Dan Hicks & the Hot Licks


Dan Hicks is an American treasure: The more you dig, the more gems you'll find … even if you're Dan himself.

Take Selected Shorts, his latest CD for the Surfdog label.  In getting ready to put this one together, the smooth-singing, finger-poppin', hep-scattin', one and only icon of West Coast jive 'n' jazz rummaged through his history in search of notes, phrases, and things he'd written or covered but never got around to recording.

He didn't actually find that much -- after all, he's cut fourteen albums over the past forty-odd years, all of them packed with plenty of his own cool tunes and the occasional suitable chestnut.  But he did find a few things that had slipped under the radar, some fragments of ideas that he could revisit and flesh out -- enough stuff to turn Selected Shorts into yet another instant Hicks classic.

Of course, it takes more than songs alone to get the job done. You need, for example:

1. the performance, which in this case means the lead vocals (not a problem; Hicks, to paraphrase Tom Waits' assessment, remains as "fly, sly, wily and dry" as ever);

2. the band (on Selected Shorts it’s tight, with contributions from longtime partners in crime like violinist Sid Page and some sizzling newcomers, including a young South American whiz-bang guitarist with a style and sound that should start blowing listeners away any day now);

3. the sound, that is to say producers who are in the know (no problem here either -- Manhattan Transfer's Tim Hauser and label-owner Dave Kaplan have the ears and the insight into what makes Hicks tick); 

4. some all-star guest appearances are always nice (and you've got 'em on Selected Shorts, with Willie Nelson, Jimmy Buffett, and Gibby Haynes from the Butthole Surfers crooning along on a couple of tunes), and let's not forget;

5. the girls (a.k.a., the Lickettes, whose first incarnation back in the late sixties provided the unique final ingredient for this recipe).

In other words, you need Dan Hicks and The Hot Licks, that combination of artist and musical adornment that have made him -- let's quote somebody else famous, like Bette Midler -- "lightning in a bottle," getting brighter and hotter with each new release.  And let’s also hear from Jimmy Buffett who said, “There is no doubt in my mind that watching Dan Hicks thirty years ago from the wings of the stage at the Quiet Knight in Chicago, I was watching a masterful showman with a unique style.  It wasn’t lost on me then or now.  Dan Hicks’ music still makes me feel good and I am honored to finally be a part of it.”

That's what you've got with Selected Shorts.  The good-time feel, the swingin' groove, the sardonic little twists -- it's all there.  If you've been a Hicks head for a while, it's like coming back home.  And if you're new to the party, well, step over here for a sec and let us fill you in on what you've been missing …

First, here's a crash course in Hicks 101.  The essential point is that something would be missing from music today if he hadn't popped up in, of all places, the Red Dog Saloon, Virginia City, Nevada, back in '65.  He was playing with the house band, the Charlatans, for a local crowd that might have spawned from a union of Annie Oakley and Ken Owsley.  In fact, they were the prototypes for the Haight-Ashbury scene that would in just a few months start changing musical and cultural history around the world.

Hicks had come to the Red Dog by way of the Bay Area, having earned a broadcasting degree from San Francisco State College in 1965 and gigged in coffeehouses around town as a solo act before accepting an invitation from the Charlatans to take over their drum chair.  But though that band is generally credited for stimulating the psychedelic sound, they actually had little in common with the flowered, blissed-out, or bluesy groups that followed their lead.  From their vaguely menacing outlaw attire to the ironic content of their lyrics, they actually pointed more toward what would follow after the Summer of Love had cooled down and music took a more complex turn.

By then, though, Hicks had already moved on.  The Hot Licks, born as an acoustic side project during the Charlatans' brief heyday, took root in the late sixties with their ground-breaking debut album, Original Recordings, followed with Where's the Money?, Striking It Rich, and Last Train to Hicksville, played on the hottest TV variety shows of the day, hit the cover of Rolling Stone twice, and then split up in the mid seventies.  At that point Hicks began doing projects on his own: one-man shows as "Lonesome" Dan Hicks, music for a Ralph Bakshi film that somebody smart ought to dig up and finally release, acting appearances in a few delightfully creepy late-eighties movies, and mysterious stretches spent recording at home.

In '94 he cut a live album, Shootin' Straight, on which he introduced a new band, the Acoustic Warriors.  Signed to Surfdog, Hicks reformed the Hot Licks and released Beatin' the Heat, a critically acclaimed disc spiced up with cameos from Bette Midler, Elvis Costello, Rickie Lee Jones, Tom Waits, and Brian Setzer. Guitar World called it “one of the blessings of the new millennium” and Variety said “Dan Hicks is at the top of his game.”  Next came the concert CD Alive & Lickin' in 2001, followed by his epic CD/DVD live package Dan Hicks & the Hot Licks, recorded on his sixtieth birthday at San Francisco's Warfield Theater, with just about everybody he'd ever played with – including all Hot Licks past and present -- taking turns in his backup band.

That brings you more or less up to speed, which means we can rejoin the discussion now underway about Selected Shorts. … Hold on … Dan's clearing his throat. He's got something to say … about …

Songs for Selected Shorts
“For a lot of this, I had the basic ideas rolling around in my head, and recently I sat down and made them come alive.”  In Dan’s words:

· Mama’s Boy Blues – “A guy travellin’ in the fast lane.  It’s semi-autobiographical since I have a mother too, actually.  What would Mom think?!”

