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	Introduction

	I’m old enough to have hopped on the John Prine bandwagon right from the very start. But, in the late 1960s, when John was a mailman in Maywood, Illinois, and writing songs while delivering the mail, I was just starting high school. And in 1971, when John released his first album—John Prine—I was beginning my senior year, playing football and listening mostly to The Beatles, The Band, Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, and all sorts of rock and roll. John Prine did not yet exist in my world. 

	But, back then, somewhat as a guilty pleasure, I liked country music, even though I really didn’t know much about it. And, as country rock became a thing, I became a fan. I became semi-obsessed with Bob Dylan’s Nashville Skyline, which came out in 1969. Brewer & Shipley’s Tarkio Road was constantly on my turntable. And I was just starting to learn about Johnny Cash, Dolly Parton, and other country stars of the era. 

	So when I headed off to college in 1972 at the University of Wisconsin, I packed my portable record player and a bunch of albums. As was common in most kids’ dormitories back then, music was almost always on in my room. You know, headphones existed, but not many folks used them, and it was well before the days of the Walkman. So blasting a record from the tinny speakers in one’s room was the norm. 

	Album trading / borrowing / taking-and-never-returning was another norm of that time, and one day, in the spring semester in 1973, I ended up with a John Prine album on my turntable. As I recall, it was an album owned by the older sister of one of my friends. And it was spectacular. The album was John Prine, which includes some of the best songs ever written, like “Sam Stone,” “Spanish Pipedream,” and “Hello in There.” As many on my floor in our high-rise dormitory on the east side of campus, in the time of bell-bottom jeans and psychedelic colors, were playing Led Zeppelin, David Bowie, Deep Purple, and the like, I found myself going in an entirely different musical direction. And, before long, I was hooked on John Prine. 

	Once I hopped on the John Prine train, I never looked back. I hung on to my borrowed copy of John Prine until the fall of 1973, when I had to return that borrowed album, at which point I headed over to the local record store on State Street in Madison (where the special deal was three albums for $10) and I bought my own copy of John Prine, along with Diamonds in the Rough, and Sweet Revenge. And, just like that, I had a new musical hero. 

	John Prine quickly became as influential as The Beatles were for me. I was lucky enough to get my folks to spot me a few bucks every time a new Beatles record came out, and I bought each and every Beatles record within days of its release. And I even saw The Beatles in Milwaukee on September 4, 1964, when I was just 10 years old. But by 1973, The Beatles weren’t making any new records, and they weren’t touring, either. So John Prine filled the void. 

	Fortunately, getting a ticket to see John Prine wasn’t quite as difficult as getting a ticket to see The Beatles. I first saw John Prine in 1974. He was booked for the Schlitz Stage at Summerfest (the annual music festival in Milwaukee) on a warm summer evening. Some folks just stumbled upon this unique singer-songwriter as they were walking through the Summerfest grounds. But not me. I was there to see John Prine. 

	Since then, I’ve seen John Prine a couple dozen times. And each time was truly exceptional. I think that it’s safe to assume that, if you’re reading this, you’re probably a John Prine fan, and you probably know what I’m talking about. 

	So, when John died on April 7, 2020, it hit me hard. I never met him, but, somehow, I felt that I knew him. After reading tributes to him from fans and music critics alike, I realized that this was a common effect he had on listeners from around the world. Maybe it was his shy but comfortable stage presence. Maybe it was his self-deprecating humor, or the twang of his voice. Maybe it was the warmth, comedy, and compassion in his lyrics. Maybe it was his gentle activism. Whatever it was, when we lost John Prine, most of us felt like we had lost a dear friend. My first instinct was to revisit his whole discography, starting with John Prine and working my way to The Tree of Forgiveness. But, like most all great things, John’s music always sounds better when shared, so I gathered my three daughters, four of my nephews, two of my brothers-in-law, and a couple of other folks, and we started what we dubbed “The John Prine Album Club.” Our mission was simply to listen to each John Prine album—one per week—and discuss them together.

	And then I realized that, although there is lots of information on John Prine out in the world, there isn’t a single resource that discusses his life’s work. Sure, there’s content about him all over the internet. There’s a good book about him called John Prine In Spite of Himself, which was written by Eddie Huffman and published in 2015. And, in 2017, John Prine published his own book, Beyond Words. But there isn’t a single place to go for insight about his songs and records. So I thought: “Maybe I could create that place.” 

	This book is not a definitive biography of John Prine. John Prine, In Spite of Himself is a good place to start if that’s what you’re looking for. And others may be writing John Prine biographies as I type. 

	Rather, this is a fan book. It’s nothing more or less than a review of John Prine’s music, written and curated by one John Prine fan, culled from reviews and opinions from 1970 to 2020, along with some of John’s own thoughts about his music. Album by album. One song at a time. 
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	John Prine (1971) – The Classics

	John Prine, as most folks now know, includes some of the classic John Prine songs, and some of the most often played John Prine songs to this day. It’s an embarrassment of riches. “Illegal Smile,” “Spanish Pipedream,” “Hello in There,” “Sam Stone,” “Paradise” and seven more indelible songs. This is a debut album that should have gone gold within a week of its release. But who knew John Prine then? I didn’t. And neither did most of the John Prine fans who exist today. 

	The story that led to this John Prine debut has a few main characters. Among them: Dave Prine, Roger Ebert, Steve Goodman, and Kris Krisofferson.

	Dave Prine was John’s oldest brother. John also had an older brother, Douglas, and a younger brother, Billy. They grew up in Maywood, Illinois—a suburb of Chicago. As is well-documented, John was not a great student, and, as he once said: “I couldn’t concentrate on anything besides daydreaming. My brother saw this … and he saw music as a way of getting through to me.” So Dave Prine taught John a few chords on the guitar. “From there,” John said, “it was me sitting there alone in a room singing to the wall.” 

	Roger Ebert was a movie critic for the Chicago Sun-Times in 1970. Of course, he eventually became one of the best-known movie critics in the country. As the story goes, Roger Ebert left a movie theater in October of 1970 because the popcorn was too salty. Finding comfort in a nearby bar in Chicago—the Fifth Peg—he stumbled upon his first John Prine show. In his review of the show, Ebert explains: “He starts slow. But after a song or two, even the drunks in the room begin to listen to his lyrics. And then he has you.” After that review, John said that he never again played to an empty seat at the Fifth Peg.

	Steve Goodman and John Prine met around 1970. Rolling Stone Magazine called Goodman “the impish, jubilant yin to Prine’s prematurely craggy, sardonic yang.” Steve and John would perform at folk clubs in the Chicago area together. Then, in early 1971, Steve got a gig opening for Kris Krisofferson at a club called the Quiet Knight. On the last of the four nights that Steve opened for Kris, he finally persuaded Kris to see John play at another club in Chicago. 

	Kris Kristofferson arrived late at the club that night and did not catch John’s show. So in the early morning hours, John got back on stage and played a brief set, including “Sam Stone,” “Hello in There,” “Paradise,” “Donald and Lydia,” and “Illegal Smile.” Kris was so taken with John and his music that he instantly bought John a beer and asked him to get back on stage to play the same set again, song for song. Kris invited John and Steve Goodman to New York City a few months later to sing three songs a piece. John sang “Hello in There,” “Sam Stone,” and “Paradise.” By 10:00 a.m. the next day, Jerry Wexler at Atlantic Records had offered John a record contract. 

	The album was recorded in Memphis, Tennessee (except “Paradise,” which was recorded in New York City). It was well-received. On December 23, 1971, Rolling Stone Magazine famously wrote: “If he’s this good this young, time should be on his side.” 

	Just like that, John Prine was on the map, and, of course, dubbed another “next Dylan.” 

	What made this debut so startling? As a fan, I can tell you what I think: John Prine is, from start to finish, completely full of incredible songs. They’re fun, they’re thoughtful, and they’re unique. And it’s not just John’s insightful lyrics; the melodies, mostly created from three chords per song, are infectious and, in many cases, timeless. When the album is over, you just want to hear it again, from start to finish, song for song. As the years went by, John would say he grew to dislike the sound of his young, higher voice on those old records, but the songs were then—and remain to this day—outstanding. 

	Rolling Stone Magazine, in its 2020 ranking of the 500 best albums of all time, ranked John Prine as the 149th best album ever, saying that John’s “closest parallel isn’t another songwriter, it’s Mark Twain.”

	The record was produced by Arif Mardin. 

	01 “Illegal Smile”

	The opening lyrics to the opening song on the debut album go like this: “When I woke up this morning, things were looking bad/Seems like total silence was the only friend I had.” And with just three chords, in the key of G (John’s favorite),1 this song grabs you. 

	But, no, it’s not that kind of illegal smile. Here’s what John said to Performing Songwriter Magazine about “Illegal Smile”:

	I have to confess, the song was not about smokin’ dope. It was more about how, ever since I was a child, I had this view of the world where I can find myself smiling at stuff nobody else was smiling at. But it was such a good anthem for dope smokers that I didn’t want to stop every time I played it and make a disclaimer.

	Those of us old enough to remember the release of Meet the Beatles—The Beatles’ first album in the U.S.—also remember what a sensation “I Want To Hold Your Hand” was. It was a spectacular opening song on a debut album. Not that John Prine is necessarily comparable to The Beatles—I compare them merely because The Beatles are my favorite band and John Prine is my favorite sing-songwriter—but “Illegal Smile” was a pretty stunning opening song on a debut, too. The songs are different. The record sales were different. But both are outstanding pieces of music, introducing outstanding musicians.

	02 “Spanish Pipedream”

	Second song on the album; second song in the key of G. But in “Spanish Pipedream,” John throws in a few D7s, just to mix it up a little bit. Even with the same general chord progression, though, this song is absolutely nothing like “Illegal Smile.” “Spanish Pipedream” is such a happy song. Upbeat. Catchy. Sweet. And, as is the case for many John Prine songs, there’s a moral to its story:

	Blow up your TV, throw away your paper

	Go to the country, build you a home

	Plant a little garden, eat a lot of peaches

	Try and find Jesus on your own

	This was my favorite song on John Prine for a long time. It’s still one of my favorites—which means it’s tied with almost every other song on the album. But this song still stands out because of its infectious melody and its fun lyrics. 

	Nashville singer-songwriter, Matt Urmy, was particularly taken with the lyrics, saying this to Wide Open Country about “Spanish Pipedream”:

	When I was really getting into studying songwriting, Prine’s ‘Spanish Pipedream’ really knocked me out … The verses told a story and painted crystal-clear images. ‘She was a level-headed dancer on the road to alcohol…’, they’re very grounded, but fantastical at the same time. Then, on the chorus, he jumps up into the bigger, universal ideas.

	And here’s what John Prine told Performing Songwriter about the lyrics in “Spanish Pipedream”:

	Originally, the chorus wasn’t about blowing up your TV. It was something about the girls forgetting to take the pill, but sunk pretty low after that first great verse. I sounded like Loretta Lynn singing about “the pill.” Then I got the line “blow up your TV.” I used to keep a small bowl of real fine pebbles that I picked up on my mail route, and if somebody said something really stupid on TV I’d throw something at the screen. 

	This is the first of many John Prine songs that mention Jesus. I’m not sure if John was a “believer,” but I do believe that John found Jesus to be a compelling figure to write and sing about throughout his career. 

	03 “Hello in There”

	This song didn’t jump out at me when I first heard John Prine. It’s certainly a pretty song. But I didn’t appreciate its meaning back in the day. I’m not sure what I thought that the song was about when I was younger, but, as the years went by, “Hello in There” took on mythical proportions. It’s now mentioned in almost every article about, and tribute to, John Prine. It’s considered one of his very best and most meaningful songs. 

	Here’s a young John Prine, in his early 20s, writing an accurate and empathetic song about the challenges of getting old. Who can imagine writing lyrics like this at such a young age? 

	So if you’re walking down the street sometime

	And spot some hollow ancient eyes

	Please don’t just pass ‘em by and stare

	As if you didn’t care, say, “Hello in there, hello”

	“Hello in There” is a song that Jason Scott references in his John Prine tribute, which was published in American Songwriter in April 2020. Scott writes:

	From its organic, open-spaced arrangement to its timely, profound message, “Hello in There” only grows more urgent with every passing year. John Prine’s legacy casts a very long shadow, and a song such as this refocuses the meaning of life, love, and happiness in a stunning way. 

	And maybe the most poignant words about “Hello in There” come from Jason Isbell, one of America’s greatest singer-songwriters, who said this in a New York Times appreciation of John, also published in April 2020:

	Hearing him sing [“Hello in There”] after decades of hard living and surviving numerous illnesses brought new meaning to the lyrics, now delivered by a man who had caught up with the character he created. John always said when he grew up, he wanted to be an old person.

	“Hello in There” is also in the key of G. But the mood is set with the A minor and F chords throughout the song, which lend a dark, somber tone. 

	04 “Sam Stone”

	“Sam Stone” might be the most famous of all of the famous John Prine songs. If you don’t know much about John Prine, you still might have heard “Sam Stone” at least once. It’s among the most honest and straightforward songs ever written about the Vietnam War. 

	John was drafted into the army in 1968, but he did not actually serve in Vietnam. Still, because many of his friends did, and because no one paid attention to people and the world quite like John Prine, “Sam Stone” is now anthem-like in its portrayal of the Vietnam-era soldiers. Or, as Jason Isbell said: “John had the courage to write plainly about the darkest aspects of the American experience in songs like ‘Sam Stone,’ about a drug-addicted Vietnam veteran.” 

	There’s a hole in daddy’s arm where all the money goes

	Jesus Christ died for nothin’ I suppose

	Little pitchers have big ears

	Don’t stop to count the years

	Sweet songs never last too long on broken radios

	Here’s what John said about “Sam Stone” in a 2010 interview with American Songwriter:

	Well, I had just gotten out of the service myself. I always thought one of the great mistakes they made in the service is if they spent half the time that they do getting you ready, and the intensity that they put you through in basic training for combat, if they spent half that time bringing you down and teaching you how to be a civilian, it would make a big difference. I would liken it to a person who has done prison time. They all speak of how difficult it is to be back on the street, and how difficult it is to accept freedom once you get used to living incarcerated. So, all my friends that were over there were affected, like I said. I wasn’t writing about anybody specific. I made up the character of Sam Stone, obviously, just ‘cause he rhymed with “home.” 

	“Sam Stone” was written in the key of F (although John initially performed the song in C on the guitar, with the capo on the fifth fret transposing the music into the key of F). So four songs into his debut album, John Prine finally goes outside of his comfort zone and plays a song outside the key of G. 

	05 “Paradise”

	If “Sam Stone” is not the most well-known John Prine song, then “Paradise” probably is. It tells the story of the corporate takeover of the coal company in Paradise, the town in Western Kentucky where John’s parents met. He has very fond memories of what Paradise was before the coal company strip-mined the town. As John says in the chorus four times:

	And daddy won’t you take me back to Muhlenberg County

	Down by the Green River where Paradise lay

	Well, I’m sorry my son, but you’re too late in asking

	Mister Peabody’s coal train has hauled it away

	He heard about what was happening in Paradise when his father sent him a newspaper article about the coal company. As John tells the story, after he recorded “Paradise,” he played a tape of the song for his dad. The John Prine record hadn’t been released, yet. “When the song came on,” John explains, “he went to the next room and sat in the dark while it was on. I asked him why, and he said he wanted to pretend it was on the jukebox.” 

	John recorded another version of “Paradise” on his German Afternoons album in 1986. We’ll discuss this song again in Chapter 9. 

	06 “Pretty Good”

	This song, I’d say, is “pretty good, not bad, I can’t complain.” And, by that, I really mean that it’s my least favorite song on the record. Ironically, it’s a favorite of WXPN, the only radio station that routinely plays John Prine songs in Philadelphia. 

	It’s also the first of John’s songs that I’d call non-folk/non-country. “Pretty Good,” recorded in the key of G, is very much a blues tune, with a little country tossed in. Which is why some John Prine fans find this among their favorite John Prine songs. For me, though, usually the more bluesy John Prine gets, the less I like the song, because, at heart, I’m much more of a country fan. 

	07 “Your Flag Decal Won’t Get You into Heaven Anymore”

	John Prine said that he wasn’t particularly political. But he also said: “When someone turns the country backwards, they should at least expect to be called out on it.” So it’s not surprising that John called out a whole lot of folks in “Your Flag Decal Won’t Get You into Heaven Anymore.” To those folks who thought that simply waving the flag—or sticking a flag decal on their windshield—would somehow absolve them from their support of the Vietnam War (or, really, any unjust act), John said this:

	But your flag decal won’t get you

	Into Heaven anymore

	They’re already overcrowded

	From your dirty little war

	John thought that the song had “outlived its time” in the 1980s, but, when the Iraq War started in the early 2000s, the song became relevant again. 

	On the Bay Area Arts and Entertainment Blog, Jim Harrington calls “Your Flag Decal Won’t Get You into Heaven Anymore” one of the 25 best protest songs of all time. He writes: “On his eponymous first album, the brilliant songwriter offered up a hilarious, yet cutting song about the dangers of blind patriotism.” 

	And the song remains relevant and popular today. As Chaz Kangas writes in the City Pages:

	“Your Flag Decal Won’t Get You into Heaven Anymore” remains a treasured song because of its timelessness. From the dutiful patriotic consumerism of the ’80s to the readily ubiquitous merchandise of a post-9/11 miniature flag marketplace, the past 44 years have kept hypocritical flag-sploitation fresh, which no decal can truly remedy.

	This upbeat, ridiculously catchy tune was, of course, written in the key of G. 

	08 “Far from Me”

	Back in the day, when I listened to John Prine over and over and over again on my record player in my small, 10th-floor dorm room during the days of Watergate and political unrest, “Far from Me” was just another good song on the album. It was far from my favorite song. And far from the best song—so I thought. At 19 years old, I just didn’t listen closely enough to the lyrics, or appreciate the beauty of a pedal steel guitar. But, as the years went by (like, 40+ years), I finally got it. And “Far from Me” became my favorite song on this album. 

	It’s an absolutely remarkable break-up song. So pretty. So sad. So accurate. 

	In April 2020, Jason Wilber—John’s longtime lead guitarist—selected the three best John Prine lines in an article for American Songwriter. He includes this line from “Far from Me”: “You know Kathy, she still laughs with me, but she waits just a second too long.” Jason goes on to say:

	“Far from Me” is a wonderful, waltzing ballad. John wrote it about the first girl that broke his heart. “She made me a songwriter,” he often said when introducing the song. If you’ve never experienced the end of a romantic relationship, this line might not touch you. But for the other 99.9% of us, it cuts deep. 

	And, although the taste of a break-up is bitter, the taste of this song is sweet. 

	09 “Angel from Montgomery”

	I know that I’ve already declared “Sam Stone” and “Paradise” to be the most famous John Prine songs. But “Angel from Montgomery” is the third contender. Not because it was the ninth cut on John Prine. But because Bonnie Raitt covered the song and included it on her Streetlights album, which was released in 1974. 

	With the opening lyrics: “I am an old woman named after my mother,” the song seems to be written for a woman vocalist. But, if you believe that, you really don’t know much about John Prine. He had the uncanny ability to put himself into the shoes of just about anyone. Somehow, he made it seem quite natural for a young man to sing a song from the perspective of an “old woman.” 

	As John said to Paul Zollo in a 2009 interview for American Songwriter: 

	I thought for a while and said, “How ‘bout a song about a middle-aged woman who feels older than she is?” … I had this really vivid picture of this woman standing over the dishwasher with soap in her hands and just walking away from it all. So I just kept that whole idea [and] image in mind when I was writing the song and I just let it pour out of that character’s heart. Again, I didn’t realize all this at the time, but if you come up with a strong enough character, you can get a really vivid insight into the character that you’ve invented. You let the character write the song. 

	This character wrote one heck of a song. As Amanda Petrusich wrote for The New Yorker on April 8, 2020: “Prine was just twenty-four when he recorded it—what did he know about being an old woman? Everything, somehow. The song’s chorus is so rich and sodden with meaning, a person can chew it over for decades and still find it startling.” 

	“Angel from Montgomery” was written in the key of—you guessed it—G. 

	10 “Quiet Man”

	“Quiet Man” is a good song with fine lyrics, but it’s one of the few tracks on John Prine that isn’t considered a classic. Maybe it’s because John wrote this song in the key of A. But probably not. I think, to a certain extent, it simply gets lost in the greatness of “Sam Stone,” “Paradise,” “Hello in There,” and “Angel from Montgomery.” 

	In its December 1971 review, Rolling Stone Magazine only makes one note on “Quiet Man”: 

	“Quiet Man” has the thoughtful line, “Steady losing means you ain’t using/What you really think is right.” Which is advice that John is giving to those who seem to spend a whole lot of time complaining about one thing or another. The “Quiet Man,” on the other hand, is asking that you “don’t pin your blues on me,” but, instead, “just go ahead and do whatever you wish to do.” 

	In March 2017, John Prine played a concert at the Hershey Theatre. He introduced “Quiet Man” by saying that the band had recently played the entire John Prine album in sequence and “discovered a couple of songs that we’d forgotten about, so we’ll play one of those right now because we really like it.”

	I like it, too. The wordplay in the song is fun, and the organ is a surprising touch. 

	11 “Donald and Lydia”

	“Donald and Lydia” was one of the songs that John often sang when he started performing at the Fifth Peg in Chicago. He wrote the song about 50 years ago. So, could John Prine write about “the fat girl daughter of Virginia and Ray” in 2020? Maybe. But would he? I don’t think so. The times, of course, have changed. But more than that, John matured as a songwriter. 

	I doubt that John was a guy who thought much about political correctness, but I’m pretty sure that being kind and using words responsibly came naturally to him, so his superficial description of Lydia is uncharacteristic. 

	Whatever Lydia looked like, her relationship with Donald is full of making “love in the mountains…love in the streams…love in the valleys…love in their dreams…but when they were finished, there was nothing to say ‘cause mostly they made love from ten miles away.” 

	“Donald and Lydia” was written by John in the key of C. 

	12 “Six O’Clock News”

	In the last few years of his career, John sometimes opened his shows with “Six O’Clock News.” It’s a haunting song. John describes its origin like this:

	As a child, a neighborhood kid who was always in trouble chose me as a friend. His brothers pushed him around a lot, and his mother generally ignored him. Years later as a teenager, still always in trouble, he ended up in Juvenile Court and the prosecutor decided to tell the court and my friend that his father was his father, but his mother was his oldest sister. No wonder he was always in trouble. 

	In a review of a concert that John did in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Darryl Sterdan writes this in Tinnitist:

	Then came the first grim reaper of the night: “Six O’Clock News,” a haunting chronicle of incest and death. When Prine sang the punchline — “The whole town saw Jimmy on the six o’clock news / His brains were on the sidewalk and blood was on his shoes” — you could have heard a pin drop in the hall.

	When I first heard the song, I really had no idea that it was such a “grim reaper.” But, wow—reapers don’t get much grimmer than this. 

