
Almighty), and later, co-riffer Damon 
Johnson (Brother Cane). When it came 
to recording a studio album on their own, 
they renamed themselves Black Star Riders 
and now offer up their second album. It’s 
a cooker.

The blistering opener, “The Killer In-
stinct,” is right in the Thin Lizzy pocket 
with guitar harmonies, off-beat chord 
hits, and a Phil Lynott-styled delivery from 
Warwick (who also adds acoustic guitar 
here and there). 

Gorham takes the guitar lead in his trade-
mark melodic style and you’ll be pumping 
your fist in no time. “Finest Hour” is a radio-
ready rocker with Johnson’s hot fret work, 
while “Bullet Blues” is a stomper reminiscent 
of the ’76 track “Rocky.” “Soldierstown” 
brings the classic “Emerald” to mind, but 
it’s all in good spirit and, surely, Black Star 
Riders wears its Lizzy heritage proudly. 

Considering that the original band’s 
last album was released in ’83, you have to 
commend BSR for keeping alive the spirit 
of this Irish institution. Mr. Lynott would 
be proud. – Pete Prown

Jellyfish
Bellybutton
Spilt Milk

Jellyfish was only 
around for these 
two records, but 
these reissues rein-
force the belief that 
they were as good a 
band as you could 
find in the ’90s. The 
songs are brilliantly 
written with hooks 
big enough to drive a 
truck through. The 
vocals are gorgeous; 

even on the rockers the singing is irresistible. 
The guitar work forms the basis for many 
of the songs, and when a solo pops up it 
almost always seems like a tip of the cap 
to the Beatles. In fact, while you can play 
spot the influences, one of the great things 
about both records is that the band clearly 
had its own sound. The Beatles, Beach Boys, 
Queen, and other influences don’t crowd 
out their originality.

Both reissues have tons of extras that 
showcase two things: live cuts that show 
the band could bring this complex music 
to the stage; and demos that show the band 
had everything pretty fleshed out when they 
went in the studio. Some of these demos 
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Blues harpist Neil 
Barnes is one of the 
greater San Francisco 

area’s best-kept secrets. 
His 2007 CD, This Was 
Then, Now, is a compila-
tion of a 45 and an EP he 
released in the ’80s, along 
with some previously 
unreleased live material. 
For having such a small 
recorded output, he sure 
knows how to get results 
in the studio. As producer, 
his concept here was to 
focus on the soul/gospel 
side of the blues, with 
a dash of New Orleans 
spice. 

On guitar is Ron 
Thompson, another Bay 
Area fixture and one of 
the best blues guitarists 
anywhere, straight or 
slide. Vocals are handled 
by Earl Thomas and Lady 
Bianca, with the latter’s 
piano teaming with Rev. 
Paul Smith’s B-3 for that 
perfect church vibe.

The solid but supple 
rhythm section of bassist 
Oshmin Oden and drum-
mer Winfred Williams 
complete the ensemble, 
with everyone singing and 

original hit), it’s hard to 
imagine achieving results 
like this any other way.

When it comes to 
reinterpreting material, 
seemingly able to turn any 
song into gospel-dripping 
soul, Bettye LaVette is 
the queen. After decades 
languishing at the bottom 
of the charts or having 
no contract at all, her 
2005 collaboration with 
producer Joe Henry, 
I’ve Got My Own Hell To 
Raise, changed all that.

Ten years later, the pair 
reunited, even bringing in 
the same guitar tandem 
of Doyle Bramhall II and 
Chris Bruce – this time 
with the pair trading bass 
duties in a quartet setting. 
Bramhall injects some 
tasteful volume swells 
into Randall Bramblett’s 
“Where A Life Goes” and 
pin-drop blues licks into 
“Just Between You And 
Me And The Wall, You’re A 
Fool.” Bruce provides the 
acoustic as LaVette turns 
the Beatles’ halting “Wait” 
into an aching ballad.

The deluxe edition 
is worth holding out 
for, as it adds a DVD of 
an intimate live 2014 
performance, with Brett 
Lucas ably handling guitar 
chores. After opening 
with a funkified reading of 
Lennon-McCartney’s “The 
Word,” LaVette reinvents 
tunes by Dylan, Lucinda 
Williams, Fiona Apple, 
Bob Seger, and Sinead 
O’Connor – even turn-
ing Neil Young’s “Heart 
Of Gold” into a slow, 
gospel-tinged soul ballad.

Note: Do not try this 
at home. “American Idol” 
gymnastics this is not. 
It takes musicality and 
seasoning to pull off what 
LaVette innately does to 
perfection. – Dan Forte

playing live in the room 
at San Fran’s famed Hyde 
Street Studios, used by 
acts as diverse as James 
Brown, the Grateful Dead, 
Herbie Hancock, and 
Green Day. Closing with 
Allen Toussaint’s “Tears, 
Tears, And More Tears” 
(besting Lee Dorsey’s 

tHis Blues Has soul

Bettye LaVette
Worthy
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neil Barnes, Ron 
thompson, and others
Hyde & Seek

Ron 
Thompson