· That’s Where I Am – “Wherever I go, I am always there.  Funny how that works.”

· Hey Bartender – “From my bar-hangin’-out days.  Always tryin’ to get the attention of the bartender – whatever it takes!”

· Willie – “Willie is just a loose goose.  A fantasy kinda thing with maybe a little piece of me.  I’m living vicariously through Willie in that tune.”

· One More Cowboy – “I first heard this in the early 70’s, a Bunky & Jake song.  Alan Jacobs (“Jake”) actually taught me the song over the phone from New York City.”

· Barstool Boogie – “Another bein’-in-the-bars experience, ya know?  I’ve sat on a few barstools in my day.”

· C’mon-A-My House – “Recently I did a tribute in LA to Rosemary Clooney, so I worked up a little arrangement and did it there with a couple of girls and a backup band.  It turned out to be a keeper.”

· First I Lost My Marbles – “I wrote this in Mexico.  A guy’s in a nut house but he thinks he’s just love-sick.  Kinda goony.  Like I said before, there’s autobiographical stuff on this album!”

· That Ain’t Right – “Let me ask you, have you ever smoked your dinner?  It ain’t right.  ‘Nuff said.”

· Cue the Violins – “A love song I wrote in Hawaii.  The guy in this tune is a relative of the ‘First I Lost My Marbles’ guy.”

· I’ll See You In My Dreams – “I’ve known this tune for years.  I added some words to it – I have a hobby of singing standards straight through and then singing my own words, a little bit like Eddie Jefferson or King Pleasure – and did it here as a Django Reinhardt/gypsy swing thing.”

· Texas Kinda Attitude – “A lady character in Texas.  It’s so hot there I don’t know what that does to people.”

· That’s The Smoke They’re Blowin’ – “Blow your smoke, but I’m always gonna try to stay in the no-smoking section.”

The Producers
"I think I wrote Tim Hauser a letter -- I don't do email because I don't have a computer, and I don't think I called him.  He came up here to the Bay Area from L.A. and we started making plans for this album.  Whenever we’re doing a project, I always check back with Dave Kaplan.  He’s always another great set of ears and kind of a watchdog guy I can bounce off of.  There’s the producer in studio, Dave, and me – we work as a trio in making any record.  Gary Hoey produced a little bit toward the end of the album; he was producing and playing and engineering too.  And Ray Benson produced 'One More Cowboy’, the Bunky & Jake tune, for Willie when he sang his part down in Austin.  Dave Darling put the frosting on.  I certainly had a hand in everything but I didn't take any credit as co-producer.  Somehow that never mattered to me, you know?"

The Hot Licks Sound
"I suppose Selected Shorts is a continuation of my sound with the Hot Licks.  Now, when I say 'Hot Licks' some people think I mean the girls.  No, I don't mean that; I mean everybody but me -- the band and the girls.  So, yeah, it's an update.  It's got a lot of violin; it's got the swing guitar.  We've got drums too, with Jim Keltner, even though the band doesn't have a regular drummer.  But that's okay; this is more of a production version of the band."

Guest Musicians
"First off, it’s great having two singing legends on the album.  ‘One More Cowboy’ was an obvious song for Willie Nelson.  Willie just picked up on the song on the spot – captured the melody with no rehearsal or practice.  I know I could never do that.  Willie’s an outlaw and I’m an outlaw, so we had that goin’ as well.   ‘Barstool Boogie’ was picked for Jimmy Buffett.  He’s a similar Hawaiian shirt and palm tree kinda guy – like me.  So we picked a party kinda tune to do together and I think it was a great fit.  That song has a lot of words and I commend Jimmy for doing such a great job.  He was on the money.  I say to both Jimmy and Willie: ‘I owe you one!’  On Gibby Haynes, I guess we kinda share a kinship in living a bit on the outside.  I can be a Butthole too.  Then, we had a place for some accordion and piano, so we called in Van Dyke Parks, and he played some rhythm piano.  It was nothing too fancy -- we didn't need Oscar Peterson -- so he's kind of a mystery presence, I guess.  We had Jack Sheldon too; I'm a big fan of his.  He's like an elder statesman type of guy with the California cool school of jazz -- Chet Baker and that kinda thing.  He played a trumpet solo for us.  Then there's Gonzalo Bergara, the main guitar player.  He's a young guy, maybe twenty-two, and he plays great – you might want to check up on him.  We were lucky enough to have Bob Dylan’s bass player, Tony Garnier, on all of the tracks too."  

The Arrangements
"I think stuff up and sing it into a tape recorder; I'll go [sings] 'Doo-dah, de-dee-dah,' and that'll be a background lick.  Then somebody else writes that down and the guys play it.  So I'm at the mercy of the process, but that's okay too, because I can sing a lot of different ideas and most of them come out listenable."

The Title
"Selected Shorts – who doesn’t love underwear… especially someone else’s?"

And, really, that's pretty much it.  The party's winding down.  Dan's calling it a night.  He's got some other stuff to do -- "no big thing," he shrugs, "not a part in a movie or nothin'" -- so it looks like it's your turn now.  You've got the album.  And you know it comes with a story, about an artist whose music makes the day pass by a little easier.  What more could you ask, even from a living legend?

Dan Hicks.  Time keeps tickin' and he keeps on lickin'.