	13 “Flashback Blues”

	Closing out John Prine is a song called “Flashback Blues.” Written in the key of C, this track has the old-timey, up-tempo feel of the kind of song that John probably played as a teenager when he was learning the guitar.

	On the morning after Prine’s death, Luke Wiget2 contributed this to drDoctor:

	At the start of this year, we produced a video that looked back at country music and the Museum’s stories of 2019 and used Prine’s “Flashback Blues” from the 1971 self-titled album. It was perfect. It’ll always be.

	Photographs show the laughs

	Recorded in between the bad times

	Happy sailors dancing on a sinking ship

	Cloudy skies and dead fruit flies

	Waving goodbye with tears in my eyes

	Well, sure I made it but ya know it was as hell of a trip

	From my understanding, Prine’s work was always prophetic this way. I want to let Prine’s words speak for themselves. They’re too true to explicate, especially today. From his first record on, he was specific enough to be felt in the moment but broad enough to last forever. His work is full of a timeless, psychic power that’s the result of a real and wild imagination and language magic you’d want out of your great American novelist or poet. He was both and then some, a great guitar player and a voice wholly his own on top of that. 

	As the last song on the record, it nicely leads us to John’s second album, which had a considerably more country/bluegrass feel than his debut album. 
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	Diamonds in the Rough (1972) – The Roots

	When Diamonds in the Rough was released in 1972, I was just starting college, concerned about getting drafted into the armed forces (although, as it turned out, no one who turned 18 in 1972 was drafted), and I still didn’t know who John Prine was. 

	After introducing himself to those in-the-know with his stunning debut album, John went back to his roots. Diamonds in the Rough is a little less folk, a little more country and a little more bluegrass. And, although it’s a great record, the songs—with one exception—are rarely mentioned in discussions of his greatest work. The one exception, of course, is “Souvenirs,” which John sings with Steve Goodman on the record. 

	John said that he “wanted to do ‘Diamonds’ the way I was used to playing music in my house, with Dave [Prine] and Steve [Goodman].” He also noted: “We did it in three days at a cost of $7200, including beer.” 

	As William Ruhlmann writes in AllMusic Review: 

	John Prine’s second album was a cut below his first, only because the debut was a classic and the follow up was merely terrific. “Sour Grapes” showed Prine’s cracked sense of humor and “Souvenirs” his sentiment. Even if it was the second rank of his writing, Diamonds in the Rough demonstrated that Prine had an enduring talent that wasn’t exhausted by one great album. 

	This was typical of a Diamonds in the Rough review. Robert Christgau, the “Dean of American Rock Critics,” gave the record an A-:

	Not as rich as the debut, but more artlessly and confidently sung - the gruff monotone avoids melodrama in favor of Prine’s own version of good-old-boy, adding a muscular good humor to throwaway gems like “Frying Pan” and “Yes I Guess They Ought to Name a Drink After You.” Plus several decent lyrics about women, the Jesus song of the year, and a Vietnam tribute dedicated to Henry Clay, who helped start the (first) American Civil War. 

	Yes, the songs on Diamonds in the Rough are terrific. And, yes, they are often overlooked. Even a guy like me, who listens to John Prine all the time, rarely chooses Diamonds in the Rough when listening to an album from front to back. But this John Prine road-less-traveled is simply a great route to take. 

	Once again, Arif Mardin was John’s producer for this album. 

	01 “Everybody”

	A conversation with Jesus. What a way to kick off an album. 

	I said, “Jesus you look tired”

	He said, “Jesus so do you”

	Sit down son

	‘Cause I got some fat to chew

	This surely doesn’t clear up John’s relationship with Jesus. But it sure makes a great point, which is: “Everybody needs somebody that they can talk to.” Including Jesus. 

	Rhino Insider loved this song, saying: “Take a listen to ‘Everybody,’ a conversation-with-Jesus tale that kicks off the record, with Prine sounding like Bob Dylan‘s twin brother in 1966.” I’m not sure he sounded like Bob’s twin, but John certainly remained one of the many “next Dylans.” 

	John Prine may have performed “Everybody” live in concert, but, if so, it was rare. Which is too bad. Because it’s such an upbeat and fun song. 

	And, continuing the “theme” from John Prine, “Everybody” was written in G. 

	02 “The Torch Singer” 

	After a brief a cappella opening, “The Torch Singer” spins into a kind of bluegrass/blues song. It’s narrated by a guy sitting in the audience, watching the torch singer in what must be a small, old school bar. 

	She sang of the love that left her

	And of the woman that she’ll never be

	Made me feel like the buck and a quarter

	That I paid ‘em to listen and see

	If I had to rank all John Prine songs from “everyone knows” to “totally obscure,” “The Torch Singer” would find itself awfully close to “totally obscure.” I’m pretty sure that, if I asked 100 John Prine fans if they could hum the tune to “The Torch Singer,” I’d find about three who could do it. 

	Still, with lyrics like this, it’s a remarkably compelling song:

	I picked through the ashes

	Of the torch singer’s song

	And I ordered my money a round

	For whiskey and pain

	Both taste the same

	During the time they go down

	In addition to John Prine on acoustic guitar, David Bromberg plays mandolin, John’s brother Dave Prine adds dobro, and Steve Burgh plays bass. And the song, of course, was written in the key of G. 

	03 “Souvenirs”

	Clearly the most well-known track on Diamonds in the Rough, “Souvenirs” is the one John Prine song that most folks connect to Steve Goodman. Steve produced John’s fifth album, Bruised Orange, and worked with John on many songs. Still, to most John Prine fans, Steve Goodman is most closely associated with “Souvenirs.” 

	For good reason: Steve’s vocals open the song on the record, and, in this version of the song, it’s just John, Steve, and their acoustic guitars. In a 2009 interview with Paul Zollo for American Songwriter, John credits Steve for playing the hard parts on the guitar and for making John sound good: 

	Yeah, I can still hear him playing it. He played a back melody, so that you could barely hear the difference of who was playing. On tape or when we did it live. And I realized a large part of what he was doing was making it sound like I was playing the good part. [Laughs] And that’s basically the kind of guy he was. The kind of guy who wouldn’t need to shine the light on him, even though he could ham it up with the best of them. 

	Steve Goodman grew up on Chicago’s north side. As a middle-class Jewish boy, his first gigs were at his local synagogue. But, after dropping out of college at the University of Illinois to pursue a singing career, Steve found himself front and center in the Chicago folk scene. And that’s where he met John Prine. 

	One year later, in another interview with Paul Zollo for American Songwriter, John told the story of how he met Steve Goodman:

	I met him briefly the first time with Fred and Ed [Holstein]. He came to check me out. He didn’t stay long enough to say hello after. They just kind of ducked in and ducked out and went back over to the Earl. And I started going over to the Earl to check it out on the nights I wasn’t playing at the Peg. Goodman came up to me one night, walked up to me – this is the first conversation we ever had at any length – they were already playing a tape on The Midnight Special,3 a cassette, of Steve singing “City of New Orleans.” From that night I had Goodman pictured in my mind as a tall, skinny banjo-playin’ guy with a little beard. That’s who I thought was playing “City of New Orleans.” He was actually about all of 5’1.” He’d poke you in the chest when you talked to him like Edgar G. Robinson. 

	In large part because he was diagnosed with leukemia when he was 20 years old, Steve lived life with a sense of urgency. And enthusiasm. It was his enthusiastic promotion of John Prine that led to John’s “audition” in front of Kris Kristofferson. And his enthusiastic guitar playing helped make “Souvenirs” a John Prine classic. 

	04 “The Late John Garfield Blues” 

	A song about John Garfield that’s not really about John Garfield at all. Who was John Garfield? Well, he was an actor known for his roles portraying rebels and antiheroes. He died at the age of 39 in 1952. 

	So, if “The Late John Garfield Blues” was not exactly about John Garfield, what is it actually about? Well, here’s what John Prine says this in the liner notes for The John Prine Anthology:4

	What I was writing about was how late Sunday night going into Monday morning was always a weird period of time. Whether you were apprehensive about work or school, it was like the twilight zone. At first, the song was called “The Late Sunday, Early Monday Morning Blues.” I finally decided to make it like the kind of movie that would be on TV at that hour, a John Garfield movie. It’s not so much about him, the actor; I used this character to get into something else. 

	Although John wrote this song in the key of G, he discards his usual reliance on three chords per song for “The Late John Garfield Blues”; it utilizes six separate chords, including a B7 and a D7. 

	05 “Sour Grapes” 

	John Prine wrote this song when he was 14 years old. Fourteen! I know that there are some very talented 14-year-old musicians, but how many 14-year-olds can write lyrics like these?

	I couldn’t care less if I didn’t have a friend

	‘Cept people would say I was crazy

	And I wouldn’t work ‘cause I don’t need money

	But the same folks would say I was lazy

	As Rolling Stone Magazine writes in its article about the 25 essential John Prine songs: “Even at that young age, Prine could channel humor and heartbreak just like his heroes Hank Williams and Roger Miller.”

	“Sour Grapes” is the only song on Diamonds in the Rough where John plays and sings all by himself. Just John and his acoustic guitar. Producer Arif Mardin opted for simplicity. And it worked. 

	John Prine generally prides himself on writing three-chord songs, but 14-year-old John Prine wrote “Sour Grapes” with four chords, including a surprising B minor. 

	06 “Billy the Bum”

	John Prine wrote this song sometime in the late ‘60s or early ‘70s, but he captured the feeling of a tune from the ‘30s or ‘40s. “Billy the Bum” is a tale about a boy with “two twisted legs and a childhood disease” who dreamed about being a “hobo.” And it’s also a tale of God-fearing, church-going folks who never “took Billy on as a friend.”

	And your bullets, they can’t harm him

	Nor your knives tear him apart

	Humiliation killed him

	God bless his little heart

	I can’t even imagine writing a song about this kind of character, with this biting moral, but John has the imagination and empathy to write it brilliantly. 

	“Billy the Bum” is not a song that “they” ever play on the radio. And it’s not a song that gets talked about much, even among hard-core John Prine fans. This tune is vastly underrated and underappreciated. 

	But Billy Prine—John’s younger brother—gets it. When American Songwriter asked him about his favorite John Prine songs, Billy said: “I like that song he wrote on Diamonds on the Rough called ‘Billy the Bum.’” 

	Billy Prine, incidentally, is not the Billy in “Billy the Bum.” John’s “little” brother is 6’6,” almost a foot taller than big brother John. Billy (not the bum) absolutely towered over his older brother. 

	07 “The Frying Pan”

	The other song that John wrote when he was 14, “The Frying Pan,” is a story about breakup and divorce. John’s parents were not divorced, and, from all accounts, were happily married. So how did 14-year-old John come up with this topic for a song? Well, from Hank Williams, naturally. As John told Rolling Stone Magazine:

	When I was 14, I wrote two songs that ended up on Diamonds in the Rough ten years later. I wrote a song called “The Frying Pan,” which is modeled after Hank Williams. I’d perform the Hank Williams show for my dad in the sequence on the album. One song, Hank said, “This is about a poor fella who comes home and there’s nothing on the dinner table for him, and his wife’s left a note in the frying pan.” So I wrote a song called “The Frying Pan.” 

	This song contains at least two telltale signs that it was written by a young John Prine: First, he mentions the Fuller Brush Man,5 which, at the time was probably the only door-to-door salesman that a 14-year-old would have heard of. Second, the song has a real bluegrass feel, showing the influence of John’s older brother, Dave. 

	Dave Prine played the banjo for this recording, joining John and Steve Goodman on their acoustic guitars, Dave Bromberg on the mandolin, and Steve Burgh on the bass. 

	08 “Yes I Guess They Oughta Name a Drink After You”

	I’m not sure that they ever named a drink after you. And they certainly never named one after me. But, sure enough, they did name a drink after John Prine. In this case, the “they” is John Prine himself. He created the “Handsome Johnny,” which is simply vodka with ginger ale.

	As Kyle Cooke wrote for InsideHook in April 2020:

	Prine actually gave specific instructions on how to make a Handsome Johnny. He mused about the drink in an interview on SiriusXM’s Outlaw Country station a couple years ago. “I named it kind of after myself,” Prine told the hosts. “I thought Handsome Johnny sounded like a Rob Roy or a Manhattan.” Before you make your own Handsome Johnny, make sure you have the right vodka. Prine said he used red label Smirnoff vodka, not blue label. “If you get too good of vodka, it kills the bubbles,” Prine cautioned. The brand of ginger ale doesn’t matter, but it should be a diet version. Not only is normal ginger ale too sweet, according to Prine, but “you don’t want to get diabetes from drinking.” 

	But back to the song. It’s a fun number, and when you hear it, it’s easy to imagine it playing at about one in the morning at a small corner bar, with a bunch of half-in-the-bag regulars singing to their favorite bartender. 

	Dave Prine’s fiddle opens this song. And combined with David Bromberg’s dobro, the song takes on an old-time country/bluegrass feel. As John Prine writes in the liner notes to The John Prine Anthology:

	I was going for a Hank Williams kind of song. Steve Goodman always told me that if I’d taken another couple of minutes and put a chorus to the song— there isn’t any, just the tag line to every verse—that it would have been a hit country song. And I was set in my ways. Once a song was done, it was done. But Steve was probably right; he usually was. 

	09 “Take the Star Out of the Window”

	“Take the Star Out of the Window” is another profound Vietnam anti-war song. Not nearly as well known as “Sam Stone” or “Your Flag Decal Won’t Get You into Heaven Anymore,” it still powerfully describes what it was like to return from Vietnam. On an episode of American Routes, Nick Spitzer calls it: “A sly, but wickedly critical, Vietnam-era song.”

	Don’t you ask me any questions

	‘Bout the medals on my chest

	Take the star out of the window

	And let my conscience take a rest

	This song maybe best illustrates the difference between John Prine and Diamonds in the Rough. The cultural memory of a song often depends upon the reception of its album. I’m fairly certain that if “Take the Star Out of the Window” had been included on John Prine, it would have been considered a classic. Instead, it sits quietly on the undervalued Diamonds in the Rough.

	With nothing but John’s vocals, his acoustic guitar, and David Bromberg’s fabulous mandolin, this song is well-worth a second listen. 

	10 “The Great Compromise” 

	Showing his disappointment in America—which was not a radical position for many of us in the early 1970s—John wrote “The Great Compromise.” 

	In his liner notes, John writes:

	The idea I had in mind was that America was this girl you used to take to the drive-in movies. And then when you went to get some popcorn, she turned around and screwed some guy in a foreign sports car. I really love America. I just don’t know how to get there anymore.

	Producer Arif Mardin once again opted for simplicity. It’s John and his acoustic guitar. And once again, a simple, stripped down arrangement—with no distractions from other instruments or other voices—gives us a chance to hear the beauty of an unfiltered John Prine. 

	11 “Clocks and Spoons”

	“Clocks and Spoons” is one of my guilty pleasure John Prine songs. It’s not very well-known. It’s not a song that you’re likely to hear on the radio. It’s not a song that is mentioned much in tributes to John, or included on lists of his “greatest” songs. And it’s not considered in the same league as the classics, like “Hello in There” and “Illegal Smile.” It’s just a fun song with a catchy melody and a really enticing bass line. It’s an easy-listen, uncomplicated and almost childlike. And that’s what I love about it.

	David Bromberg’s electric guitar is superb, and, along with John’s acoustic guitar and Steve Burgh’s upright bass, the three-man band creates a full sound on this relatively simple tune. 

	Despite its obscurity, there are two notable versions of “Clocks and Spoons” on YouTube. One is by Jason Isbell and Amanda Shires, joined by Brandi Carlile (and her very cute older daughter). And the other is by John’s son Jack, who, before beginning, says:

	Hey guys. I just wanted to play one of dad’s songs for you. It’s called “Clocks and Spoons.” It’s off my dad’s second album, and he always loved it when I played it for him. So I hope you guys love it, too.

	Yes, Jack. We do.

	12 “Rocky Mountain Time”

	This song is one of the reasons why I decided to write this book. After John died on April 7, 2020, I decided to revisit each and every John Prine record, and I realized that I barely remembered “Rocky Mountain Time.” Obviously, that’s my fault, but “Rocky Mountain Time” is seldom mentioned in John Prine articles, and I didn’t put Diamonds in the Rough on the turntable (or on Spotify) very often. So “Rocky Mountain Time” fell through the cracks.

	But, when I listened to it again, the memories of first hearing it came rushing back. It was the fall of 1973, and I was sitting in my Mifflin Street apartment, struggling to write an English paper. I remember having no idea what the song was about. Its lyrics can leave you perplexed:

	The clock played drums

	And I hummed the sax

	And the wind whistled down

	The railroad tracks

	 

	Hey, three for a quarter

	One for a dime

	I’ll bet it’s tomorrow

	By Rocky Mountain Time

	So, you tell me: What does it mean?

	13 “Diamonds in the Rough”

	“Diamonds in the Rough” is the first cover song that John Prine ever recorded for one of his studio albums. The last song on John’s second album. And, and maybe as an homage to A.P. Carter, John named the album after it. 

	On the liner notes to Diamonds in the Rough, John credits the song—which was recorded in 1929 by The Carter Family—to A.P. Carter. The song, though, has been around since at least 1897. It’s an old-time country standard. 

	John decided not only to put it on his record, but also to do it a cappella. John, Dave Prine, and Steve Goodman are the three members of the choir. 

	I have no idea how many takes they did, but part of the charm of this version of the song is that the vocals are slightly off-key. John would never compliment himself on his vocals—in fact, in 1989, John introduced a song by saying, “I don’t usually sing other peoples’ songs, ‘cause I can barely sing my own … .” So it’s surprising that he’d want to do an a cappella cover. Still, the unique quality of John’s voice is one of his many charms. And “Diamonds in the Rough,” a traditional Carter Family folk song, reunites John with his musician roots, and it’s a fitting end to his second record. 
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	I bought my copy of Sweet Revenge very shortly after it was released in late 1973. And as much as I loved my borrowed copy of John Prine, Sweet Revenge quickly became my favorite of the first three John Prine albums. 

	The album cover, in my opinion, is one of the greatest of all time. There’s John, with a cigarette dangling from his mouth, sunglasses on, hair a mess, wearing a Canadian tuxedo, relaxing in his sports car convertible, with the soles of his cowboy boots pointing straight at the camera. The photograph sets the tone for the album—songs characterized by irreverence, confidence, and cool detachment. 

	John’s irreverence, in particular, sets him apart. Bruce Springsteen is often political, but he’s not particularly irreverent or funny. And Bob Dylan is sometimes political, but he’s not wry or funny at all. 

	John Prine, though? Funny. Irreverent. Political. And poignant. Or, as author Kate Heartfield writes: John has the “sort of humour used as anesthetic so you don’t notice the knife going in.”

	In its 1974 review of the album, Rolling Stone Magazine called Sweet Revenge “a more human work, more mature.” 

	Arif Mardin was back to produce the album. Sweet Revenge, though, would be Mardin’s last John Prine record. 

	Steve Goodman, Dave Prine, and Steve Burgh also returned to the studio for Sweet Revenge. David Bromberg did not. But a host of other folks joined John in this very well-produced record. 

	The “Dean of American Rock Critics,” Robert Christgau, gave Sweet Revenge an A, saying:

	Prine is described as surrealistic and/or political even though the passion of his literalness is matched only by that of his detachment: inferential leaps and tall songs do not a dreamscape make, and Prine offers neither program nor protest. It’s the odd actions of everyday detail—as in the “four way stop dilemma” of “The Accident”—that heighten the reality of his songs … That’s why when he finally writes his music-biz takeoff it’s a beaut; that’s why “Christmas in Prison” deserves to be carved on a wooden turkey. 

	I gave it an A, too. The songs are (with one possible exception) phenomenal from front to back. And, even though I haven’t put my record on the turntable in a number of years (because I mostly listen to music on CDs or digitally), my album is well-worn. 

	01 “Sweet Revenge”

	John Prine does not strike me as being a bitter person. Humorous and kind seem like more apt descriptions. But John said that the less-than-favorable reviews of Diamonds in the Rough got under his skin. So, in the title song of Sweet Revenge, bitterness—and, of course, revenge—stand front and center. 

	Still, what an opening to an album. He had me at “I got kicked off of Noah’s Ark.” And then the story begins:

	I caught an aisle seat on a plane

	And drove an English teacher half insane

	Making up jokes about bicycle spokes

	And red balloons

	John may very well have driven a few English teachers half insane, in large part because he wasn’t a very good student. In his acceptance speech for the PEN New England Song Lyrics Award in 2016, John said: “I can’t help but think about a couple of my high school English teachers that are rolling in their graves.” Yet it’s hard to imagine such a brilliant writer driving English teachers fully insane. In any event, John may have been kicked off of a few arks, but this third album showed the doubters just how great he was. 

	So, as Marissa R. Moss writes for The Bluegrass Situation:

	Prine wrote Sweet Revenge and the album of the same name as a bit of sonic retribution. His label wasn’t happy with the commercial reception to his second LP, so he dropped a veritable masterpiece to set them straight and silence them once and for all.

	02 “Please Don’t Bury Me”

	After listening to “Please Don’t Bury Me,” everyone became an organ donor, right? Seriously, there’s no reason not to “throw [your] brain in a hurricane” or let “the blind have [your] eyes” or the deaf have your ears “if they don’t mind the size.” But it’s especially important to “give [your] stomach to Milwaukee if they run out of beer.” Obviously. 

	After a few false starts when trying to write this song, John finally came up with the idea of a guy giving away all of his organs, and he ended up writing what he called the “best organ donor campfire song” that he knows of. 

	I’m from Milwaukee, so this song jumped out at me immediately. But it was more than the beer line that grabbed me. This is one of several catchy, toe-tapping country tunes on Sweet Revenge. Who says that you can’t dance to a song about organ donation? 

	Jeff Tweedy covered “Please Don’t Bury Me” on a live stream the day after John died. And, after playing the song, he simply said: “Probably a little inappropriate but celebratory as well, I hope.” I think that John would agree, because, you know, he was a fan of irreverence. 

	03 “Christmas in Prison”

	John Prine loved Christmas. In 2016, John’s wife, Fiona, said: “The colors, the lights, the idea of family, togetherness, bestowing gifts. It means a lot to him.” And John often told the story of how he kept an artificial Christmas tree in his office year around. He also brought a tree to the studio when he was recording The Tree of Forgiveness. 

	So it’s not surprising that, early in his career, John wrote a Christmas song. Although “Christmas in Prison” is really not a song about Christmas at all. Rather, it’s about a person who’s in a tough position that they can’t escape. John used prison imagery, and, because he’s sentimental and a lover of all things Christmas, he used Christmas as the setting. 

	Still, radio stations that know what’s what play “Christmas in Prison” at Christmas. And John, as you’d suspect, included it on his Christmas album, which was released in 1994. 

	“Christmas in Prison” also inspired my nephew Teddy Grossman and me to write our version of a “Christmas song.” We ended up changing the melody, but “Christmas in Prison” was very much our muse for “Christmas in Philly.” 

