8  8pm 4th Annual Joan Osborne & Friends Mother’s Day Benefit
Concert $45, $55, $60
JUN 4,5 8pm Jorma Kaukonen $45, $50, $55, $65
BOTH SOLD OUT wait list available

The Concert Hall

at the New York Society for Ethical Culture
2 West 64th Street at Central Park West www.nysec.org

Cornelia St. Cafe
29 Cornelia St. (bet. w 4th St. & bleecker, just off of 6th Ave.)
212-989-9319 www.corneliastreetcafe.com
All acts listed: $10 cover + $10 minimum except where noted
MAR 6 8 & 9:30pm New Brazilian Expressions: The Reunion Project
20 10pm Django At Cornelia Street: Jenn Jade Lesesna, voice; Koran
Agan, guitar; Eduardo Belo, bass; Nicholas Falk, drums


http://www.rockwoodmusichall.com