	04 “Dear Abby” 

	The third verse of “Dear Abby” goes like this: 

	Dear Abby, Dear Abby, you won’t believe this

	But my stomach makes noises whenever I kiss

	My girlfriend tells me it’s all in my head

	But my stomach tells me to write you instead

	Signed Noise-maker

	Incredibly, in the mid-1980s—well after this song was released—a writer sent a letter to “Dear Abby” (the famous syndicated advice columnist) complaining that his stomach made noises every time he kissed his girlfriend. He signed his letter: “Noisemaker.” Abby did not get the joke. She answered his letter earnestly, suggesting that he get professional help. 

	It seems that Abby did not know the lyrics to John Prine’s song about her. 

	To her credit, Abby (whose full professional name was Abigail Van Buren) fessed up to being duped in her column on February 24, 1985. After a writer called “Prine (and Abby) Fan in Palo Alto” let her in on the joke, she said:

	Dear Fan: I was had. And if there’s a joke here, it’s on me. I heard the song ”Dear Abby” when it first came out about 12 years ago, but I was not familiar with the lyrics. Thank you, and the hundreds of other Prine (and Abby) fans who wrote to call this to my attention. I also received about 50 cassettes of that catchy song that caught me with my guard down. 

	“Dear Abby” (the song) was recorded live at State University of New York in New Paltz, New York, apparently because John and producer Arif Mardin didn’t think that the studio version of the song quite captured the song’s humor and wit. 

	05 “Blue Umbrella”

	It’s hard to write a better breakup song than “Far from Me.” But John Prine may have come close with “Blue Umbrella.” And, as it turns out, it was written about the same girl that inspired “Far from Me.” Apparently, she ended up marrying a guy who had a ‘58 Impala and working as a cocktail waitress in a bowling alley. But she was the first girl who broke John’s heart, so he hung on to that memory long enough to get at least two great songs out of it. 

	In a concert in 1978 in Hempstead, New York, John introduced “Blue Umbrella” like this:

	Here’s a song for those of you that keep getting left by people you love a whole lot. You’re starting to wonder, if it happens so often, you’re starting to wonder if it might have something to do with you or not. There’s always the possibility. It’s probably them, though.

	Written in the key of C, it’s one of the prettiest songs John Prine ever made. Steve Burgh’s electric guitar and Kenny Ascher’s electric piano particularly stand out. 

	And the chorus:

	Just give me one good reason

	And I promise I won’t ask you any more

	Just give me one extra season

	So I can figure out the other four.

	John Prine once declared that he was not a poet: “If I wanted to be a poet, I’d write poetry. I know what poetry is. I’m not writing poetry; I’m writing song lyrics.” But these lyrics in “Blue Umbrella” are remarkably poetic. 

	06 “Often is a Word I Seldom Use”

	The exception. 

	This is not to say that “Often is a Word I Seldom Use” is a bad song. It’s not. But, compared to the rest of the album, it’s the weakest link, for me. Back in the day of needles on records, I would usually just let the song play. But these days, with digital music, it’s a song that I often skip over. 

	The title is very John Prine. The music, though, not so much. It’s kind of a blues song, with a non-catchy melody and horns—an imposter that snuck its way onto a country/folk album. But it foreshadows a few of John’s forthcoming songs, especially on Pink Cadillac in 1979. 

	07 “Onomatopoeia”

	Who remembers what “onomatopoeia” means? We probably learned it in fifth grade. You know, right? It’s the formation of a word from the sound associated with what is named. Like “buzz” or “hiss.” 

	Hold it! Stop it! No! No! No! No!

	Bang! went the pistol.

	Crash! went the window.

	Ouch! went the son of a gun.

	Onomatopoeia

	I don’t want to see ya

	Speaking in a foreign tongue.

	Why would John write a song about onomatopoeia? I have no idea. But I know that it’s an overlooked song, and probably one that he rarely played in concert—although he did sing it live at the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis in 1973. It’s an amazingly infectious song, written in the key of G. 

	08 “Grandpa Was a Carpenter”

	“Grandpa Was a Carpenter” is surely not an overlooked song. It’s one of the most recognizable and revered songs that John Prine ever wrote. And it was a staple at his concerts. 

	In June 2018, John played a show at the Taft Theater in Cincinnati, Ohio. When he introduced this song, he said: “My grandfather on my dad’s side was born in Hodgenville, Kentucky. And, he was a carpenter. So I wrote this song about him years ago. When I sang it for his sisters at the family reunion, they told me he never smoked Camel cigarettes; he smoked Salems.”

	Surprisingly, the song was not included on John’s greatest hits album, The John Prine Anthology, released in 1993. But, still, with lyrics like: “He was level on the level, he shaved even every door/And voted for Eisenhower ‘cause Lincoln won the war,” it’s a John Prine classic. (I’m assuming, though, that Grandpa would have voted for John Kennedy in 1960. Yes?)

	09 “The Accident (Things Could Be Worse)”

	Sounding like a Jewish grandma, John added the parenthetical “Things Could Be Worse” to the title of this song. Because, you know, no matter how bad things are, they always could be worse. 

	Famous for finding the perfect details to write about, John focused on a car accident on the corner of Third and Green. 

	It was a four way stop dilemma

	We all arrived the same time

	I yielded to the man to the right of me

	And he yielded it right back to mine

	Well, the yield went around and around and around

	Till Pamela finally tried

	Just then the man in the lite blue sedan

	Hit Pamela’s passenger side

	But, in the end “the police arrived at a quarter to five, and pronounced all the victims ‘okay.’” So, yes, things surely could have been worse. But, since he writes that “being raped by a minority” is one of the “worse” things that could have happened, I’m pretty sure that John would write this song differently if he were recording it today. I hope—and believe—that he would understand why these lyrics are offensive. 

	This is one of a few times in John’s writing that proves that no one is immune to socially-acceptable forms of discrimination. Even people who are ordinarily thoughtful, compassionate, and independent thinkers can say hurtful things when hurtful attitudes are normalized. Back in 1973, when this song was released, it was all too common to use phrases like this, but in 2021, we should be able choose our language with a more discerning lens. Whenever we speak, we can ask ourselves: is this really what I mean to say? John, no doubt, matured as a lyricist as he matured as a man. 

	As an aside, John confesses in the John Prine Live on Soundstage video that the victim’s name wasn’t even Pamela at all; it was Connie. But John thought that “Pamela” sounded better in the song. 

	10 “Mexican Home”

	This sad song recounting John’s dad’s death is one of the few songs that Arif Mardin might have over-produced. With a looping organ to start the song, maybe a little more percussion than necessary, a prominent piano in the interludes, some electric guitar, and a whole lot of backup singers, Arif Mardin opted for a full-rock production of this song. A simple acoustic version might have been better. 

	And, as it turns out, there is a solo, acoustic version of “Mexican Home” on the John Prine Live album that was released in 1990. Even with the clinking of glasses throughout the recording, it’s perfect. 

	There’s also a fine cover of this song by Josh Ritter on Broken Hearts & Dirty Windows: Songs of John Prine.

	11 “A Good Time”

	This is another John Prine song that tends to get overlooked. Sitting way down in the 11th spot on the album, it gets lost among the other gems on Sweet Revenge. But this poignant tune, which touches on friendship, simplicity, and the cost of “a good time,” is yet another John Prine masterpiece. 

	These lyrics are classic John Prine:

	But I had no idea

	What a good time would cost

	Until last night

	When I sat and talked with you

	Did he just break up with this friend? Or did he realize that life is not as simple as he once thought? I’m not sure. But the lyrics, as is typical of John Prine songs, sure make you think. 

	12 “Nine Pound Hammer”

	For the second straight album, John closes with a cover song. 

	For Sweet Revenge he chose “Nine Pound Hammer,” which is a traditional folk song credited to Merle Travis. It’s been covered by the likes of Johnny Cash, Bill Monroe, Doc & Merle Watson, Tennessee Ernie Ford, Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs, The Beau Brummels, and Norman Blake, among others. 

	John Prine’s version rocks “Nine Pound Hammer” up quite a bit more than the folk/bluegrass versions that preceded it—although John’s version relies on traditional folk and bluegrass instruments. Steve Goodman plays lead guitar, Reggie Young and John Christopher join John on acoustic guitars, Dave Prine adds dobro, Bobby Woods plays piano, Mike Leach is on bass, and Kenny Malone plays the drums. So it’s a full band version of the song—quite a bit different from the Merle Travis original and the other cover versions. 

	Ending Sweet Revenge with “Nine Pound Hammer” brought John back to his folk and bluegrass roots, even though John put a rock spin on it. But the album itself confirmed that John’s songwriting was elite. Or, as Talia Schlanger said in her interview with John Prine in 2018 on World Cafe:6 “One of my favorite things that you do in songwriting is that you have this ability to take a tiny detail and turn it into a big way for people who are listening to see the world.” And even back in 1973, that was already clear. 
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	Common Sense (1975) – The Underrated 

	In 1975, two years after Sweet Revenge, John’s Prine’s new album, Common Sense, was released. It was the last album that John did for Atlantic Records. 

	I had just completed my junior year in college when Common Sense was released. My grandmother had moved into my childhood bedroom, so, while I was home in Milwaukee for the summer, I lived in my parents’ basement. I set up a little record player down there. And Common Sense, for the most part, became the soundtrack of the summer of ’75. 

	For me, the summer of 1975 included working a construction job (which was as hard as I’ve ever worked in my life), playing beer-league softball with a bunch of guys five years older than I was, and figuring out how to navigate the dynamics at home as my grandmother struggled with dementia near the end of her life. 

	The new John Prine album, though. Ah, I loved it. It was different from John’s first three records, but it was still John Prine. Funny. Witty. Thought-provoking. And a Chuck Berry cover to boot. 

	But the critics, for the most part, did not agree with me. Rolling Stone, for example, called Common Sense a “confused, self-indulgent fourth album by a major songwriter gone downhill.” 

	And the Village Voice’s Greil Marcus said this:

	The music is cluttered with back-up singers, horns, conga drums, strings, all to no apparent purpose; Prine’s singing, lackadaisical now as before, is subtly changed. Previously it was self-deprecating (that could make his singing funny, or painful, or both); now, it’s just slightly smug.

	I accept that Common Sense, on the whole, didn’t sound like John’s first three albums. But I simply don’t understand how these critics panned the record. They seemed to be putting John Prine’s career half in the grave. I believe they were wrong about this record. They were definitely wrong about the direction of John Prine’s career. 

	Although Common Sense wasn’t the darling of the critics like John Prine and Sweet Revenge, it sold more copies than his three previous records. 

	And for some of us living in our parents’ basements in 1975, it was a respite from the rest of the world. 

	01 “Middle Man”

	“I was sitting in a diner with a girl named Flo.” And in one short sentence, John has already established the setting and introduced us to the main characters. John rarely wasted a lyric. 

	And where does he go? Well, to a very full arrangement, including James Brown (not that James Brown) on piano; Wayne Jackson, Andrew Love, Jack Hale, James Mitchell, and Lewis Collins on horns; Rick Vito and Paul Cannon on electric guitars; Steve Goodman and John Prine on acoustic guitars; Tommy Cathey on bass; and Peter Bunetta on drums. 

	And then he goes here:

	Flo talked slow

	Like real wet paint

	She said

	“A middle man’s there

	When the other ones ain’t

	He’s got a left-handed manner

	That leans to the right

	Sleeps all day

	And keeps it up all night …”

	John ventured into risqué territory here, but he, of course, did it with a humorous spin. I have no idea why these lyrics were not included in John’s book Beyond Words. But “Middle Man” is a great and underrated leadoff song on this great and underrated album. 

	02 “Common Sense”

	When John wrote this song in 1975, there was a whole lot of turmoil in America (although, in certain respects, the turmoil back then seems rather quaint compared to what we experienced in much of 2020). The Vietnam war was just ending. Richard Nixon had just resigned in August of 1974, Teamsters Union president Jimmy Hoffa was reported missing, and Robert E. Lee’s citizenship was posthumously restored by President Gerald Ford. In general, the country was a mess. 

	So John wrote a song called “Common Sense.” I’m guessing that most folks (myself included) didn’t realize exactly what “Common Sense” was about back when we first heard the song. But, if you listen closely, you realize that John is making a pretty significant point:

	But they came here by boat and they came here by plane

	They blistered their hands and they burned out their brain

	All dreaming a dream, that’ll never come true

	John saw the challenges facing immigrants before these challenges were a topic of popular conversation. Prine had a gift for discussing problems with remarkable subtlety. By the time you identify what he’s talking about, he’s already made you think deeply about it.

	In the liner notes to The John Prine Anthology, John says this about “Common Sense”:

	This was my Bicentennial tribute to that other great American patriot, Tom Paine. It’s a song about the American dream only existing in the hearts and minds of immigrants until they live here long enough for democracy to make them cold, cynical, and indifferent. 

	Singer-songwriters, Jackson Browne and J.D. Souther, and Glenn Frey (founding member of the Eagles) provided backing vocals on the song. And Leo LeBlanc played the steel guitar. 

	03 “Come Back to Us Barbara Lewis Hare Krishna Beauregard”

	When most John Prine fans think of Bonnie Raitt, they immediately think of “Angel from Montgomery.” For good reason. Because Bonnie Raitt’s version of “Angel from Montgomery” is a true classic. 

	But, in addition to covering “Angel from Montgomery,” Bonnie Raitt came into the studio with John in 1975 to sing harmony vocals on “Come Back To Us Barbara Lewis Hare Krishna Beauregard.” And, regardless of whether you have any interest in Hare Krishna, Bonnie’s vocals are fabulous. Larry Muhoberac’s piano is brilliant, too. 

	Now, about Hare Krishna. It’s a branch of Hinduism, and it was introduced to the United States in 1966. And, although I’m not a cultural scholar, I do know that in the 1970s there were some folks who more or less got co-opted by certain religious groups, and many families were anxious to have their young adult kids “come back” to them. 

	John said that he had friends who tried on different identities over the years—greasers, hippies, devotees to religion—so he came up with a character who went through all of those phases. John also said that he tried to match a syllable for each note in the song, which he called “the Chuck Berry School of Songwriting.” 

	And, with Bonnie Raitt and John Prine singing together, it’s superb. 

	04 “Wedding Day in Funeralville”

	The very first verse of this song goes like this:

	It’s wedding day in Funeralville

	Your soup spoon’s on your right

	The King and Queen will alternate

	With the refrigerator light

	They’ll be boxing on the TV show

	The colored kid will sing

	Hooray for you and midnight’s oil

	Let’s burn the whole damn thing

	In 1975 it was probably questionable, but not necessarily unacceptable, to use the phrase “colored kid” in a song. Today? No way. 

	Very few—if any—of us are truly free of racism. On top of this, John was writing music in a time when mainstream culture was not as attuned to offensive language and harmful stereotypes as it is today (and we still have a long way to go). If John understood that those words were fished from a reservoir of American racism, would he have used them? No. Still, it was wrong, and I hope that we can learn from the past.

	The song once again features J.D Souther and Glenn Frey, this time with Herb Peterson, on backing vocals. And the production by Steve Cropper is full with the inclusion of piano, organ, and a pair of electric guitars.

	05 “Way Down”

	It’s not always easy to decipher the meaning of a John Prine song. He often goes places that don’t seem to make sense at first blush. And sometimes, I imagine, there may not be as much meaning to a song as we think that there might be. 

	“Way Down” pretty clearly seems to simply be about sadness and maybe depression:

	Way down

	Way down it must be

	I can’t stop this misery

	It must be way down

	The arrangement is unusual for a John Prine song. In addition to electric and acoustic guitars, bass, and drums, a piano, an organ, a slide guitar, and a steel guitar, this song also includes a string section. 

	06 “My Own Best Friend”

	Flipping the album over, Larry Muhoberac’s piano and James Brown’s organ are prominent on the first song on Side Two. “My Best Friend” is a sad tale of loneliness. I think. But the lyrics jump from one image to the next, first describing a friend who will “just twist and twist,” then portraying the speaker as a “victim of friction,” and finally delivering us to a “motel in Shreveport,” so it’s not easy to know.

	“My Own Best Friend,” in addition to the piano and organ, features three electric guitars, a slide guitar, bass and drums. It’s another full Steve Cropper arrangement. 

	07 “Forbidden Jimmy”

	This song had me right from the opening bass line by Donald “Duck” Dunn. 

	Dunn (who got his nickname from his dad when they were watching a Donald Duck cartoon together) was a very well-known and respected bass guitarist, record producer, and songwriter. He was probably best known as a session musician, playing bass for the likes of Elvis Presley, Otis Redding, and Bill Withers. His appearance on “Forbidden Jimmy” is the first of two on Common Sense. He grew up with producer Steve Cropper, and Dunn and Cropper played together for Booker T. and the M.G ‘s, so it’s not so coincidental that he ended up on a John Prine record. 

	In addition to Dunn’s fine bass, Alan Hand’s piano is simply outstanding. And the backing vocals of Brooks Hunnicutt, Pat Coulter, and Gwenn Edwards are infectious. 

	Yeah, the lyrics are all over the place. From Jimmy’s “mighty sore tooth,” to Jimmy’s “three water skis,” to “Ginger Caputo and Dorian Gray.” But, John’s stream-of-consciousness and chaotic lyrics, which show up from time to time, are both head-spinning and delightful.

	08 “Saddle in the Rain”

	Donald “Duck” Dunn is back for “Saddle in the Rain.” But the bass guitar in this song, although very good, is not quite as prominent. Why? Because “Saddle in the Rain,” in addition to bass, drums, an electric guitar, piano and organ, also includes both horns and congas. Steve Cropper went all in on this song. 

	This song is about the disappointment that John felt when being let down by friends and relationships: 

	I had him up to the house one time

	And we was having a real good time

	Then he went and lain

	His saddle in the rain

	John said “the disappointment was always large with me.” And sometimes he felt the need to call out those who disappointed him. He explained it this way:

	I don’t do it with bitterness. If I’m going to nail somebody, I like to make sure I give them all the rope in the world, along with a speech about their better points. So they’ll know I wrote it because I liked them. Like, “This is going to hurt me a lot more than it’s going to hurt you.”7 

	09 “That Close to You”

	No congas on “That Close to You,” but the full horn section is back, along with Leo LeBlanc’s steel guitar, James Brown’s organ, Larry Muhoberac’s piano, Steve Goodman’s acoustic guitar, a couple of electric guitars, bass, and drums. 

	This is another John Prine song that you wouldn’t hear much on the radio, if at all, but the full arrangement—especially with the captivating backing vocals by Brooks Hunnicutt, Pat Coulter, and Gwenn Edwards—makes this a lively hit. But it’s the vivid imagery that stays with you the longest:

	In the middle of the night

	You’d ask me to make you smile

	You’d come on like a one-armed child

	With a hole in its shoe, poor you

	10 “He Was in Heaven Before He Died”

	For those who were waiting for a song that could have fit on Sweet Revenge, or maybe even on John Prine, here it is. “He Was in Heaven Before He Died” is classic, old-school John Prine.

	Steve Cropper eases his foot off the pedal for this song. The arrangement just includes a bass guitar, a pump organ, Leo LeBlanc’s haunting steel guitar, acoustic guitars, and vocals. 

	Steve Goodman joins John on the acoustic guitar and provides his soothing backing vocals.

	And the lyrics:

	And I smiled on the Wabash

	The last time I passed it

	Yes I gave her a wink

	From the passenger side

	And my foot fell asleep

	As I swallowed my candy

	Knowing he was in heaven

	Before he died

	John explained that when he was writing this song, he was thinking about friendship and his dad, who died just as John’s first album was about to be released. John said that he was also remembering trips his family took from Illinois to Kentucky, cutting through Indiana and across the Wabash River, which he wanted to write about. 

	John also said this about the song:

	That one started out with the picture of a rainbow of babies over a graveyard. Where do you go from there? I consider that a challenge, though, to paint myself into a corner and then get out. I figured out that what you’re trying to do as a writer is go to places that aren’t so comfortable, that you don’t already know how to get out of. 

	That’s a songwriting master class right there. 

	11 “You Can Never Tell”

	Make it three albums in a row that John closes with a cover song. Going even more up-tempo than “Nine Pound Hammer,” which ends Sweet Revenge, John chose to cover Chuck Berry’s “You Never Can Tell.”

	It’s not a big surprise that John wanted to cover a Chuck Berry song. He often said that, if his brother Dave had been playing Chuck Berry songs rather than old-time country songs, his own style would have evolved into Chuck Berry-like rock and roll. And, as John said when he was discussing “Come Back to Us Barbara Lewis Hare Krishna Beauregard,” he was a disciple of the “Chuck Berry School of Songwriting.” Just what is the “Chuck Berry School of Songwriting”? Chuck Berry “told a story in less than three minutes,” as John explained to Paul Zollo for American Songwriter. “And he had a syllable for every beat … Some people stretch the words like a mask to fit the melody. Whereas guys who are really good lyricists, have a meter so that the melody is almost already there.”

	I don’t know what Chuck Berry thought about this cover version of “You Can Never Tell,” but I can’t see why he wouldn’t have liked it. Steve Cropper’s full production style perfectly suits a song like this. Larry Muhoberac’s piano leads the charge; Rick Vito and Paul Cannon offer great electric guitar work; and Jim Horn, Chuck Findley, and Jackie Kelson play the horns. This version of “You Can Never Tell” is toe-tapping from start to finish. 
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	Bruised Orange (1978) – The Familiar 

	After the less-than-stellar reviews of Common Sense, John Prine ditched (most of) the horns and congas and went back to the familiar: Steve Goodman. After considering a whole lot of producers, many of them based in Los Angeles, John decided that his best option was his good buddy. 

	Although John and Steve had a relatively long history and a terrific relationship, there was trouble in paradise during the making of this record. According to Eddie Huffman’s biography of John, “Goodman pushed [John] harder than previous producers.” And John said: “It wasn’t a time period I liked being around Steve.” And, as John told Paul Zollo of American Songwriter in 2009, “It was no fun for Steve, I’m sure. I was not a fun guy to be around.”

	Still, the reviews were excellent. Jay Cocks, in a 1978 issue of Rolling Stone Magazine, writes: “Bruised Orange is about a musician taking a chance and finding new limits, fresher expression. This is a man stepping right to the front.” 

	In AllMusic, William Ruhlmann says:

	Despite some brilliant songs, Prine’s follow-up albums to his stunning debut were uneven until this, his fifth, produced by his friend Steve Goodman. Here, Prine’s always fine-tuned sense of absurdity once again collides with his ability to depict pain sympathetically for a whole album.

	Steve Goodman’s pressure might have been hard on John, but it certainly paid off.

	On Bruised Orange, released in 1978, John gave us ten new, original songs. Unlike his previous three albums, there are no covers on the record. Bruised Orange was the first album that John recorded under his new deal with Asylum Records. 

	I had moved to Washington, D.C., a year or so before Bruised Orange was released. John Prine records still dominated my turntable. But, in 1978, as I started law school, I also started what turned out to be one of the most enjoyable jobs that I ever had. Once or twice a week, I worked as a disc jockey at a bar called Déjà Vu, which, in the late 1970s, was specializing in “oldies.” At the time, this meant rock and roll from the ‘50s and ‘60s. Full of prepped-out Capitol Hill staffers, the bar was fun and lively, and we played the best music in town. 

	Although I loved playing Buddy Holly, Elvis, The Beatles, The Crystals, Freddie “Boom Boom” Cannon, the Everly Brothers, Little Richard, and a zillion other great rock and rollers, I managed to sneak in a John Prine song once in a while. John’s cover of Chuck Berry’s “You Can Never Tell” was a favorite. 

	But when Bruised Orange was released, I fell in love with it, and I couldn’t resist playing “That’s the Way the World Goes Round,” along with one or two others every now and again. The oldies-loving crowd at Déjà Vu seemed to like a new song occasionally—especially if it was one that they could dance to. 

	And, as it turns out, you can jitterbug to John Prine songs. 

	01 “Fish and Whistle”

	“Fish and Whistle” is the opening song on Bruised Orange. Many John Prine fans would probably list it among their favorites. And it’s definitely one of John’s most infectious songs. I mean, once you listen to it, it’s hard to forget. 

	But in a conversation with Peter Sagal on NPR’s Wait Wait…Don’t Tell Me!, John recounted a surprising story about the song: 

	SAGAL: Yeah. Hey, I’ve got to ask you about one song in particular because it’s my girlfriend’s favorite. “Fish and Whistle” - what is that about?

	PRINE: Well, I was asked to write one more song for an album I thought was done already. And I thought, well, I’ll write the worst thing I can think of.

	SAGAL: Really?

	PRINE: And then maybe the producer will decide the record’s over with.

	SAGAL: So you…

	PRINE: So I wrote three different unrelated verses. None of them - they’re all true, but none of them relate to each other. And then I tied them together with an unrelated chorus and somehow it worked.

	SAGAL: Just if people don’t know this song, could you - do you remember the chorus off the top of your head?

	PRINE: Sure. The chorus is, “fish and whistle, whistle and fish. Eat everything that they put on your dish. And when we get through we’ll make a big wish that we never have to do this again.”

	SAGAL: So this is hilarious because my girlfriend has been trying to learn this on the guitar, so she’s playing it all the time. And I’m like, “What is that song about?” And she’s like, “It’s so deep.” 

	“Fish and Whistle” even shows up in a website called GearJunky, which lists “Fish and Whistle” among “The Best Fishing Songs for Your Playlist,” saying: “There’s a goofy angst to this song, but it’s so catchy that it might just end up in your most-played songs by the end of the year.” 

	Oh, there really is a whistle in “Fish and Whistle,” by the way. Jim Rothermel plays the penny whistle. 

	02 “There She Goes”

	This is another great love-lost song by John Prine. But this one doesn’t get the credit that it deserves. You won’t find it mentioned in many articles about John Prine. And you won’t likely hear it on the radio—unless Sirius XM decides one day to create a John Prine Radio Station. (Which it should.) 

	John, though, did include “There She Goes” in his book Beyond Words. And, with lyrics like this, it makes sense that he did:

	Well, there must be something somewhere that makes me want to hurt myself inside

	Yeah we were regular Dr. Jekyll but together we were Mister and Misses Hyde

	What a rough, rough ride.

	John Burns, on acoustic and electric guitar, and Leo LeBlanc, on pedal steel guitar, are brilliant. And Jim Rothermel’s alto sax is a great addition to the song. 

	03 “If You Don’t Want My Love”

	This is among John Prine’s most unusual songs. Maybe that’s because it was co-written by Phil Spector. 

	Phil Spector was one of the most prominent record producers and songwriters in the history of rock and roll. In addition to writing music and producing records for the likes of the Crystals and the Ronettes, he produced The Beatles’ Let It Be album, and he is credited with developing what was called the “Wall of Sound.” This is a production method intended to enhance a song’s quality by using unique mixing techniques and including many instruments (for example, five electric guitars and several percussionists).

	John was invited to Phil Spector’s house in Los Angeles by Robert Hilburn, who, at the time, was trying to write a book about Phil Spector.8 In an interview with Paul Zollo for American Songwriter, John recalled the night this way: 

	We were there for seven hours. Jokin’, drinkin’. He had two bodyguards on his shoulder. It was just craziness, you know. This chick came down to say good night, and he goes, “‘Who is the King of Rock and Roll?” And she said, “You are, Daddy!” [Laughs] I’ll never forget that.

	John went on to describe how they wrote the song:

	So I was leaving around four in the morning, and all of a sudden Phil sits down at the piano as I was getting my jacket on, and he hands me an electric guitar unplugged. And I sit down on the bench next to him. I played him “That’s the Way the World Goes Round,” and he really liked it. He said, “Let’s do this,” and he played the beginning notes of “If You Don’t Want My Love.” And we came up with the first couple lines and he insisted that we repeat them. Over and over. “If you don’t want my love…” He said it would be very effective.

	Phil and John’s collaboration included the line “If you don’t want my love” 15 times in the song. 

	John and Phil took the melody from “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” but “turned it inside out,” and used that as the basis of the song.

	This pretty, broken-heart track is emotional and reflective. The effect is partly due to the song’s delicate arrangement, which includes Jackson Browne’s harmony vocals, Leo LeBlanc’s hypnotic pedal steel guitar, and Alan Barcus’s strings.

	Two of John Prine’s saddest songs are found on this record. “If You Don’t Want My Love” is one of them. But, in addition to using the “inside out” melody from “That’s the Way the World Goes Round,” John and Phil foreshadowed the song that comes next, and hints at personal transformation, by including these lyrics:

	If that’s the way that the world goes ‘round

	Then that’s the way

	That it all comes down

	And when you want me

	I won’t be around

	04 “That’s the Way the World Goes Round”

	From a single line to a whole song. 

	And what a change of mood. If you think that “If You Don’t Want My Love” is about as low as John’s songs can go, you might think that “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” is about as high as they can fly. The infectious melody simply makes you want to dance. 

	But, since “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” sounds so happy, it’s easy to forget that the first verse addresses a very dark topic: domestic abuse.

	I’ve played this song, oh, about a thousand times over the years. And I’ve sung it to my grandkids dozens of times, and they almost always ask me to “sing it again!” So much so, that I changed the lyrics ever so slightly, from “beats his old lady with a rubber hose” to “greets his old lady with a rubber rose.” And that’s how Boo Rits & The Missing Years9 recorded the song for our new album. 

	Because, with that little change, it becomes kid-friendly. And when it comes to the twelve-and-under set of John Prine fans, I think “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” is probably among their favorite songs. 

	It’s also among the favorites of Stephen Colbert, who sang “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” with John on The Late Show in 2016. Stephen called it “one of the happiest moments I’ve had on my show or any show.” Stephen went on to say, “We’ll probably do this for the internet, unless, you know, something terrible happens and we have to cheer up the world on the TV show.” 

	And The New York Times included “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” in its list of “John Prine’s 15 Essential Songs,” saying, “Even when circumstances are bad in Prine songs, he favors optimism and acceptance.”

	John says it this way in The John Prine Anthology liner notes: “I wanted to find a way to get back to a better world, more childlike. I immediately went back and started writing from a child’s perspective. I guess I do that just to get some sort of grasp on things when they get a little too crazy.” 

	05 “Bruised Orange (Chain of Sorrow)”

	Along with “If You Don’t Want My Love,” the (kind of) title track to Bruised Orange is among the most sorrowful songs John has ever written. It’s a tale of an altar boy, who, while walking down the tracks, gets hit by a train. 

	After that, John said that there was a group of moms gathered at the scene of the accident, trying to find out whose son was hit. One of the mothers broke down when she realized that he was hers. The other mothers tried to console her, while also feeling relieved that their own sons were safe. 

	So, what do you do after something as tragic as that happens? Well, John says:

	You can gaze out the window, get mad and get madder

	Throw your hands in the air, say ‘What does it matter?’

	But it don’t do no good to get angry

	So help me, I know

	Although I (and I’m guessing many John Prine fans) didn’t fully appreciate this song back when we first heard it in 1978, it’s profoundly desolate. As Jim Bevigilia wrote in 2013 for American Songwriter: 

	Cherry-picking a single song out of John Prine’s catalog is always difficult, but the man is so consistently good that whatever you choose is almost assuredly going to be representative of his high songwriting standards. Nonetheless, “Bruised Orange (Chain of Sorrow)” is as good a place as any to start. Whether it’s beautifully existential or existentially beautiful, it’s a fantastic piece of work either way.

	06 “Sabu Visits The Twin Cities Alone”

	John introduced this song at a 1986 concert in North Carolina like this: “Here’s a song about a guy that looks a lot like me. He travels to almost as many cities, too.” The song is about an actor originally from India named Sabu Dastagir, but who went simply by the name “Sabu” in his film career. In 1937, at the age of 13, he starred in a British film called The Elephant Boy; he continued acting until his death in 1963. 

	Steve Goodman’s simple production of this song allows the harmony vocals of Bonnie Kolac to shine. Her beautiful soprano voice augments the chorus each of the three times that it’s sung:

	Hey look Ma here comes the elephant boy

	Bundled all up in his corduroy

	Headed down south towards Illinois

	From the jungles of East St. Paul

	And then, in the second verse, Howard Levy’s accordion joins in. “Sabu” is the only song on the album that features the subtle hum of the accordion. It’s enchanting. 

	“Sabu” also is the only song on the record where the versatile Jim Rothermel plays the clarinet. On the rest of the record, he plays the penny whistle, alto sax, tenor and soprano recorders, soprano sax, and tenor sax. But his clarinet on “Sabu” carries the melody in the interlude after the second chorus. It’s lovely. 

	In the The John Prine Anthology liner notes, John writes:

	[“Sabu”] was one of those songs that kind of wrote itself. I wasn’t even sure, while I was writing it, what I was writing about. I wouldn’t show it to anybody for about a month. I was pretty introspective at the time, going through a very low period emotionally. And that song, I’m not sure I saw the humor in it initially. But as soon as I started singing it, people really dug it.

	Yep, people really dig it. That much has stayed the same. 

	07 “Aw Heck”

	“Aw Heck” is a great example of John Prine being John Prine. Funny. Witty. Happy. Bizarre. 

	The cannibals can catch me and fry me in a pan

	Long as I got my woman

	I could get the electric chair for a phony rap

	Long as she’s sittin’ in my lap

	My woman

	There are few—if any—other songwriters who could pull off lyrics like that. Dylan wouldn’t do it. Springsteen? No. Robert Earl Keen? Maybe. But, really, this is classic John Prine—in a song that’s certainly not considered a classic John Prine song. 

	In John’s first live album, John Prine Live, he tells the story of how he was singing this tune in his army barracks in Germany, and one of his bunkmates started laughing. The bunkmate said: “Aw heck!” John liked the guy’s reaction so much that he named the song after it. 

	In addition to its very fun lyrics, I happen to be particularly fond of John Burn’s lead electric guitar on this track. It seems to be laughing along with the rest of us. 

	08 “Crooked Piece of Time”

	I recently fell in love with “Crooked Piece of Time” all over again after hearing Todd Snider cover it in a tribute to John. Todd often says that he pretty much owes his career to John Prine. He snagged a job as a “runner” (i.e., a gofer) for John when John was making The Missing Years, and Todd spent hours studying his songwriting. 

	Todd’s studio version of “Crooked Piece of Time” features John Prine, of course. John’s collaboration brings a whole new life to the song. The harmony between Todd and John is absolutely masterful. (And, since John has said that he really can’t sing harmony, you know who was the harmonizer.)

	In a 2010 concert review written for The Oregonian, Ryan White writes: 

	“Crooked Piece of Time” was released in 1978. “Things got rough, things got tough, things got harder than hard,” Prine sang then, and it was still true when he sang it Friday. It’ll be true 20 years from now. Anxiety remains a terrible crime.

	Ten years later, it’s still true. 

	09 “Iron Ore Betty”

	If I were asked to guess which titles The New York Times considers John Prine’s “15 Essential Songs,” I would have named about 100 other songs before I got to “Iron Ore Betty.” But sure enough, following John Prine’s death in April of 2020, Rob Tannenbaum classified “Iron Ore Betty” as “essential.” Tannenbaum writes: “The working-class singer in this soulful, up-tempo shuffle … wants us to know he and Betty aren’t just friends.”

	Because, you know, as John writes: “I got rug burns on my elbows/She’s got ‘em on her knees.”

	Well. Okay, then. 

	10 “The Hobo Song”

	Jay Cocks, writing for Rolling Stone Magazine in 1978, was particularly taken with “The Hobo Song.” He says, “The last cut on the second side, ‘The Hobo Song,’ is part envoi and part curtain speech, a wanderer’s warm and desperate memory of an unrouted life on the road.”

	The song is divided into three parts: In Part One (the first three verses), John’s vocals are accompanied by Steve Goodman’s acoustic guitar, Corky Siegel’s mournful harmonica, Leo LeBlanc’s dobro, and Jethro Burns’ mandolin. In Part Two, John speaks the fourth verse. And in Part Three, the “Hobo Chorus” —consisting of 28 members, including Jackson Browne, Ramblin’ Jack Elliot, Steve Goodman, Al Bunetta, David Prine and a host of others—sings the third verse all over again. 

	This is a John Prine original, but, with a choral accompaniment, and an old-time topic involving a hobo and a train, it’s not all that different from his a cappella cover of “Diamond in the Rough,” which ends his second album. 

	“Tied up in life’s eternal traveling sack” is a fitting send-off to any album, don’t you think? 
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	Pink Cadillac (1979) – The Static 

	On the bottom of the liner notes on the inner sleeve of Pink Cadillac, it says, “For Maximum listening pleasure play it loud.” That may be the best overall summary of this album. 

	The album was produced by Knox Phillips and Jerry Phillips—along with their dad, Sam Phillips, who produced two tracks for the record. That may be the second-best overall summary of Pink Cadillac. 

	John Prine, though, offers his own summary of the album. In a note on the inner sleeve of the album, he writes:

	What we tried to achieve here is a recording of a five-piece band with a vocalist playing and singing good honest music. We played and sang and recorded five nights a week for two and half months and ended up with 500 hours of tape. Our only criteria for what we wanted on this album was that (1) it didn’t bore Knox Phillips … (2) it made Jerry Phillips’ leg shake … [and] (3) … I would hear something on tape that made me feel half as good as I do when I play the music in the first place.

	So John, Knox, and Jerry listened to hours of tape and condensed it to 10 songs. And, as John said on the liner notes:

	Knox, Jerry and myself looked the record in the eye and recognized it as the old friend we always thought we would meet … Mr. [Sam] Phillips, upon hearing the condensed recordings, told Knox and Jerry and I that what we had here was basically good and honest and that I had met the song and the song had met me. 

	Back in 1979, many of us met the songs, too. And for some of us it was a love-hate relationship. Some of the songs we absolutely loved. And others? Well, hate is too strong a word for me. Maybe not for Rolling Stone Magazine, though, who called the album “an almost unqualified disaster” and said that “Pink Cadillac mars the reputation of everyone involved.”

	John only wrote (or co-wrote) five of the ten songs. So maybe it’s not surprising that some of the tracks didn’t quite meet the standards he set on his previous records. But John Prine himself loved it, and that, in my book, means more than all the fan adoration in the world. 

	Oh, one more thing: I know that John had an on-going battle with his hair for much of his career. But (this is just one guy’s opinion), even though Pink Cadillac was certainly not John’s best album, John’s Pink Cadillac hair was his best hair. 

	01 “Chinatown”

	“Chinatown,” like many of the cuts on Pink Cadillac, was recorded with a basic five-member rock and roll band: John on vocals and rhythm guitar, Tom Piekarski on bass, Howard Levy on keyboard/harmonica/saxophone, John Burns on lead guitar, and Angie Varias on drums. 

	As you’d guess, the tracks on Pink Cadillac rarely rank on anyone’s list of favorite John Prine songs, and “Chinatown” is no exception. It’s a rock and roll song with lyrics that are nearly impossible to understand. As Robert Christgau said in his review of Pink Cadillac: “[Prine’s] slurring his vocals like some toothless cartoon bluesman emulating an Elvis throwaway—related to the Sun sound,10 I guess, but perversely.” 

	But the lyrics would be opaque even if John had enunciated. Maybe with lines like: “Well, the moon is yellow and the people are too/They roll eggs on a bar-b-que,” it’s just as well that we can’t understand him. 

	02 “Automobile”

	“Automobile” is another one of the five songs on this album that John wrote. Like “Chinatown,” it’s a bluesy rocker, pure and simple. After John’s acoustic guitar opens the song, John Burns’ lead electric guitar and Howard Levy’s harmonica more or less take over. 

	This rocker, though, covered a subject that was precious to John. He loved cars. In fact, when John and his wife Fiona bought a Neoclassical farmhouse in Nashville in 2018, John said that the new home would be “a place with space for more antique cars.” 

	The lyrics are pretty straightforward. What John really wanted to do was drive his automobile:

	February morning my car won’t start today

	I turned the key at 8:03

	And the battery passed away

	Inside a’ my automobile

	I want my automobile

	I want my automobile

	I want to drive it

	All around this world

	Back in 1980, when John recorded this song live, he had a specific car on his mind. Here’s how he introduced the song in a performance that was recorded live for “Sound Stage”: “Me and Johnny Burns here, I took him out to see my home town. Looked special to me. I don’t know what it looked like to him. I’m from Maywood … We were just running around town in my car. I got this 1951 Ford Custom Coupe.”

	As you listen to “Automobile” on Pink Cadillac, it’s crystal clear that the band is recording the song live. For the last minute and a half of the song, the band is jamming, and John is talking through the lyrics. It wouldn’t surprise me if those lyrics at the end were improvised.

	03 “Killing the Blues”

	In the first of five cover songs on Pink Cadillac, John Prine plays his version of “Killing the Blues,” which had been written just three years earlier by Rowland Salley. Salley is best known for being the bass guitarist for Chris Isaak’s band, Silvertone. 

	When Pink Cadillac was first released, I (along with, I’m guessing, lots of John Prine fans) didn’t realize that “Killing the Blues” was a cover song. It certainly has the feel of a John Prine song, although the lyrics are a little more “poetic” (or, put another way, a little less wry), perhaps, than John’s typical writing style. 

	John’s was the first version of the song to get noticed. But “Killing the Blues” became particularly well-known when it was covered by Robert Plant and Alison Krauss in 2007. JCPenney even used their version in a commercial the following year.

	John’s cover starts slowly and builds as the song progresses with the backing vocals of Phyllis Duncan, Helen Bernard, and Beverly White, along with Howard Levy’s saxophone. Although Robert Plant and Alison Krauss’s cover is lovely, I would deem John’s the best version of the song.

	Whether they would admit it or not, Knox and Jerry Phillips created a track that would’ve felt at home on Common Sense. Tight arrangement. Prominent horns. Complementary back-up singers. Not classic John Prine, but great John Prine, nonetheless. 

	04 “No Name Girl”

	John was semi-obsessed with Cowboy Jack Clement in the late 1970s and early 1980s, even adding a postscript on the inner sleeve of the record, saying, “Once again, John Prine thanks Jack Clement for the summer of ‘77.” 

	So it’s no surprise that John chose to cover a song that Jack Clement co-wrote with Billy Lee Riley. “No Name Girl” was first recorded and released by Billy Lee Riley in 1959. 

	And Billy Lee Riley himself joined John in the studio, providing vocals and playing the acoustic guitar on the track. John and Billy trade vocals throughout the song. You might even say that they were “killing the blues.” 

	05 “Saigon”

	This is the first of two songs that the legendary Sam Phillips produced for John Prine. Sam Phillips founded Sun Records in the 1950s. He was most famous for producing records for Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Carl Perkins, among others. 

	So how did Sam Phillips end up in the studio with John and Sam’s sons, Knox and Jerry? Well, here’s what John said:

	We would go into the studio at six every evening and play till six in the morning. We did that five nights a week for a good three months. Eventually, Sam drove by one night and saw the lights were on and came by to check out and see who was in his studio. The way Sam told it my voice sounded so awful he thought he’d stick around and see if he could fix it. 

	Sam drew on some of old school tactics in the studio with John and his band. John explained it this way:

	When I turned the record in to Elektra, I got a call from the vice president of the company, and he wanted to know … in a roundabout way he was trying to ask me if the static on the thing was a mistake. I told him, “Sam Phillips had to blow up an amp. It cost us a lot of money to put that noise on there.”11

	“Noise” it was. And the static might not have been a mistake, but I don’t think that it was correct, either. 

	06 “Cold War (This Cold War with You)”

	John starts off Side Two of the record with a cover of a Floyd Tillman song that was initially recorded in 1949. If there is a song that’s a polar opposite of “Saigon,” this is it. 

	Although it may not be easy to explain why “Saigon” and “Cold War (This Cold War with You)” coexist on the same record, it’s not so hard to see why John decided to cover an old, classic, Floyd Tillman song. 

	John loved the old country classics, as evidenced by his duet selections for “In Spite of Ourselves” (Chapter 14) and “Standard Songs for Average People” (Chapter 17). And John certainly wrote his share of broken-hearted songs in his career. So it’s only fitting that John would be drawn to a song that’s about two people going through a cold war. 

	Leo LeBlanc makes his first Pink Cadillac appearance on this song, delivering his pedal steel guitar—which comes in halfway through the first verse—with perfection. 

	It’s a lovely song, covered beautifully by John and his band. It doesn’t particularly fit on Pink Cadillac, and the production is a total departure. But it’s a most welcome addition to the record. 

	07 “Baby Let’s Play House”

	John dusted off an old Sun Records song for the next track on Pink Cadillac. “Baby Let’s Play House” was written by Arthur Gunter in 1954, but Elvis Presley covered it for Sun Records in 1959. 

	The beginning of Arthur Gunter’s original version includes the line: “You may get religion.” Elvis, though, starts the song with the chorus, and then, when he gets to the first verse, changes “You may get religion” to “You may have a pink Cadillac”—perhaps because Elvis and his band traveled in a 1955 pink Cadillac at the time. 

	John split the difference. He starts the song with the first verse, like Arthur Gunter’s original recording, but he follows Elvis’s lead on the pink Cadillac, then alters that line a little bit. John sings: “You may drive a pink Cadillac,” rather than: “You may have a pink Cadillac.”

	Elvis recorded this song as a straight rockabilly tune. John’s version also ventures into rockabilly territory, but his is infused with the blues. 

	Buddy Holly recorded the song in 1955, and then Tom Petty covered it in 1995. Both Buddy and Tom opened with the chorus like Elvis, and both used the “You may have a pink Cadillac” line. Buddy’s version is a demo, filled with static; Sam Phillips must have been proud. 

	08 “Down by the Side of the Road”

	John Prine goes back to his roots on this song. This is the first John Prine original on Pink Cadillac that would have felt comfortable on any of John’s first five albums. 

	With the backing vocals from Phyllis Duncan, Helen Bernard, and Beverly White, “Down by the Side of the Road” would have fit particularly well on Common Sense. The song also features a pretty lead guitar by John Burns and a mesmerizing organ by Howard Levy. 

	John, in The John Prine Anthology liner notes, says: “The girl in this song could have been Barbara Lewis Hare Krishna Beauregard, somebody who just got stuck out there. As for the line about the tattoo on her breast, ‘God Damn, my socks are hard’—I figured if your socks are dirty enough, they’re bound to get hard.” 

	You can’t argue with that. 

	09 “How Lucky”

	John often referred to this song as “How Lucky Can One Man Get.” It’s by far my favorite song on the record. So much so that, even though Pink Cadillac was a disappointment overall to me when I first bought a copy in 1979, the record is still worn out because I listened to “How Lucky” so often. And, believe me, it’s not so easy to continually pick up the arm of the turntable and drop the needle exactly at the beginning of the fourth song on the second side of an album. But I got the hang of it.

	This is the second of the two songs that Sam Phillips produced on Pink Cadillac. The production of “How Lucky,” though, sounds nothing like the production of “Saigon.” No static. Just a sweet tune, anchored by an acoustic guitar, an electric lead guitar, and the rare appearance of a harmonica on a John Prine song. If this was the last song that Sam Phillips ever produced, it was a beauty.

	“How Lucky,” with its beautiful melody and sentimental lyrics, should, in my mind, be considered among the greatest John Prine classics. But, in large part because it’s included on Pink Cadillac, where it doesn’t fit at all (except maybe with “Down by the Side of the Road”), it seems to have gotten terribly lost. 

	But John did revive the song in 2018, recording a new version, which was produced by Matt Ross-Spang. The new version features John’s much deeper and more mature voice, along with his truly perfect guitar-picking skills. And, once again, a very pretty harmonica enriches the tune. 

	I can’t take full credit for John re-recording “How Lucky” in 2018—or really any credit at all—but is it a coincidence that John decided to make a new recording of the song after I had released my version of “How Lucky” in 2016?

	Yes. It’s most definitely a coincidence. 

	In 2009, a group called Boundary Road recorded another terrific cover of “How Lucky.”And, in September of 2020, Kurt Vile released his version of “How Lucky,” which includes vocals from John Prine, who joined Kurt in the Butcher Shoppe Studio12 in Nashville. How lucky! 

	10 “Ubangi Stomp”

	“Ubangi Stomp” was written by Charles Underwood and first released by Warren Smith in 1956. It was then recorded by Jerry Lee Lewis in 1958 for Sun Records. It’s a straight-up rockabilly song, which perfectly suited Jerry Lee Lewis and his piano in 1958.

	But John Prine in 1979? I don’t know. I have no doubt, though, that John, Knox, Jerry, and the band had a great time recording it. And, if you listen to John’s version of “Ubangi Stomp” enough times, it starts to become infectious. 

	In the end, regardless of what anyone thought of Pink Cadillac, making the record was a life lesson for John:

	It was crazy and incredible all at the same time. Sam was like a fire and brimstone preacher. He didn’t ever talk about the music, he talked about the way you did things. He would speak in parables. It was a total experience. I didn’t know he hadn’t produced anyone in years and years. He’d turned down McCartney! Said he didn’t want to do The Beatles. Whatever roads I went down, to actually cross paths with him, I wouldn’t give it up for nothing. 
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	Storm Windows (1980) – The Good Twin 

	Released in 1980, just one year after Pink Cadillac, Storm Windows has some definite similarities to its predecessor. The cover photos are almost the same—although on the Storm Windows cover John ditches the cigarette. Even John’s hair is almost the same. With the exception of Howard Levy, the band is back, along with Bob Hoban, who takes over on keyboards, fiddle, and mandolin. 

	So, in a way, Pink Cadillac and Storm Windows are twins. Or at least Irish twins. And it’s pretty clear that, if Pink Cadillac is the evil twin, Storm Windows is the good twin. 

	Storm Windows, though, is better than good. It’s great. It’s one of the best albums John ever made. So good, in fact, that I bought the LP shortly after it was released (like, probably the day of), and then I bought the CD years later. 

	I was still a disc jockey at Déjà Vu—the oldies bar in Washington, D.C.—when Storm Windows was released, so I was able to slip in a bunch of new John Prine songs from the album. I’d play the fast songs like “Shop Talk” for jitterbugging, and the slow ones like “One Red Rose” for slow dancing. 

	I wore out this record. For good reason. As Robert Christgau said:

	Finally Prine has fun in the studio without falling bang on his face like he did at Sun … He’s not throwing [his lyrics] away; you can tell because he’s no longer slurring like 8 A.M. on the Tuesday of a lost weekend. And with Barry Beckett in control, his latest band negotiates the changes between happy and sad like 11:30 on a Friday night. Not stunning, but real smart, real relaxed—one to play.

	Barry Beckett produced the record. Beckett was a well-known session musician and record producer who had produced songs for Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, Paul Simon, and Mavis Staples. The contrast between his production and that of Knox and Jerry Phillips (who produced Pink Cadillac) couldn’t be starker. While Pink Cadillac is raw, noisy, and filled with static, Storm Windows is polished and crisp. 

	The album was recorded at the legendary Muscle Shoals Sound Studios in Sheffield, Alabama. 

	Christgau, incidentally, gave “Storm Windows” an A-. I’d give it a straight A. With possibly one exception, the songs are magnificent from top to bottom. 

	01 “Shop Talk”

	Storm Windows kicks off with an infectious, up-tempo song about trouble in paradise. You know the old saying— “Loose lips sink ships”? Well, here’s a whole song about it. Because, as it turns out, there’s no reason to have certain discussions in front of all of those guys. You know. 

	John Burns is John Prine’s lead guitarist on this album. Burns is, as his biography says, “a chip off of a very impressive block, being the son of Country Music Hall of Famer Jethro Burns and the nephew of guitar legend Chet Atkins.” As John Prine says on John Burns’ website, he was also “my partner in crime, putting my touring and recording band together, writing songs with me and recording three albums with me as well.” 

	John Burns co-wrote “Shop Talk” with John Prine. 

	John Burns’ lead guitar takes center stage on this song—along with the marvelous piano work of Bob Hoban. 

	“Shop Talk” seems to be everything that John Prine wanted to make on Pink Cadillac, except that the steady hand of producer Barry Beckett kept this tune tight (or whatever the opposite of “raw” is when it comes to music). No static. 

	If this song was played on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand back in the day, surely it would be rated a 10, because, as members of the audience often said of songs they liked, “It’s got a great beat, and you can dance to it.” 

	02 “Living in the Future”

	On the album John Prine Live, which was released in 1990, John introduces this song by saying: “When I first started writing this song, it was supposed to be about the future, but it took me seven years to finish it. So at best it’s about the present. I’m sure Jeane Dixon13 has days like that, too.” 

	John, though, had no idea how prophetic he was. He said this about our future:

	We’re all driving rocket ships

	And talking with our minds

	And wearing turquoise jewelry

	And standing in soup lines

	We might not be driving rocket ships quite yet, but technology has almost brought us to the point where we actually are talking with our minds, and, with everything that happened under the 45th president—particularly in 2020—way too many folks have been standing in soup lines. 

	“Living in the Future” has three verses, not particularly related in any discernible way, with John setting the scenes of (a) a cat (apparently out of lives) jumping off of a roof, (b) a barber’s daughter offing herself with a barber pole, and (c) “old Sarah Brown” selling tickets to X-rated picture shows to make a man’s pant grow. In other words, John’s imagination ran amok. And the result is a gem. 

	03 “It’s Happening to You”

	This is another of my favorite John Prine songs. “It’s Happening to You” is the second of two songs on Storm Windows that was co-written by John Burns. As John Prine said in his liner notes: “This is simply a song about the over-the-top joys of falling in love and how quickly those joys are gone when it’s all through. It’s been written about a million times. Johnny Burns, who co-wrote the song, and I went for a million-and-one.”

	It’s a song with a classic, pretty John Prine melody. And, with the help of Leo LeBlanc’s amazing steel guitar, the song hums. I like this song so much that we (Bruce Rits Gilbert & The Missing Years) covered it on our album, Twisting in the Wind.

	And, although our version is really good, if you want to hear an even better cover of “It’s Happening to You,” listen to Chris Hillman’s, which features some sizzling mandolin. 

	04 “Sleepy Eyed Boy”

	“Sleepy Eyed Boy” is one of the prettiest songs that John Prine ever wrote. He wrote it in 1978, and while I can’t imagine it showing up on 1979’s Pink Cadillac, it certainly would have been comfortable on 1978’s Bruised Orange. 

	This self-reflective song is just John, his acoustic guitar, and John Burns’ lead acoustic guitar for the first two verses. Later in the song, Bob Hoban joins on organ and Tom Piekarski joins on bass. 

	The song includes the tagline: “Where oh where is the sleepy-eyed boy?” at the end of each of the verses, but there is no chorus. Still, the song is full, painting a vivid picture of a lost soul searching for his soulmate. 

	It’s just beautiful.

	05 “All Night Blue”

	Full confession: In 1980, and for almost 40 years after that, I thought that John Prine wrote “All Night Blue.” I just wasn’t paying enough attention. 

	I always particularly liked this song, and it sounds so much like a John Prine original that I just assumed it was. But, as it turns out, this song was written by Ava Aldridge and Cindy Richardson, who were local (to Muscle Shoals Sound Studios) singers. 

	“All Night Blue” is an enchanting lover’s lament song. It’s a topic that’s been written about a zillion times. (And it’s also a topic that appears in one of my favorite movies, That Thing You Do. Tom Hank’s character, Mr. White, does not want Jimmy to write about it for The Wonders’ next album—which, of course, is never recorded.) But this lover’s lament is so very John Prine-esque and so pretty that it’s a perfect close to the first side of Storm Windows. 

	06 “Just Wanna Be with You”

	Flipping the album over to Side Two, John is no longer heartbroken and blue. Nope. Now he’s simply in love. So much so that all he wants is to “be with you.” 

	This is another John Prine song where he goes a little bit rogue. There are just three verses and two separate bridges. He repeats the first verse and first bridge at the end. And there is no chorus, but he has the “Oh baby I just wanna be with you” tagline at the end of each verse. 

	It’s a full-out rock and roll song, written in the key of G. Wayne Perkins joined the band on this track, playing electric rhythm guitar. 

	“Just Wanna Be with You” would have fit perfectly on Pink Cadillac, except that Barry Beckett’s production, once again, is much “cleaner” than how the Knox brothers would have produced it. Still, this would be a perfect song for Sirius XM’s Outlaw Country channel. Right? 

	07 “Storm Windows”

	I confess: I’ve listened to this song hundreds of times. And I’ve read the lyrics over and over again. But, still, I’m not exactly sure what the song is about. 

	“Storm Windows” begins with a very inviting piano introduction, and then these lyrics:

	I can hear the wheels of the automobiles

	So far away - just moving along through the drifting snow

	It’s times like these when the temperatures freeze

	I sit alone just looking at the world through a storm window

	John gives us a little bit of a clue about what this means in The John Prine Anthology liner notes. He says:

	I grew up on a four-lane highway. Lots of trucks. Lots of traffic. I used to have these spells every so often as a child where like the ceiling of the room was in normal perspective, but the doorway would appear much farther away than it was. Coupled with this, all noises seemed muffled and distant, particularly the traffic moving on the wet or snow-covered pavement. I was really in another world. 

	(John then goes on to say that, after he told his parents about this, they took him to the eye doctor. Makes sense to me.)

	So is the song about John’s childhood fears and fantasies? Maybe. 

	Following the very peaceful piano opening (played by producer Barry Beckett), and the first verse (which also includes some eerie steel guitar and thumping bass), the song builds to a crescendo with drums, an electric guitar, and harmony vocals all joining in the chorus. And in the interlude, John Burns contributes a hypnotic solo on his electric guitar. 

	The meaning of “Storm Windows” may be subject to wildly varying interpretations, but there’s no doubt that John’s title song is a highlight on this record.

	08 “Baby Ruth”

	Here’s the exception. I love the name of this song. And I want to love the song itself. But, showing my bias against minor key and less melodic rockers, this is the song on “Storm Windows” that I usually skip. 

	It kind of makes sense that this is among my least favorite songs that John Prine ever recorded. It’s a cover. It was written by John Wyker, who co-founded a group called Sailcat, which recorded in the early 1970s in Muscle Shoals, Alabama. 

	This song would have fit perfectly on Pink Cadillac, and Knox and Jerry Phillips would have been the perfect producers for it. 

	09 “One Red Rose”

	One of the reasons that I was anxious to fast forward through “Baby Ruth” is that it was followed by “One Red Rose,” which might be the loveliest ballad that John Prine has ever written. 

	One red rose

	In the Bible

	Pressed between

	The Holy alphabet

	Probably wouldn’t believe you

	If you told me

	But what I never knew

	I never will forget

	Those beautiful lyrics, sung by John along with Rachel Peer (who was married to John from 1984 to 1988), are paired with an exquisite melody. And the result is sheer perfection. 

	So how did this perfection come to be? Well, John has an amazing ability to capture scenes from just about everywhere, just about any time. And, in this case, the scene comes from his childhood. Here’s how John explains it in his liner notes:

	I stayed overnight at my cousin Charlie Bill’s. It was the back of a general store in Paradise. There was a tin roof and wonderful thunderstorm going on above and around us. We were telling ghost stories and staying up late, and there was a curtain separating the bedroom from the mature adults’ kitchen. One light was off. Thus, their “kitchen light fell asleep on the bedroom floor.” I was nine. 

	John was nine. Nine! Seriously, how does John Prine, some thirty years later, conjure those images and form them into poetry? So lovely.

	If I had to choose a favorite John Prine song, it would be “One Red Rose.” When John died on April 7, 2020, this was the song that I immediately went to. I listened to it several times. And then I played it on the guitar and posted a clip on Instagram for my small tribute to John. I had tears in my eyes. 

	10 “I Had a Dream”

	The pounding of the kick drum and the snare by drummer Angie Vairas and the spooky organ by Bob Hoban open the last track on Storm Windows. And then the vocals of John Prine and the band join in. 

	The full arrangement of “I Had a Dream,” written in the key of A, also includes piano, electric guitar, bass, and steel guitar. 

	This is another of the many songs on Storm Windows which gets very little love. John, though, did include it as the fourth track on his September 78 live album that was released in 2017. And the live version rocks. If you thought that John Prine concerts 40 years ago were mostly just John and his acoustic guitar, this song shows you just how mistaken you were. 
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	Aimless Love (1984) – The Mail Order 

	After releasing four albums for Atlantic Records and then three albums for Asylum Records, John Prine was without a record deal. John was at a crossroads. New label? New career? 

	Eventually, John made a career-defining—and life-defining—decision: He started his own record label. Oh Boy Records was founded in 1981 by John Prine and Al Bunetta. Al Bunetta had been a talent manager on Paul Anka’s staff when Anka’s management company signed John and Steve Goodman; Al was lucky enough to manage both John and Steve. 

	So now John and Al had music to make and a business to run. 

	Three years later, in 1984, Oh Boy Records released its first album: Aimless Love.14 Initially, the album was not available in record stores. So how did you buy it? Well, by mail order. You mailed a check to a post office box in Los Angeles, and a week or two later an album appeared in your mailbox. It was not unlike how many of us buy things these days, except there was no internet, no computers, no Venmo, and no Amazon. Still, the mail order process worked. Oh Boy sold over 50,000 copies of Aimless Love.

	The first noticeable difference on Aimless Love from John’s last couple of albums is John’s hair. John had cut his flowing locks from Pink Cadillac and Storm Windows, taking on a much more businessman-like look. The mustache stayed, but even it was shorter. 

	The music, though, remained dandy. 

	The Los Angeles Times gave it a glowing review, saying: “John Prine’s Aimless Love—his first album in almost five years—stands so high above this sea of mediocrity that labels should be standing in line to release it.” Rolling Stone Magazine called it “a treat” and “a friendly, human-sized collection of typically low-tech country-folk tunes.”

	Like John, I had cut my long, dark hair by the time 1984 came around. My time as a disc jockey had come to an end, and now I was a real, working lawyer, doing real legal work for a fancy Los Angeles-based law firm. And my wife and I had our first kid—a daughter named Molly. Molly was pretty much raised on John Prine music, and Aimless Love was on the turntable a whole lot when she was born. 

	Oh, but in 1984, I—like John—was still rocking the thick mustache. Because it was the ‘80s. You know. 

	01 “Be My Friend Tonight”

	I’m not saying that I know what John Prine was up to when he co-wrote this song in 1981. But he got divorced from his first wife in the late 1970s, and he didn’t marry Rachael Peer until 1984 (the year that Aimless Love dropped). So maybe it makes sense that John (or someone John and his cohorts were writing about) needed a “friend tonight.” 

	This up-tempo song is a great start to the album. It’s fun. Its speaker is sweet and humble. And the song was co-written by John Prine, Roger Cook, and Shel Silverstein. Yes, that Shel Silverstein!

	In our house, Shel Silverstein was best known for his entertaining children’s books, like A Giraffe and a Half, The Giving Tree, and Who Wants a Cheap Rhinoceros? But, as it turns out, he was also a very prolific songwriter. He wrote “Queen of the Silver Dollar,” recorded by Emmylou Harris in 1975. He co-wrote (with Kris Kristofferson) “The Taker,” recorded by Waylon Jennings in 1971. And the most famous song that he wrote was “A Boy Named Sue,” a top ten hit for Johnny Cash in 1969. 

	After Shel died in 1999, John Prine recorded a Shel Silverstein song, “This Guitar Is for Sale,” for a 2010 album called Twistable, Turntable Man: A Musical Tribute to the Songs of Shel Silverstein. It’s a sad song that’s well worth a listen—or five. 

	02 “Aimless Love”

	“Aimless Love” (the song) is like meatloaf. Basic. Comforting. Scrumptious. And it always hits the spot. 

	Featuring the beautiful pedal steel guitar of Leo LeBlanc, “Aimless Love” is simply a beguiling, sad song about the perils of love. And, with lyrics like “he’s just a small fry, just a bit too gun shy,” it’s really John Prine at his core. (Full confession: I borrowed John’s “small fry” for a song called “Little Calder Boy” that I wrote for Molly’s older son, who is my first-born grandkid.)

	John’s second wife, Rachael Peer, plays the bass and provides the sultry harmony vocals on the song. 

	The song also features John Sebastian on harmonica. Yes, that John Sebastian. Second confession: Until I researched this, I had no idea that John Sebastian played harmonica for the likes of Judy Collins, Dolly Parton, Bonnie Raitt, the Everly Brothers, and Art Garfunkel, among others. His harmonica on “Aimless Love” is exceptional. 

	And confession number three: Next time someone needs a harmonica-player, I want the job. 

	03 “Me, Myself and I”

	There’s a lot of self-reflection, or maybe self-loathing, going on in this sad tune:

	Well, tonight I’ll throw a party

	And I know who I’ll invite

	There’s a strange and lonely person

	With whom I’ll spend this night

	There’ll be no old sad memories

	To haunt me till I die

	In that room there’ll be a bottle

	And me, myself and I

	“Me, Myself and I” is not a John Prine song that is mentioned very often. It’s certainly not on The New York Times list of 15 Essential John Prine songs. And I don’t know anyone who puts it in the category of “Hello in There” or “Paradise.” 

	But, still, a soundbite of “Me, Myself and I” was played as the introduction to NPR’s rock critic Ken Tucker’s remembrance of John Prine on April 10, 2020, in which Tucker said: 

	With his solemn croak of a voice and his carefully cultivated habit of dropping the G’s at the ends of his words, John Prine always came across as a very cagey good old boy, singing and playing songs that he wanted you to think he’d tossed off the night before with a good buzz on and before the hangover took hold. 

	“Me, Myself and I” was co-written by John Prine, Dan Penn, and Spooner Oldham. 

	04 “The Oldest Baby in the World”

	On the John Prine Live album, released in 1990, John tells an amazing story about writing this song with Donnie Fritts in 1981. After telling a funny tale about Donnie Fritts’ oversized house in Nashville, John said: 

	We figured the time had come for us to write our country song together. We figured we were gonna do it like the professionals do in Nashville, write this song at 10 AM on a Monday morning. So I said “That’ll be fine; that’s what we’ll do.”

	 

	I had to go to New Orleans the weekend before that Monday to do a show. And I told Fritts that I’d come back from New Orleans with some sort of idea for the song that we were going to write. So on the flight home from New Orleans I was reading the National Enquirer on the plane, which I kinda like to read when I’m flying because it makes me feel closer to God. Their illustrations of UFOs are pretty much on the money, too. 

	 

	This issue didn’t have much gossip in it or any illustrations of UFOs, but it had a lot of strange and unusual diseases of the world. Some of these diseases were so strange that nobody really caught ‘em yet. And they had this picture of this little girl who had that awful disease where your body ages about 10 times faster than it’s supposed to, and she had the body of, like, a 92-year-old woman. And the caption said, “The Oldest Baby in the World.” 

	 

	So I cut the caption out, and I took it over to Donny’s house the next day. And I said, “Looky here, man.” I said, “The oldest baby in the world.” I said, “We know a mess of old babies in this world.” I said, “Let’s write a song for all of ‘em.”

	 

	The song’s only about half as short as the story.

	This incredible introduction to “The Oldest Baby in the World” shows John Prine at his on-stage best. He may have been a little nervous to perform live when he first started, but he quickly became remarkably comfortable on stage, and listening to John’s unexpected tangents as he introduced songs—well, it was pure magic. 

	Donnie Fritts, joined by Willie Nelson, recorded his own version of “The Oldest Baby in the World.” It’s available on an album called Lucky 13, released by Oh Boy Records in 1998. 

	Oh, one more thing: On the John Prine Live album, John’s introduction lasted four minutes and 24 seconds, and the song lasted two minutes and 12 seconds. So the song was exactly, to the second, one-half as long as the story.

	05 “Slow Boat to China”

	This song was written in 1981. But it kind of feels like it could have been written in 2020. With many folks cooped up at home, quarantined because of COVID-19 for months on end, I’m sure that a lot of people were dreaming of literally hopping on a slow boat to China, or, really, to just about anywhere. 

	Donny Fritts joined the band to play the electric piano on this song. And the song featured the background vocals of Roger Cook, Phillip Donnelly, Rachel Peer, and Bobby Whitlock. 

	Bobby Whitlock, who was a member of Derek and the Dominos and played with the likes of George Harrison, John Lennon, and the Rolling Stones, also co-wrote “Slow Boat to China” with Linda Whitlock and John Prine. 

	06 “The Bottomless Lake”

	John Prine and John Belushi had become friends in the 1970s; John Belushi was a big John Prine fan. So, in 1977, after the scheduled musical guest (the Beach Boys) for a Saturday Night Live episode canceled, John Belushi convinced the producers to book John Prine as the new musical guest. The producers wanted John to do a couple of songs from John Prine, but John wanted to do a new song that he had just written. So, in addition to singing “Hello in There,” John debuted his new song: “The Bottomless Lake.” 

	“The Bottomless Lake” was great on Saturday Night Live, and it was great when it found its way on to Aimless Love. So great that, for a long time, it was my favorite song on the album. 

	It’s also a favorite of John’s lead guitarist, Jason Wilber. In Jason’s list in American Songwriter of “the three passages that … beautifully illustrate the Zen of John Prine,” Jason selected a line from “The Bottomless Lake”: “The compass rolled around and around.” Jason said:

	[John and I] were talking about his song “Bottomless Lake.” I told him one of my favorite lines was the one about the compass because it reminded me of an old movie. He said that it was his favorite line, too, and for the same reason. In movies of the 1940s and ’50s, a compass gyrating wildly was often used to show us that the world had gone topsy-turvy. You knew the characters in the story were about to get shipwrecked, travel through time, or be otherwise disoriented. 

	Dave Prine made one of his two appearances on the album, playing the fiddle on “The Bottomless Lake.” In addition to Dave Prine, this very simple arrangement included John’s vocals, John and Phillip Donnelly on acoustic guitars, and “knee slaps” by John and Bobby Whitlock.

	07 “Maureen, Maureen”

	John goes off in an entirely different direction in this song. It’s not a love song. And it’s not a lover’s lament song. Nope. This is a portrait of a guy who became “real nervous and mean.” And then:

	But you don’t believe me

	I could tell by your smile

	Honey, why don’t you leave me

	Get lost for awhile, Maureen.

	So, it’s just, you know, one guy’s plea for the woman who loves him to leave him. Happens all the time. Right? 

	Bobby Whitlock’s electric piano is a highlight of this tune. 

	08 “Somewhere Someone’s Falling in Love”

	We go from a song about a guy encouraging a woman to fall out of love to a hopeful song about the possibility of falling in love. 

	You may be looking for someone

	Someone may be looking for you

	Someday you’ll awaken and open your eyes

	And love will be looking at you

	John Sebastian is back for this track. But this time he’s playing the autoharp. The autoharp’s distinctive, echo-y quality creates a very unique sound for “Somewhere Someone’s Falling in Love.” John Sebastian played the autoharp on many Lovin’ Spoonful songs, including “Do You Believe in Magic.” And, if you’re willing to shell out $24.95, you can download his step-by-step learning guide to the autoharp. 

	In any event, this sweet song is another tune featuring Rachel Peer’s pretty harmony vocals. 

	09 “People Puttin’ People Down”

	John takes direct aim at “people who don’t fit” because they “get the only fun they get from people puttin’ people down.” 

	As John said on The John Prine Anthology liner notes: “It’s the only defense some people have. As long as you got somebody to look down on, you ain’t on the bottom. So cold.” 

	Bob Dylan did a version of this song. And, even better, John Prine recorded a new version of this song with Jason Isbell in 2019, which is available on The Living Room Sessions by John Prine on Bandcamp. 

	10 “Unwed Fathers”

	The New York Times missed the boat on this song. The Times did not include “Unwed Fathers” in their list of “John Prine’s 15 Essential Songs.” But Rolling Stone Magazine did include it in their list of top 25 John Prine songs. 

	The New Yorker’s Amanda Petrusich also got it right by including “Unwed Fathers” in her list of “John Prine’s Perfect Songs,” which was published on April 8, 2020. She said:

	It’s a song about an unplanned pregnancy in which no one is absolved, exactly, but no one is blamed. That’s one of Prine’s most extraordinary moves. He is not uninterested in accountability (people make mistakes, and of course those missteps should be recognized), but he is not sold on punishment, either. 

	Although I don’t yet have a definitive list of my “essential” John Prine songs, if there were a list (even just a 10-song list), “Unwed Fathers” would be on it. Although “The Bottomless Lake” was initially my favorite song on this album, as the years went by, I finally realized just how breathtaking “Unwed Fathers” is. 

	Rachel Peer does some of her best work on lead and harmony vocals on the Aimless Love version. John recorded a new version of “Unwed Fathers” in 2019 with Margo Price. It’s stunning. And John’s live version with Iris DeMent on the 2010 live album, In Person & On Tour, is gorgeous.

	Tammy Wynette, Johnny Cash, Gail Davies (with Dolly Parton singing harmony), and Deer Tick (with Liz Isenberg) have all covered “Unwed Fathers.”

	John co-wrote the song with Bobby Braddock. John explained their collaboration on his liner notes:

	We decided that we were going to write at his house the day after the Super Bowl. I wrote down 15 titles, including one called “Children Having Children” and “Unwed Fathers.” I was reading the list off to him, and all the lights went on with those two. We kind of combined them and went right into it.

	And, boy, did they nail it.

	11 “Only Love”

	John closes out Aimless Love with a sweet love song called “Only Love,” which Rolling Stone Magazine said “give[s] the brighter side of life its due while proving that John Prine, the elegant pop songwriter, is still in top form.” 

	The simple arrangement includes John’s vocals and acoustic guitar, Charles Cochran’s upright bass and organ, and backing vocals from Roger Cook and Sandy Mason (who co-wrote the song with John). 

	Selling some 50,000 copies of Aimless Love, mostly through mail order, Oh Boy Records was starting to get off the ground. And another John Prine album, German Afternoons, was in the works. 
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	German Afternoons (1986) – The Middle of the Road

	My mother-in-law, the very elegant Lynn Fenton, used to chuckle when she’d hear people talk about entering middle age when they hit 50. She’d say something like, “Really? How many people live to be 100?” 

	In 1986, when German Afternoons was released, John was 40. And German Afternoons was his ninth studio album. So it’s probably fair to say that John had hit the middle of his career. Middle-age. Or the middle of the road. 

	The album itself might also be considered somewhere in the middle of the road. Most folks wouldn’t put it in the revered category of John Prine, Sweet Revenge, or Tree of Forgiveness. But most folks wouldn’t put it anywhere near the bottom of the list, either. So, middle of the road seems fair, right? 

	Still, middle of the road for John Prine is stellar for most anyone else. And this album is stellar. 

	People Magazine called German Afternoons “probably the worst album title in pop history.” But in its 1986 review, People Magazine also said:

	But Prine, the 70s folkie who hasn’t recorded on a major label in six years, makes up for it with 11 affable, lively tunes that are full of tradition yet never sound dated. Singing in his familiar, slightly nasal tones—he sounds like Bob Dylan with voice lessons—Prine, born in 1946, comes across a little wise and very musical. 

	John Prine gave us some of his own thoughts about the album in The Listener’s Guide to German Afternoons that was included as a separate, three-sheet, photocopied leaflet inside the cover of the LP. Writing in the third person, John said:

	John Prine’s tenth album,15 “German Afternoons,” is a poetic, whimsical, country-influenced album reminiscent of early Prine albums such as “Diamonds in the Rough” and “Sweet Revenge.” The group of acoustic bluegrass musicians called in for early “German Afternoons” sessions suggested to Prine not only a new version of “Paradise” (his nostalgic anthem against strip mining of rural Kentucky), but the entire musical direction of the new album, which Prine fans will find to be one of the finest of his career.16

	In its tribute to John Prine on April 7, 2020, Billboard Magazine included German Afternoons among John’s five “Lesser Known Gems,” saying:

	If Diamonds in the Rough is too unpolished and Common Sense suffers the opposite problem, German Afternoons splits the difference between the two nicely. Mixing a strong bluegrass feel with solid production sheen, the album tosses up Prine originals with covers of the Carter Family (“Lulu Walls”) and Leon Payne (“They’ll Never Take Her Love from Me”) to winning ends. 

	Splits the difference. Middle of the road. Right? 

	John Prine co-produced the album with Jim Rooney. 

	01 “Lulu Walls”

	John flipped the script a little bit on this record. Rather than closing an album with a cover song, as he did on several albums, he opens with one on German Afternoons. John refers to “Lulu Walls” as another A.P. Carter song. The Carter Family did record this song in 1929, but the song dates back to the 1800s. The author appears to be unknown. 

	Still, whether you call it an A.P. Carter song or a traditional folk song, it’s a great song. And John and his band do it justice. 

	John says on the album’s Guide that he’s “been singing ‘Lulu Walls’ off and on for about 25 years, ever since I learned how to play the guitar. Always loved A.P. Carter songs, and it sounds like a good song to start a show off with.”

	Lulu Walls is “as pretty as the queen,” and an “aggravating beauty.” And her song is a great leadoff hitter on German Afternoons. It’s also a great closer: John sometimes ended his concerts with the upbeat “LuLu Walls” back in the day. 

	As a leadoff hitter—or a cleanup hitter—hearing John Prine perform “Lulu Walls” was a treat. 

	02 “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness”

	I usually associate this song with Nancy Griffith, who recorded a version of “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness” on her 1993 album “Other Voices, Other Rooms.” But it wasn’t just Nancy’s lovely version that makes me think of her when I hear this song.

	In the mid-1990s, Nancy Griffith opened for John Prine at the Mann Center in Philadelphia. We were lucky enough to snag tickets front and center. Nancy Griffith’s set was simply spectacular. And, as an additional highlight, she granted a young girl her “Make-a-Wish” dream by inviting her to join Nancy on stage to sing “Listen to the Radio,” which is one of the most infectious songs that you’ll ever hear. Talk about a special moment. 

	Nancy, of course, came out to join John during his set. John and Nancy sang a beautiful version of “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness.” Another special moment. 

	I’ve been to a whole lot of John Prine concerts, but this one stands out. 

	This song also stands out for a lot of folks. Jonathan Bernstein, writing for Rolling Stone Magazine, while acknowledging that “The Speed of the Sound of Loneliness” “belonged to Nancy Griffith,” said: “the simple three-chord devastation in this tale of two lovers who’ve grown far, far apart was pure Prine, resulting in perhaps the most heartbreaking line in his songbook.” That “line” Bernstein is referring to is actually the last two lines of this incredible opening verse:

	You come home late and you come home early

	You come on big when you’re feeling small

	You come home straight and you come home curly

	Sometimes you don’t come home at all

	Brilliant.

	John’s “little” brother, Billy, recorded a cover of “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness” in 2013 for his EP, Billy Prine’s Big Beat Battalion. And Kurt Vile included a fun version of the song on his 2020 EP, Speed, Sound, Lonely KV.

	03 “Out of Love”

	John Prine and co-writer Bill Caswell were thinking beer. Lots of beer. And lots of beer branding. 

	John tells the story this way in the album’s Guide:

	Bill and I were writing one morning and thought we’d go get a quart of beer. While we were in the store, we started writing down all the things written on different beer bottles and cans like “King of Beer,” “It’s in the Water,” “Champagne of Bottled Beers,” ‘cause we thought it might make a neat song.

	Eventually, John says, the owner of the store, wearing a blood-stained butcher’s apron, asked them if they wanted to buy anything, so they bought a quart of Miller beer. “The song was easier than easy to write then,” John said. 

	Having grown up in Milwaukee, I was always partial to the “ribbon colored blue” and “the champagne of bottled tears.” 

	 04 “Sailin’ Around”

	“Sailin’ Around” is a John Prine song that some of us totally forget about. If I asked a bunch of music-lovers to name who wrote it, I feel like Jimmy Buffett would get more votes than John Prine. 

	But it turns out that this song is not about sailing at all. It’s a song of frustration:

	Sailin’ around, 

	Sailin’ around, 

	Sailin’ around,

	I’ve been sailin’ around again,

	I’ve been sailin’ around but I can’t get

	back to you

	It kind of reminds me of that dream that most of us have every now and then. The one where you’re late to class, but, for reasons unknown, you can’t seem to get there. 

	05 “If She Were You”

	The iconic pedal steel guitar of Leo LeBlanc shines in this track. It opens the song, and then it pretty much sings along with John throughout. 

	John wrote “If She Were You” with Steve Goodman17 several years before he finally recorded it. As John says in the album’s Guide: “Goodman and I wrote this one in a hotel room in Portland or Seattle during one of our Great Northwest Tours. Took me a while to record it ‘cause I had to figure out who ‘her’ was, and ‘you’ was, and ‘she’ was. I finally got it straight. Hope Steve likes it.” Steve Goodman died two years before German Afternoons was released. 

	So, who is “her,” “you,” and “she”? Well, “her” is the one you’re with but not the one you love. “You” is the one you love but not the one you’re with. And “she” is “her.” Get it? 

	06 “Linda Goes to Mars”

	John Prine wrote a whole lot of fun and funny songs in his career. “Linda Goes to Mars” ranks at the top of that list. It’s a song that immediately makes you smile. And, once you hear it, you want to hear it again.

	In her review of a 2013 John Prine concert for the Peoria Journal Star, Danielle Hatch writes: “He’s primarily a poet, a Monet of words, a man who can sing out three lines of a song so finely detailed that you are instantly invested in the story.” She goes on to say:

	Before the playful “Linda Goes to Mars,” he recalled the woman he wrote the song about. “She and her husband, well, they used to grow the best damn weed,” he said of the tune with the lyrics “Oh, my stars! My Linda’s gone to Mars. Well, I wonder if she’d bring me something home.” 

	Bill Murray also found this song to be uplifting. In a promo for Oh Boy Records about John Prine’s book, Beyond Words, Bill tells us of the days when he (Bill) was “a real bummer to be around,” but then he discovered “Linda Goes to Mars.” Bill said: “There it was, this song ‘Linda Goes to Mars.’ And I heard that song and I went, ‘Hmmm.’ And that was the beginning of the return.”

	07 “I Just Want to Dance With You”

	Side two of German Afternoons starts with a very pretty love song. “I Just Want to Dance With You” is yet another tune that is enhanced by Leo LeBlanc’s pedal steel guitar. It also features Stuart Duncan’s mandolin. John and Roger Cook co-wrote the song. 

	“I Just Want to Dance With You” certainly could have been a hit on the country charts. How do we know that? Because it was. Not for John Prine—but for George Strait. In 1998, twelve years after “I Just Want to Dance With You” was released, George Strait covered the song and released it as the first single from his album One Step at a Time. George Strait’s version of “I Just Want to Dance With You” reached Number 1 on Billboard’s country charts.

	When Billboard Magazine asked him why he decided to cover “I Just Want to Dance With You,” George Strait said: “I felt it had such a great laid-back melody and groove, if you will, and I also loved the lyrics. Especially the line ‘That’s what they intended dancing for.’” 

	George Strait’s decision to cover “I Just Want to Dance With You” turned out to be life-saving for John Prine. Almost literally. John said that his share of the royalties from Strait’s version of the song paid for substantial medical bills related to his cancer treatments in 1998. 

	08 “Love, Love, Love”

	John takes us to the classroom in this song. “Love, Love, Love” teaches us some lessons:

	If I should live to a ripe old age

	The only lesson I may ever learn

	Is to not stand so close to the flame of love

	Unless you are willing to get burned

	John co-wrote the song with Keith Sykes. 

	“Love, Love, Love,” with Stuart Duncan’s prominent fiddle, and harmony vocals by Keith Sykes and Alan O’Bryant, has an old-time bluegrass feel. And the Sam Bush’s mandolin, with its fine tremolo, is simply exhilarating. 

	09 “Bad Boy”

	In The Listener’s Guide to German Afternoons, John describes “Bad Boy” simply as: “How to be guilty without being Catholic.” Fair enough. 

	But, in The John Prine Anthology liner notes, John expanded on this a little bit: “It’s a really proud song about guilt,” John said. “Around that time, I fell under the spell of Merle Haggard’s songwriting … and I considered ‘Bad Boy’ sort of in the vein of what he was doing.” 

	I’m not sure that “Bad Boy” would be confused with Merle Haggard’s “The Bottle Let Me Down,” but, with Stuart Duncan playing both the fiddle and mandolin, and Leo LeBlanc’s mournful pedal steel guitar, “Bad Boy” certainly fits nicely into the Merle Haggard genre. 

	10 “They’ll Never Take Her Love From Me”

	When John first learned this song, he thought that it was a Hank Williams original. But it was actually written by Leon Payne. 

	Leon Payne joined Bob Wills’ Texas Playboys in 1938. He was 21. And he went on to have a stellar career as a singer, instrumentalist, and songwriter.

	Leon Payne was blind. It so happens that John Prine’s pedal steel guitar player, Leo LeBlanc, was also legally blind. And his pedal steel guitar on “They’ll Never Take Her Love From Me” is mesmerizing. 

	Leo LeBlanc played on John Prine albums from the very beginning. With the exception of Diamonds in the Rough, LeBlanc appeared on every John Prine album from John Prine to German Afternoons. He also toured with John for a couple of years. And, as a session musician, he played on records for Jerry Jeff Walker (with whom he also toured for several years), Aretha Franklin, Carole King, Merle Haggard, and Liza Minnelli, among many others. LeBlanc was one of the greatest pedal steel and dobro players of all time. 

	Although LeBlanc plays the pedal steel guitar on two songs for A John Prine Christmas, which was released in 1994, those two songs were recorded before German Afternoons; German Afternoons was the last time that he recorded music with John Prine. LeBlanc died of cancer in 1995. 

	In The Listener’s Guide to German Afternoons, John says: “If I could be a musical instrument, I’d wanna be Leo LeBlanc’s pedal steel guitar on this song.” I couldn’t agree more. 

	11 “Paradise”

	John Prine’s “Paradise” has been covered dozens of times. Jackie DeShannon, John Denver, The Everly Brothers, The Seldom Scene, The Country Gentlemen, Tom T. Hall, Johnny Cash, Dwight Yoakam, and Jason Wilber—among many others—have all covered this iconic song.

	So it made perfect sense for John to cover his own song. The German Afternoons version is a mature rendition of the original, with John’s 1986 voice slightly deeper than John’s 1971 voice. John said on the album’s Guide that “the players on this session sounded so good, I had to record this song again.”

	But John wasn’t done recording “Paradise.” In 2019, he recorded a duet version with Kelsey Waldon. It’s spectacular. John also included a version of “Paradise” on his third live album, In Person & On Stage, released in 2010. 

	12 “Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian”

	“Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian” was not included on German Afternoons when the album was released in 1986. John co-wrote the song with Fred Koller and released it with Al Bunetta in 1987. Originally, Oh Boy Records put out the song as a 45 RPM single. It was a green vinyl 7” record in a small green paper sleeve, with a red outline and red and white printing. I still have mine stored with my other old 45s. 

	But when the CD was released some years later, “Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian” somehow found its way onto the record. 

	I first heard “Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian” at a John Prine concert at the Tower Theater in Upper Darby, PA (just outside of Philadelphia), in the early summer of 1986, about the time that German Afternoons was released. The song was a showstopper. And, as you can imagine, John enjoyed every second of singing it. 

	I remember two other things from that night’s show: First, the theater was very smoky; it was the days when smoking was permitted in theaters, which was an unbelievably bad idea. And, second, our middle-daughter-to-be might have heard her first John Prine show. This baby-to-be was about eight months baked in my wife Andi’s belly at the time. Emily was born on July 7, 1986. She’s been a John Prine fan ever since. 

	Rolling Stone Magazine included “Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian” in its list of John Prine’s “25 Essential Songs,” saying that the song “is at once one of the greatest vacation songs and one of the greatest sex songs ever written—pure playful fun stuffed with wonderful, hilarious wordplay.”

	Wordplay, you say? 

	Lay your coconut on my tiki

	What the hecka mooka mooka dear

	Let’s talk dirty in Hawaiian

	Say the words I long to hear

	Aloha. 

	13 “Kokomo”

	“Kokomo” never found its way onto German Afternoons. But, since it was the B-side of “Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian,” it seemed fitting to include it here. 

	So, the first thing that’s important to know about this song is that it’s not the “Kokomo” that the Beach Boys made popular in 1988. This “Kokomo” is a different song altogether. 

	On an Oh Boy Records compilation album called Lucky 13, which, as it says on the record sleeve, “includes several previously unreleased tracks from your favorite Oh Boy artists!” John Prine talked about “Kokomo,” saying: “This song is kind of about displacement, which means to me you’re in one place but you wanna be in another one. I’m not sure if that’s what it means at all. I’m not even sure if that’s what the song’s about.” 

	As it turns out, the song is, at least in part, about Kokomo, Indiana. John sings it a cappella. 

	At the end of The Listener’s Guide to German Afternoons, John tells us what’s next:

	My future plans include trying to get rid of a couple of my cars. My driveway is starting to look like a used car lot. And Rachel wants me to fix that fence by the patio that’s been laying on the ground for two years. Then I’ll probably go write another song.

	I have no idea if John got rid of any cars (I doubt it). And I have no idea if that fence ever was fixed (probably). But I do know that John wrote another song. A whole bunch of them, in fact. But it would be five years until John’s next studio album, The Missing Years, was released. 
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	The Missing Years (1991) – The Boss 

	By the time The Missing Years was released in 1991, I was a busy guy. I had three girls, ages seven, five, and three. My wife Andi and I were both busy at work. And we were spending a whole lot of time chasing our kids and trying to keep up. Life moves fast for parents with young kids. We were no different than millions of families across the country. 

	I’ll tell you who else was busy in 1991. The music industry. Why? The rise of the compact disc.

	The first CD players were introduced in late 1982, and by 1983 you could buy a CD player for a cool $1000. And, at that time, there were only about 20 albums available on CD. But, by 1988, CD sales eclipsed vinyl LPs. And in 1991, CD sales finally overtook cassette tapes. 

	So, in 1991, lots of folks were buying CDs, often to “replace” vinyl LPs because we wanted copies for our new CD players. And greatest-hits albums on CD (like The John Prine Anthology, released in 1993) became very popular in the 1990s. 

	That was a long way of saying that The Missing Years was the first John Prine album that I bought exclusively on CD. And, wow, what a great John Prine CD debut it was. 

	The reviews were stellar. Robert Christgau, the Dean of American Rock Critics, gave the album an A-, saying:

	Occasionally too fantastic but never too bitter, the sagest and funniest of the new Dylans writes like he’s resigned to an unconsummated life and sounds like he’s enjoying one … I attribute its undeviating quality, gratifying variety, and amazing grace to talent, leisure time, and just enough all-star input. I wouldn’t swear there’s a stone classic here—just nothing I wouldn’t be happy to hear again. 

	Rolling Stone Magazine called The Missing Years John Prine’s “best since Bruised Orange,” and “filled with idiosyncratic delights.” 

	John’s childhood hometown newspaper, The Chicago Tribune, gave The Missing Years four stars, its highest rating.

	The Missing Years included a robust 14 tracks, made possible in part by the extra storage space available on CDs (as compared to vinyl). And it was graced by guest appearances from Bonnie Raitt, Tom Petty, and Phil Everly. Even The Boss himself, Bruce Springsteen, made an appearance.

	So good was this record that it won a Grammy for Best Contemporary Folk Album. 

	The Missing Years was the first of two albums produced by Howie Epstein, whose day job was playing bass guitar for Tom Petty’s group, The Heartbreakers. And the album was recorded in Howie Epstein’s house, which served as the studio for this record. The Missing Years took nearly nine months to complete. 

	01 “Picture Show”

	What an opening. “A young man from a small town/With a very large imagination.”

	John had an uncanny ability to set the scene. With those two lines, you’re already intrigued. And you kind of have a hunch that the young man from the small town with the very large imagination is John Prine himself. 

	Tom Petty had released his best-selling album, Full Moon Fever, in 1989. And then in late 1990, The Traveling Wilburys—featuring Tom, Bob Dylan, George Harrison, and Jeff Lynne (but not their fifth member, Roy Orbison, who died in 1988)—released their second album, which was ironically called Vol. 3. So Tom Petty had been a busy guy. Still, he made time in 1991 to record with John Prine. 

	Tom and some of The Heartbreakers joined John on “Picture Show.” Petty’s harmony vocals come in on the second and subsequent choruses. The song would be great with just John on vocals, but Tom Petty’s distinctive voice adds a perfect topping to John’s “hamburgers” and “cheeseburgers.”

	John’s very large imagination finally led him to be in a real, live picture show just a year later. He played John Mellencamp’s brother-in-law in a movie called Falling from Grace. 

	02 “All the Best”

	John got divorced from Rachel Peer in 1988. After acquiring that second divorce, in 1990, John introduced “All the Best” on the show Route 90, saying, “About a month later the song truck pulled up and dumped a bunch of great songs on my lawn.” “All the Best” was clearly one of those songs. 

	“All the Best” shows up on both Rolling Stone Magazine’s and The New York Times’ “Essential” song lists. And, if I had a list of “essential” John Prine songs (which I still don’t), “All the Best” would be on it, too. It’s been one of my favorite John Prine songs since, well, 1991; I think it’s one of the greatest post-breakup songs in history. Occasionally, though, I’ve heard people put it in a category of “happy” or “thankful” songs. And that makes me chuckle. Because, to my ear, it’s delightfully sarcastic.

	I wish you love

	And happiness

	I guess I wish

	You all the best

	 

	Or, as John Prine says in his liner notes: “Hasta luego!”

	03 “The Sins of Memphisto”

	Elisabeth Woronzoff, writing for Pop Matters on April 10, 2020, said: “With a slew of literary references, ‘The Sins of Memphisto’ spins an absurdist take on boomer culture while casually considering aging and the passing of time.” 

	Maybe. But John tells a different story about the song. In his liner notes, he says:

	I never do my homework until after I’m done writing. And at the time, I thought that Memphisto was the city in ancient Egypt that Memphis, Tennessee, was named after. But the city in Egypt is Memphis. I also got confused about Mephisto, Mephistopheles, the devil. But I thought, that’s okay, it’s kind of like the devil to Memphis, Tennessee.

	John also said on the liner notes that this was yet another song that he was told to write because his producer wanted one more for the album. (Remember “Fish and Whistle”?) So John, once again, decided to “write one from as far in left field as I could and came up with ‘Memphisto.’”

	But, in the end, John’s liner notes tell us that the real reason that he wrote “Memphisto” was this: “I’m convinced I was just working the whole song to get around to the punch line ‘exactly Odo, Quasimodo.’ It’s just hip lingo, kind of like ‘No shit, Sherlock.’ I’d had it for about four years, trying to work it into song.”

	Exactly Odo, Quasimodo.

	04 “Everybody Wants to Feel Like You”

	Producer Howie Epstein opted for a very basic arrangement of this melancholy song. It’s John and an acoustic guitar. And it suits the song perfectly. 

	“Everybody Wants to Feel Like You,” at first listen, might sound like a love song. But, then, when you listen carefully, you realize that it’s a love-lost song. 

	You got a heart that beats like mine, love

	You got a bell that rings so true

	I got this feeling I got to tiptoe

	Round every little thing you do

	I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing that this song was in the “song truck” that dumped a bunch of great cargo on John’s lawn after his second divorce. 

	John co-wrote “Everybody Wants to Feel Like You” with Keith Sykes. Keith Sykes, incidentally, had a fine career as a singer-songwriter, and he wrote over 100 songs that were recorded by the likes of John Prine, Jerry Jeff Walker, and Rosanne Cash, among many others. Sykes also was a guitarist for Jimmy Buffett’s Coral Reefer Band, and co-wrote “Volcano,” one of Jimmy Buffett’s most popular songs. 

	05 “It’s a Big Old Goofy World”

	John acknowledged that “goofy” is one of his favorite adjectives. But he also admitted that he didn’t realize he used it so often until one of his former guitar players pointed it out. “You need other people to tell you these things,” John wisely advised.

	The day after John passed away, Stephen Deusner wrote an appreciation of him for Stereogum. Deusner included “It’s a Big Old Goofy World” in his “baker’s dozen of some of his lesser-known works.” Deusner says: “This song full of similes is a meditation on songwriting and the stubbornness it takes to pursue an idea to its fullest realization. But it also works as something as his philosophy of life: ‘Kiss a little baby, give the world a smile/If you take an inch, give ‘em back a mile.’”

	Not only does “It’s a Big Old Goofy World” contain a life philosophy, it even inspired a thesis for a Master of Arts candidate at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. In the thesis, submitted in 2005, Michael J. Ruwe writes:

	This thesis, entitled “It’s a Big Old Goofy World View: John Prine As a Modern-Day Mark Twain,” makes the connection between Mark Twain, the nineteenth-century writer and lecturer, and John Prine, a contemporary songwriter and performer. Like Twain, Prine views the world with joy and pity: with humor and disdain. While Twain utilizes literary techniques to advance his impressions, Prine’s musical compositions demonstrate his unique outlook. 

	My philosophy is this: If you write a thesis about John Prine, you pass. So I can only assume that Michael J. Ruwe was awarded a master’s degree. 

	06 “I Want to Be With You Always”

	This is a perfectly fine little country ditty. And it’s not totally foreign to John Prine’s typical style (although he has such a wide range, there’s no such thing as a “typical” John Prine style). But it’s not a John Prine song. 

	Lefty Frizzell released “I Want to Be With You Always” in 1951; he co-wrote it with Jim Beck. It topped the Country & Western Best Seller charts for six weeks. 

	Although The Missing Years, many suggest, is a much more contemporary John Prine record, with a number of “radio-ready” songs, the inclusion of “I Want to Be With You Always” confirms that John hadn’t ventured so far from his country roots. 

	Willie Nelson also covered this song in 1980. 

	07 “Daddy’s Little Pumpkin”

	Maybe the most important thing about this song is that Oh Boy Records sells “Daddy’s Little Pumpkin” onesies. They’re still available in two sizes: Six months and 18 months. Get yours before they sell out. 

	The second most important thing about this song is that John says: “Daddy’s little punkin,” in the first line of the first verse, but then says: “Daddy’s little pumpkin,” in the second line of the first verse. The rest of the song includes both pumpkins and punkins. 

	The third most important thing is the simple arrangement includes just John’s vocals and an acoustic guitar. Lovely. 

	And the fourth most important thing is that “Daddy’s Little Pumpkin” has been covered often, with widely different versions from the likes of Josh Ritter (who recorded a live version) and the Drive-By Truckers (who totally rocked it up). 

	08 “Take a Look at My Heart”

	This song absolutely blew me away when I first heard it. I played it over and over and over again. (Easier to do in the time of CDs.) “Take a Look at My Heart” simply rocked. And rolled. But in a John Prine kind of way. 

	John co-wrote the song with John Mellencamp, and Bruce Springsteen added backing vocals. At the time I had never seen The Boss in concert, and I certainly would not have considered myself a particularly big Springsteen fan.18 But Bruce, like John, was one of the “next Dylans” for a while, and, of course, Bruce became as big as—if not bigger than—Dylan as the years went by. 

	The story goes that, on the very day that John arrived in Los Angeles to make the record, he ran into Bruce Springsteen at a restaurant. (Happens to all of us, right?) Bruce then asked to be invited over to “play guitar or harmonica or sing or whatever.” So, of course, John invited him. Springsteen’s resulting vocals are perfect on this very Springsteen-like rock and roll tune. 

	Shortly after John died, some 29 years after they recorded this song together, Bruce paid a tribute to John on Bruce’s SiriusXM radio show, saying:

	John Prine was a sweet and lovely man, and I was proud to count him as my friend. He wrote music of towering compassion with an almost unheard-of precision and creativity when it came to observing the fine details of ordinary lives. He was a writer of great humor—funny, with wry sensitivity. It has marked him as a complete original. His death just makes me angry. He was simply one of the best we had, and we will miss him. 

	From one next Dylan to another.

	09 “Great Rain”

	John goes back to the blues for this tune. Which means, as you might have figured out by now, it’s not one of my favorite songs. I guess I’d even say that it’s my least favorite song on The Missing Years. But that’s okay, because you have to have a least favorite track on every album, right?

	The New York Music Daily, though, liked “Great Rain,” saying in a 2013 article: “Great Rain is the darkest of the other bluesy, Dylanesque stuff here, a tasty organ solo trading with the electric guitar as it fades out.” 

	I confess: I didn’t read the whole thesis that the English student wrote about “It’s a Big Old Goofy World,” but, glancing through his “Works Cited,” I didn’t see a reference to “Great Rain.” He must’ve missed this:

	Great rain great rain

	I thought I heard you calling my name

	I was standing by the river

	Talking to a young Mark Twain.

	10 “Way Back Then”

	“Way Back Then” is another song that the song truck must’ve dumped on John’s lawn after his divorce. It’s just a lovely, wistful, lover’s-lament song. 

	Do you remember

	When you were my friend?

	That’s the way I’d like things

	Just like way back then.

	John did a particularly mournful—but sweet—live version of the song backstage at the John Anson Ford Theater in Los Angeles. It was at the 2019 Grammys, on the evening that he received a Lifetime Achievement Award. Filmmaker Mark Romanek recorded the performance on his iPhone. Romanek asked John to do “maybe something real intimate in here.” And John chose to do “Way Back Then.” John’s guitar picking on this version is so, so good. 

	11 “Unlonely”

	Moving from track 10 to track 11 is a real jolt. While John agonizes over the present and misses the past in “Way Back Then,” he’s head-over-heels about the present in “Unlonely.”

	Once I was lonely

	Nobody but me

	My heart in a prison

	Love set me free

	God woke up

	He heard my plea

	He sent you to me

	The soulful organ by Heartbreaker Benmont Tench and the backing vocals of Bonnie Raitt enrich this gooey love song. 

	John co-wrote “Unlonely” with Roger Cook. 

	12 “You Got Gold”

	This is a delightful, upbeat love song. The full band gives it a robust sound. And the melody is so catchy you’ll likely be humming it long after you hear it.

	But what I love most about “You Got Gold” is Phil Everly’s voice singing harmony. Phil’s vocals are among the very best in the business. And, of course, when the Everly Brothers sang together, they made some of the most beautiful vocal harmonies in the history of vocal harmonies. 

	The Everly Brothers, though, were a bit underrated. I know that they sold a ton of records in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s, but the height of their success only lasted from 1957 to 1962. After that, they suffered from a slew of legal and health problems. Their relationship with each other suffered, too. So, the Everly Brothers are often not included in discussions of the greatest pioneers of rock and roll.19

	I saw the Everly Brothers in concert in 1971 (I think). To illustrate how far they had fallen by then, I’ll tell you that their concert was in a high school gym in the suburbs of Milwaukee. It was a general admission show, with, as I recall, no seating. I’m guessing that there were fewer than 100 people at the show. I was excited to see them, and I remember that it was a good show. But I also remember that both Don and Phil Everly seemed disgusted with the venue and the sparse crowd. 

	The Everly Brothers had roots in Muhlenberg County, Kentucky, and became big John Prine fans, even recording a version of “Paradise” in 1972. 

	John Prine and Keith Sykes co-wrote “You Got Gold.” 

	13 “Everything is Cool”

	This is a song of old love lost and new love found.

	 I was walking down the road, man

	Just looking at my shoes

	When God sent me an angel

	Just to chase away my blues

	So, after all of the angst in “All the Best, “Everybody Wants to Feel Like You,” “Take a Look at My Heart,” and “Way Back Then,” it turns out that “Everything is Cool” —in large part because of “a black-haired angel’s eyes.” 

	John rediscovered this song just a few years ago. In a 2018 interview with Talia Schlanger for World Cafe (the syndicated radio show produced by WXPN in Philadelphia), John said this about “Everything is Cool”: “I never know when some of these songs are going to show themselves, rear their heads, and kind of ask me to, you know, perform them again. I forgot how much I like this song. I really like the imagery.” 

	14 “Jesus The Missing Years”

	At least in his music, John Prine’s relationship with Jesus always seemed complicated. And this song doesn’t do much to clear that up. John says that Jesus “discovered the Beatles, and recorded with the Stones/Once he even opened a three-way package for old George Jones.” But that doesn’t seem to help us understand John’s relationship with Jesus any better, does it? 

	Still, Danny Duncan Collum, writing for the Culture in Context column for the August 2020 issue of U.S. Catholic, tries to explain this to us:

	Jesus was always close by in Prine’s music too. Prine was what Flannery O’Connor would have called a “Christ-haunted” artist. He was always name-checking the Nazarene (“Jesus don’t like killin’,” “Try and find Jesus on your own,” “I said, ‘Jesus, you look tired’/He said, ‘Jesus so do you’”). He even wrote a whole six-minute song (“Jesus: The Missing Years”) that fancifully imagines the life of the Savior from ages 13 to 29. 

	Maybe John was “Christ-haunted.” I don’t know. But John explains the reason that he wrote “Jesus The Missing Years” in the introduction to the song on his Live on Tour album, released in 1997. 

	John said that he got the idea for the song when, at a party, someone told him that Jesus was missing from the time he was 12 until he was 30. Perplexed, John said: “You mean, like, nobody knew where he was?” So John thought, “One of the most influential and controversial figures in the history of mankind, nobody knows where he was for eighteen years?”

	And, just like that, an extraordinary song was born. 

	15 “The Third of July”

	“The Third of July” was not included on the original version The Missing Years’ vinyl LP or CD. Oh Boy Records added the song about 25 years later. In announcing this addition on their website, Oh Boy Records said:

	It’s been over 25 years since The Missing Years was released to the world and we’ve decided that you folks deserve a new song and some sleek new packaging for this classic, Grammy award-winning album! The Missing Years CD is now available with the previously unreleased track “The Third of July” and a great selection of pictures from John’s time on the road, photo shoots and handwritten lyrics all from The Missing Years. 

	I confess: I didn’t buy the new CD. But “The Third of July” is a great addition to the record. And I love how Oh Boy Records treats John Prine fans. 

	Four more years will go missing before Lost Dogs + Missing Blessings is released. But a year before that, we get to celebrate A John Prine Christmas.
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	A John Prine Christmas (1994) – The Happiest Time

	John didn’t just love Christmas at Christmas time. He loved Christmas all of the time. 

	A Christmas tree (not of the live variety) found a permanent home in the Oh Boy Records’ offices. And John brought another one to the recording studio when he was recording his last studio album, The Tree of Forgiveness. And he reportedly cried when Santa came out at the Radio City Christmas Spectacular. Which seems perfectly normal to me. 

	Oh Boy Records’ very first release in the early 1980s was a red vinyl single with John Prine singing “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus” on the A-side and “Silver Bells” on the B-side. Both songs found a second home on this Christmas EP. 

	Randall Anthony wrote a review of the EP for a publication called Hip Christmas. He says:

	His little holiday record, “A John Prine Christmas,” is … full of sardonic asides in a season known for its sentimentality. This is certainly not a bad thing—given Scrooge or Santa, I’ll choose Ebenezer every time. But, Prine’s thin veil of sincerity isn’t made less opaque by the fact that his Christmas feast seems more like Thanksgiving leftovers, more an odds-and-sods offering to his devoted fans than a genuine celebration of the season. 

	Fair enough. A John Prine Christmas is not earth-shattering. And several of the songs are slightly updated versions of songs that John had already recorded. But, still, any John Prine Christmas is worth celebrating—whether it’s on Christmas Day or in the middle of summer. 

	01 “Everything Is Cool”

	John recorded two versions of this song when he was making The Missing Years. The second version—the one they included on the record—was just John and his acoustic guitar. He used the first take for A John Prine Christmas. In addition to being Christmas’d-up with bells and the like, this is a much fuller arrangement of “Everything is Cool” than the one on The Missing Years. It includes Heartbreaker David Lindley playing (1) the bouzouki, (2) the zither, and (3) an acoustic guitar; another Heartbreaker Benmont Tench playing the keyboards; and third Heartbreaker Howie Epstein playing acoustic and electric guitar, singing background vocals, and producing the song. 

	Some folks might say that “Everything is Cool” is really not much of a Christmas song. But here’s my philosophy on that: For the last decade and a half or so, I’ve put together a Christmas CD/Spotify playlist each year. And my criterion for including a song is simply this: If the word “Christmas” is mentioned anywhere in the song, it’s a Christmas song. Period. So, using that philosophy, “Everything is Cool” is very much a Christmas song. And it’s a good one. 

	02 “All the Best”

	One of John’s greatest songs, “All the Best” was also included on The Missing Years, and it, too, mentions Christmas (“Love is like a Christmas card”). So it, too, passes my Christmas test.

	This version is a live recording from the Coach House in San Juan Capistrano, California. The four-man band consists of John on lead vocals and acoustic guitar, Bill Bonk on acoustic guitar and background vocals, Phil Parlapiano on octave mandolin, and Duane Jarvis on bass. 

	The live version is a terrific rendition of “All the Best,” but the best part of the recording might be its introduction. John tells a classic story of getting a divorce for Christmas a few years earlier. So he went out to buy an electric train—he’d never had one before. John said that he and a friend “nailed it to the dining room table.” Then he paused and added, “Just because we could.” 

	Priceless. 

	03 “Silent Night All Day Long”

	This is probably the most legitimate John Prine Christmas song on the record: John co-wrote it with Bobby Whitlock, it hadn’t been released before, and it’s entirely about Christmas. 

	Oh, and it’s traditional, too. Here’s the chorus:

	We held hands and stared at the lights on the tree

	As if Christmas was invented for you and for me

	When the angel on the treetop requested a song

	We sang, “Silent Night All Day Long”

	It’s actually a little too Christmas-y for me. Sure, a traditional Christmas song can be great. But sometimes that round-about Christmas song is even better. 

	04 “If You Were the Woman and I Was the Man”

	Well, I’ll bite: What does this song, pairing John Prine and the Cowboy Junkies, have to do with Christmas? Even under my very liberal Christmas song rule, “If You Were the Woman and I Was the Man” doesn’t make the cut. 

	As Ronnie D. Lankford, Jr., put it in his review of A John Prine’s Christmas: “One of the songs—a duo with Margo Timmins on ‘If You Were the Woman and I Was the Man’—doesn’t even come close to fitting the holiday spirit (though it may have fit on the Dirty Santa soundtrack).”

	Back in 1992, I went to a John Prine/Cowboy Junkies concert in Philadelphia. The most bizarre part of that show was that John Prine opened for the Cowboy Junkies. That, my friends, was an absolute outrage. Apparently, John and the Cowboy Junkies put together a tour in which they both “headlined,” so they alternated who was the opener and who was the closer. Philadelphia, unfortunately, drew the short stick, with John doing a clipped (but spectacular) set, followed by the sleep-inducing Cowboy Junkies. Most of the crowd was clearly there to see John, so many—too many, I suspect—left the Cowboy Junkies’ set early. 

	In any event, “If You Were the Woman and I Was the Man” does not qualify as a Christmas song, but I’ll happily accept this live version, recorded at the Berkeley Community Theatre. 

	05 “Silver Bells” 

	There’s never been a sultrier version of “Silver Bells,” has there? From John’s Santa saying “Whoa, whoa!” to his reindeer, to Leo LeBlanc’s seductive pedal steel guitar, to Rachel Peer’s subtle harmony vocals, to John asking, “Do you think Santa drives a Cadillac?”—if you’re going to listen to any version of “Silver Bells,” this is it. 

	Hip Christmas’s Randall Anthony said: “Only three songs on A John Prine Christmas qualify as remotely traditional, and the first two were pulled from the red vinyl, 7-inch single Prine used to launch his Oh Boy! label in 1984. Prine gives ‘Silver Bells’ a lovely, Dylanesque reading … .”

	I’m not sure that I hear the Dylan part, but, yes, it sure is lovely. 

	06 “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus

	Flipping the single over from the B-side to the A-side finds a delightful and delighted John singing what I imagine was one of his favorite Christmas tunes. 

	The full band includes a bunch of guitars, a bunch of keyboard players (including Del Wood playing the “honky-tonk piano”), Leo LeBlanc’s steel guitar, Chris Ethridge on bass, Tony Newman on drums, some sleigh bells, and even a couple of tap dancers. 

	Oh, and by the way, as it turns out, Mommy kissed Santa Claus “on the lips!”

	07 “Christmas in Prison”

	This is the second of three times that “Christmas in Prison” appears in this book. It first showed up in Chapter 3, as the third track on Sweet Revenge, and it will resurface again in Chapter 14 as the sixth track on Souvenirs. 

	The first version from 1973 features John’s young, higher, somewhat nasal-y voice, while the third version from 2000 features John’s post-cancer, deeper voice. The rendition at hand kind of splits the difference between those two, although in this case, John’s voice is closer to 2000 than it is to 1973. And this is the only one of the three versions that’s a live recording. 

	John recorded this at Diamond ‘N the Ruff in Nashville, and it was initially broadcast on a show called Live From the District on Nashville radio station WRLT. 

	With just John and his acoustic guitar, it’s among my favorite Christmas songs of all time. 

	08 “A John Prine Christmas”

	The title track from this album is—surprise—not really a Christmas song at all. But it is a fun greeting card, of sorts, from John to listeners everywhere. 

	The greeting card is divided into five parts. Part One is a just a nine-second line from a Willie Nelson song called “Pretty Paper.” Part Two is John sentimentally describing his “Christmas credentials” (including eating an entire red Christmas ornament—which John thought was an apple—when he was three years old). Part Three is John urging us to help out “a stranger … who ain’t doing quite as well as you,” and to “go buy your honey a cuckoo clock or musical, snow shakin’ waterball.” Part Four is John singing a little bit of “Away in the Manger.” And, in Part Five, a polka breaks out.

	So, A John Prine Christmas should be front and center in your Christmas CD collection, because, as John said: “Hell, man, it’s Christmas!”
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	Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings (1995) – The Shadows

	Four years after the success of The Missing Years, it was time for another smartly-named record: Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings. The John Prine bandwagon was growing in the ‘90s, in large part because of the brilliance of The Missing Years. Now a Grammy winner and a movie actor (although maybe not a movie star), John was a very respected singer-songwriter in Nashville. Regular radio play on mainstream country stations still eluded him, and he wasn’t a rock and roll star. But his fanbase was expanding.

	John paired up with Howie Epstein once again to try to recreate the magic of The Missing Years. And they succeeded.

	Robert Christgau gave Lost + Mixed Blessings a solid A, saying: 

	Although ex-Heartbreaker Howie Epstein gets more hooks out of his acoustic warrior than his old boss is tossing off, his idea of radio-ready does leave one waiting for the guitarist to shut up already. But usually that’s because you’re impatient for the next line, and usually it’s a winner.

	Rolling Stone Magazine called the record a “stronger piece of work” than The Missing Years.

	And The New York Times said that Lost Dogs + Missed Blessings “teems with good examples of Mr. Prine’s most gratifying work as a songwriter.” 

	It will come as no surprise that I, too, gave Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings high marks. And those high marks applied to the front cover, as well. It was described perfectly by a writer named Jeffrey Insko, writing for a publication called Avidly shortly after John’s passing:

	The album also features—and this is not a small thing—the most arresting cover art of any Prine album: not another photograph of Prine posing somewhere in dusty jeans, but a painting by the late cartoonist John Callahan depicting a rural scene. In the lower left foreground of the image, an overall-ed devil greets an angel on the front porch of a country shack, while on the right, a succession of crudely drawn yellow dogs ascend on wings into the distant blue sky over three green hills dotted with headstones.

	In addition to the remarkable cover art, the album, like The Missing Years, features fourteen songs, including some of John Prine’s best. Some thought that this record was so good, and so “radio-ready,” that it would bring John major radio play on AAA (Adult Album Alternative) stations. That didn’t exactly happen. But, for what it’s worth, it got major airtime in our house. And not just by me, but my three girls, who, in 1995, were 11, nine, and seven. 

	01 “New Train”

	What an infectious opening. Toe-tapping. Fun. And this:

	You’ll be leaving on a new train

	Far away from this world of pain

	And when you look out your window you’ll see

	Your home your baby and your family

	 

	An uplifting, dawn-of-a-new-era song with a dobro, a pedal steel guitar, and a thumping bass line. 

	And, as you can imagine, three growing girls spent a whole lot of time dancing in our house to “New Train” —also, of course, to TLC, Brandy, Blues Traveler, Mariah Carey, and a host of others. I had some influence on their musical diet, but, as you’d expect, even a new John Prine album had to share time with the pop hits of the day. 

	02 “Ain’t Hurtin’ Nobody”

	With an eerie electric guitar and a soulful organ to open the song, “Ain’t Hurtin’ Nobody” is five minutes of John Prine “walkin’ down the street like Lucky Larue,” reminding us of some of life’s little—and not so little—grievances. 

	Little ones like: “You’d think that waitress could get my order right the first time” —which always confused me, because it’s hard to imagine John Prine complaining about a waitress. (I always imagined John to be a generous tipper, especially on meatloaf day.) But maybe even John had his moments of weakness.

	Bigger grievances include: “Farm machinery eating people’s arms and legs.” 

	John also circles back to his mailman days, recognizing that much of his role was to deliver “more junk mail than the junkyard would hold.” And he importantly reminds us that “Fifty million Elvis Presley fans can’t be all wrong.” 

	But he also wonders why no one “could take the time to sit down and listen to the words to my song.” That one he got mostly wrong. Because, even though John was still not a big-time country star, loyal John Prine fans don’t just listen to his lyrics—we study them. And savor them. 

	A music video of “Ain’t Hurtin’ Nobody” was produced. It was John’s second music video; “Picture Show” was his first. 

	03 “All the Way with You”

	John co-wrote this song with Gary Nicholson. And it sure feels like something John would write in 1995. The second of his “Irish twins” was born in 1995. And he was getting ready to marry—go “all the way” with—Fiona. So John was a happy guy at this time. 

	The phrase “all the way”—the first of a couple of teenage lyrics on the record—takes on a considerably different meaning here. Sure enough, John and Fiona were married in 1996, the year after the record was released. They remained together until his death in 2020.

	 “All the Way with You” is the first of several sweet love songs on Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings. 

	04 “We Are the Lonely”

	Personal ads in newspapers were the Tinder of the 1990s. It’s where the lonely souls went to find others. 

	John and co-writer Gary Nicholson perused the Village Voice, which had a popular personal ad section in the 1990s, for inspiration, but they didn’t find much. As John said in the album’s liner notes: “We didn’t actually use any of them, except for the line ‘straight but curious, 33,’ to which I added ‘seeks survivor at Wounded Knee’ in order to make him a history buff and to throw in a little politics.” 

	It’s a little bit of a snarky song. And the melody is nothing to write home about. But it’s still a fine track on this album. 

	05 “Lake Marie”

	This is the second in the tetralogy of songs in which John speaks a substantial portion of the lyrics. (“Jesus The Missing Years” led off this series; “Safety Joe” on the Fair & Square hit third; and “When I Get to Heaven” on The Tree of Forgiveness was the cleanup hitter.) 

	For “Lake Marie,” John had the idea to write a song that included more talking than singing, and he wanted it to be historical, but that’s all he knew. And then, after a local librarian gave John a tutorial about two lakes in Wisconsin (actually named Elizabeth and Mary), John started putting “Lake Marie” together. 

	The song actually combines a bunch of stories: One about the lakes themselves, one about his on-the-rocks marriage to Rachel Peer, and one about a lurid murder. And, in a way that only John could pull off, the story is both chilling and funny. 

	The New York Times included “Lake Marie” in its list of 15 essential John Prine songs. Rolling Stone Magazine included it in its list of 25. Bob Dylan once said that “Lake Marie” was his favorite John Prine song. And, if I had a list of my favorite John Prine songs (which I still don’t), “Lake Marie” would definitely be on it. In large part because of the lyrics: “You know what blood looks like in a black and white video? Shadows. Shadows!”

	The studio version of “Lake Marie” is fantastic. But in 1997, two years after Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings, John released a record called Live on Tour, which includes a live version of “Lake Marie.” It is absolutely incredible. 

	The brilliance of John and his band doing “Lake Marie” live is why John, in recent years, often used it to close out his concerts. And, of course, with the ending lyrics of: “Ahh baby, we gotta go now,” it’s a perfect send-off from a magical evening with John Prine. 

	06 “Humidity Built the Snowman”

	Following a track like “Lake Marie” is not easy. But “Humidity Built the Snowman” is a particularly worthy follow-up. Opening with and anchored by Phil Parlapiano’s accordion, it’s simply a beautiful song. 

	“Humidity Built the Snowman” is obviously about relationships, how they come and go. Or “skewed looks at human foibles,” as The Los Angeles Times said in its review of the record. 

	But, since I’m originally from Wisconsin and remain an avid snowman-maker, I’d like to think that “Humidity Built the Snowman” is about an actual snowman, too. No? 

	07 “Day is Done”

	This is a simple arrangement of “Day is Done” —just John’s vocals and an acoustic guitar. It’s another pretty love song. But this one, at least in part, sounds a little bit like a relationship between a couple of teenagers. 

	Opening with this:

	Do you like me?

	Well I hope you do

	Cause if you like me

	Then I think I’m gonna to have to like you too

	And landing here:

	We’ll carve our names

	On a tree

	Then we’ll burn it down

	So no one in the world will see

	It sounds like puppy love, right? And it also sounds like new love, the kind that puts butterflies in your stomach, no matter how old you are. John’s romance with Fiona was surely at that stage—and appeared to have remained there until John died. 

	08 “Quit Hollerin’ at Me”

	John goes back to the blues for “Quit Hollerin’ at Me.” With a whiny electric guitar providing the soul for this song, John and co-writer Gary Nicholson might have been a tad bit irritated with someone when they wrote this song. Or maybe they were channeling their own broken relationships. 

	Either way, it’s not among my favorite songs on the record. But with a line like, “They already think my name is/Where in the hell you been,” “Quit Hollerin’ at Me” earns its spot on the album. 

	09 “Big Fat Love”

	John Prine and Gary Nicholson also co-wrote “Big Fat Love.” It feels a little like they were on a two-game losing streak. And the production, with those bizarre backing vocals? Well, let’s just say that it’s puzzling. 

	Neither “Quit Hollerin’ at Me” nor “Big Fat Love” show up on most anyone’s list of essential John Prine songs. But, if I had a list of my least-favorite John Prine songs (which I don’t), I’m pretty sure that “Big Fat Love” would be close to the top. Although the list would be very short. 

	10 “Same Thing Happened to Me”

	John and Gary Nicholson ended their losing streak with “Same Thing Happened to Me.” This song is fun and upbeat. Yep, it’s about unnerving circumstances (“Looks like somethin’ chased you up a tree/Same thing happened to me”), but John’s encouraging and cheerful voice fills this tune with optimism. 

	And the production moves away from whatever was going on in “Big Fat Love.” Pretty guitar licks fill the song, and the backing vocals add depth. 

	It’s a toe-tapper without a chorus. Just four verses, all with the tagline: “Same thing, same thing happened to me.” You won’t hear “Same Thing Happened to Me” in many discussions of classic John Prine songs, but it doesn’t stray far from his roots. 

	11 “This Love is Real”

	This is a straight-up love song, the third one on Lost Dog + Mixed Blessings. These lyrics, co-written by John Prine and Lee Clayton, tell the story:

	I have tasted other lips I thought were true

	I have looked into the eyes I thought were you

	Now touching just to touch

	And feeling just to feel

	I know that this love is real

	Marianne Faithfull’s presence on this song was a surprise. Who is Marianne Faithfull? Well, two days after John passed away, The Delaware Liberal named “Love is Real” as its “Song of the Day,” writing:

	Old heads remember Faithfull as one of the young beauties who flitted around the Rolling Stones in the swingin’ London scene of the mid-60s. She was an aspiring actress and folk singer when she went to a Stones album-release party and was “discovered” by their manager, Andrew Loog Oldham. Before the year was out she had recorded the Jagger-Richards tune As Tears Go By and she was a star.

	Marianne Faithful was hospitalized with COVID-19 on April 4, 2020, on the 25th anniversary of the release of Lost Dogs + Missed Blessings. It was just three days before John died of complications from COVID-19. Marianne, fortunately, was discharged from the hospital about three weeks later. 

	12 “Leave the Lights On”

	If you’re looking for a jam band sound, this is the song for you. I’m not quite sure how “Leave the Lights On” made it on the album, but I know it would join “Big Fat Love” on my imaginary list of least-favorite John Prine songs. 

	The song is credited to John Prine, Howie Epstein, Phil Parlapiano, and Joe Romersa. The group effort didn’t quite live up to John Prine standards. So, in this case, less might have been more. 

	13 “He Forgot That It Was Sunday”

	“He Forgot That It Was Sunday” is another John Prine gem that tends to get overlooked. But this song is a sweet slice-of-life tale, delivered by John’s colorful imagination. Or a “Walter Mitty-like imagination,” as John said in the song notes on the John Prine Shrine website. He went on to say, “I tend to fly off on a fantasy that is incredibly strong … I always try to stick with the original idea of the song, because I trust that inspiration more than I trust my songwriting craft to get the idea across.” 

	In this case, John combined a child-like, simple melody, with his run-amok imagination to create a number of memorable scenes. For example:

	On a dusty pew in a vestibule

	Sits the Devil playing pocket pool

	He’s waiting for the next poor fool

	Who forgot that it was Sunday

	John also broke strict rhyming rules by rhyming the first three lines of each verse, and then skipping the rhyme on the fourth line. But, just to keep us on our toes, in a couple of the verses John alters the pattern. 

	One more thing: “He Forgot That It Was Sunday” mentions Christmas (“The children hum their Christmas carols”), so this song qualifies as a Christmas song. 

	14 “I Love You So Much It Hurts”

	John closes out another album with an old-time country standard. This one was written and recorded by Floyd Tillman20 in 1948. Many musicians and bands have covered it, including Jimmy Wakely (who had a number-one hit with it later in 1948), the Mills Brothers, Tennessee Ernie Ford, Patsy Cline, Ray Charles, and Andy Williams. 

	It’s a perfect companion to the other love songs on Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings, especially to “This Love is Real.” 

	After Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings, John released a live album in 1997, a duets-album almost exclusively filled with cover songs in 1999, and an album of re-recorded John Prine classics in 2000, before finally making a new record of original songs, Fair & Square, in 2005. 

	Still, as Steve Cooper wrote for Perfect Sound Forever in 1997:

	John Prine, twenty-five years in, is in control. His audience is solid and expanding, if not by leaps and bounds, then by steps and hops. He has successfully translated his sound into the latest technology. His songwriting has hit a new stride. He has his own record label. Prine is sitting pretty. After a good quarter-century of amazing work, he’s certainly had it coming.
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	Live on Tour (1997) – The Oddballs 

	John Prine released four live albums over the course of his career: John Prine Live in 1990; Live on Tour in 1997; In Person & On Stage in 2010; and September 78 in 2017. In 2011, he also released The Singing Mailman Delivers, which included live and radio station studio recordings from 1970.

	They are all absolutely terrific albums. John’s song introductions, whether they date way back to 1970 or as recently as 2010, are most often funny and memorable. And the songs. Ah, the songs. There are few things better than hearing John Prine in concert, and these live albums do a laudable job of recreating the magic that John creates on stage. So I highly recommend these albums to anyone who’d like John Prine’s music—which really means I’m recommending these albums to everyone. 

	I’m not reviewing the live albums, because this book is designed to review John Prine’s work “one song at a time,” following the order in which they were released. So I’m focusing on the studio albums. But, lo and behold, Live on Tour includes four songs that were not included on any of the studio albums, so let’s take a stroll through them. 

	01 “Space Monkey”

	The live version of “Space Monkey” is the only recording we have of it. It tells quite a story. But before John told the story about the “Space Monkey,” he told the story of how the story was written. 

	John was sitting in his kitchen with singer-songwriter Peter Case, fully intending to write a three-chord love song. You know, the usual fare. But they took a U-turn and ended up writing a song about a monkey that the Russians put into space in the 1950s. 

	Peter Case is a fine singer-songwriter in his own right. He’s released over a dozen albums, many of which sit in my record collection. A record that he released in 1987—with the great title The Man with the Blue Post-Modern Fragmented Neo-Traditionalist Guitar—is particularly notable. And two of the songs on that record, “Travelin’ Light” and “Poor Old Tom,” are true favorites. But his entire catalogue is very good. 

	Back to the “Space Monkey.” It’s a surreal story about a monkey who got mixed up with the U.S.S.R.’s space program in the days when animals were used as laboratory astronauts. In real life, the Soviet Union launched Sputnik 5 to space in 1960. The rocket ship included two dogs, one rabbit, 40 mice, and two rats, along with fruit flies and plants; they all arrived home safely. In John Prine’s and Peter Case’s story, though, the “Space Monkey” is the only one in the rocket ship. As the story goes: “One day he slipped on a banana peel and the ship lost control/It spun out of orbit and shot out the black hole.” So the “Space Monkey” stayed up there for four decades before finally making it home, where he found out that the Soviet Union no longer existed, and his welcome home greeting was—ahem—less than ceremonial. 

	When John and Peter wrote it, John thought that it would be a “one-joke” song, but this fictional tale has us laughing all the way through. 

	John recorded “Space Monkey” at the Ryman Auditorium in Nashville. 

	02 “If I Could”

	This boot-stomping, line-dancing, fast-paced, upbeat country song was written by Tim Carroll and Keith Sykes. It’s hard to get out of your head. And I imagine that John had a swell time recording it. “If I Could” was recorded at Kiva Recording Studio in Memphis. 

	It’s the old story of a guy who’d much prefer to make money doing something he loves (like fishing, playing his guitar, or making love), but, alas, his factory job just pays more. So, hi ho, hi ho, off to the factory he goes. 

	Benmont Tench’s piano and Jack Holder’s electric guitar trade some fine lead parts, enriched by Robbie Turner’s steel guitar. Gary Belz, Al Bunetta, and Keith Sykes add the backing vocals. 

	03 “Stick a Needle in My Eye”

	This is a simple melody, with some perplexing stream-of-consciousness lyrics. Like:

	Got a load of mashed potatoes

	Holdin’ gravy like a fishin’ hole

	I know something that might sound funny

	I got no money and my buddy’s broke

	So, really, I can’t tell you what this song means. But I can tell you that sometimes we’ve all just had enough of something, and sticking a needle in your eye might seem like a sound alternative. 

	John wrote this song with Pat McLaughlin. The group from Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings—including John Jorgenson, Howie Epstein, Phil Parlapiano, Benmont Tench, and Joe Romersa—joined John and Pat on the recording. Drummer Joe Romersa recorded the song at Huh Sound Theater in Los Angeles. Howie Epstein produced the song. 

	04 “You Mean So Much to Me”

	This tender folk ballad was also recorded with the Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings songs at Huh Sound Theater (the clever name for Howie Epstein’s home studio) in Los Angeles. But this time, John’s only accompaniment was Benmont Tench on the piano. 

	It’s a lovely love song, written by John with Donnie Fritts. 

	I’m thinking of you

	So what else is new

	You mean so much to me

	Even though it was recorded in a studio, it’s a fitting swan song for Live on Tour. 
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	In Spite of Ourselves (1999) – The Duets 

	Duets in country music have a long and storied history. Porter Wagoner and Dolly Parton. George Jones and Tammy Wynette. Johnny Cash and June Carter. Faith Hill and Tim McGraw. Dolly Parton and Kenny Rodgers. And a host of others. 

	For a long time, John Prine was not included on any list of great duet singers. But this all changed with the release of In Spite of Ourselves in 1999. 

	As John puts it in the album’s liner notes: “I like duets. There’s something about two people singing to each other or about each other and finally with each other that sounds really good to me.”

	And it sounds really good to me, too. Listening to Emmylou Harris and Iris DeMent singing with just about anyone is a special treat. And when they’re joining John Prine, it’s sonic Heaven. When you look at the lineup of vocal accompaniments, you know that In Spite of Ourselves is going to be good. 

	And then there are the songs. As John said in the liner notes: “The songs here represent a small portion of my favorite country songs. Some were duets to begin with and some [co-producer Jim] Rooney and I rearranged to become duets.”

	The songs, in addition to being among John’s favorites, are classic, and, for the most part, simple. As Rolling Stone Magazine says in its review of In Spite of Ourselves: “The theme linking these honky-tonk standards and obscurities is fidelity, or the lack thereof, served up with a double shot of wry.” 

	In Spite of Ourselves was the first album that John Prine released since his diagnosis and treatment for neck cancer. So his voice had changed. It was clearly deeper and raspier, but still very recognizable. And, in part to hedge his bets, I imagine, he paired himself with “his favorite girl singers,” and “nearly fell over” when the first nine that he called “said ‘yes.’”

	01 “(We’re Not) The Jet Set”

	“(We’re Not) The Jet Set” was written by esteemed country songwriter Bobby Braddock. And it was originally recorded by George Jones and Tammy Wynette. Talk about classic. And talk about guts. Imagine being a band today and deciding to cover a Beatles song (usually not a great idea). Covering a song that was a mega-hit for mega-stars George Jones and Tammy Wynette just 25 years earlier was no less daunting. But John decided not only to include it on In Spite of Ourselves, but to make it the record’s leadoff song. 

	John chose Iris DeMent to sing with him. Great choice. Iris has a particularly distinctive voice. Some might call it an acquired taste. But, if so, I acquired it the very first time I heard her on the radio. When WXPN in Philadelphia played her song “Our Town” from her debut album, Infamous Angel, one day in 1992, I was hooked from the very first note. And, of course, Iris was a regular opener for John in concerts throughout the years. 

	Iris’s is the first voice you hear on In Spite of Ourselves. And, when covering a song made famous by Tammy Wynette and George Jones, opening it with a unique and captivating voice like Iris’s is a smart move. Iris is every bit as good as Tammy on this song. 

	No, you can’t really compare John Prine’s voice to George Jones’s. But John’s infectious personality comes pouring out as he sings the first line:, “And it was April in Paris when I first held you close to me.” No George? No problem. 

	02 “So Sad (to Watch Good Love Go Bad)”

	Two songs into the record, we’ve got two songs with parenthesis in the title. 

	“So Sad (to Watch Good Love Go Bad)” was originally an Everly Brothers song, written by Don Everly. Don and Phil Everly made a whole lot of beautiful music together, and their voices blended perfectly, as family voices often do. 

	“So Sad (to Watch Good Love Go Bad)” stayed on the Billboard charts for about three months in 1960. And it’s been covered a number of times, perhaps most famously by Emmylou Harris on her Last Date album in 1982, but also by the likes of Hank Williams, Jr. and Lois Johnson in 1970, along with Don Everly himself in 1977. 

	So, did this song “need” to be covered again? Well, if John Prine is doing it, absolutely.

	In John’s version on In Spite of Ourselves, John does the duet with Connie Smith, who recorded a version herself in 1976. Connie’s solo rendition is a little more upbeat than both the Everly Brothers original and the duet she does with John; her original cover includes strings, horns, a keyboard, oohs and ahs, and a much fuller arrangement. 

	John, on the Spotify commentary for this record, said: “The first person that I sang with on this duet record, In Spite of Ourselves, was Connie Smith.” And he went on to say that he was “shaking in my boots ‘cause Connie is such an excellent singer.” But he also described Connie as “so comfortable to work with,” and added that he “really enjoyed singing with her.” 

	03 “Wedding Bells/Let’s Turn Back the Years” 

	For the third track on In Spite of Ourselves, John chose to combine two songs: “Wedding Bells” and “Let’s Turn Back the Years.” These Hank Williams hits meld together seamlessly. Truth be told, back in the day, when I first heard this “song,” I did not realize that it was a medley (which tells you that I’m not a Hank Williams aficionado—although I’m very much a Hank Williams fan). 

	“Wedding Bells” was actually written by Claude Boone, but it was a huge success for Hank Williams in 1949. “Let’s Turn Back the Years” was written by Hank Williams, and was released in 1951. Both are classic old-timey country songs. And neither was written as a duet. 

	But John and producer Jim Rooney rearranged the songs for duets. And John asked Lucinda Williams to join him on the medley. Lucinda, like Iris DeMent, has a unique voice. A little raspy. With a little drawl. A perfect complement to John. 

	On the Spotify commentary, John described a longtime affection for Hank Williams songs. “I used to sing them for my dad,” he said. And he decided to ask Lucinda Williams to sing them with him because he “knew that she was a big Hank Williams fan.” 

	04 “When Two Worlds Collide”

	One of the most-covered songs ever is “When Two Worlds Collide.” Written by Roger Miller and Bill Anderson, it was originally released by Roger Miller (of “King of the Road” fame) in 1961. The song, about two people in love who struggle to mesh their worlds together, is classic country fare. And, it’s a song that John Prine could’ve written if it hadn’t been written already—although John might have “wry’d” it up a little because, for the most part, John doesn’t write quite so sentimentally. 

	The song has been covered by an all-star group of country singers: Jim Reeves, Jerry Lee Lewis, George Jones, Dottie West, Ronnie Milsap, Willie Nelson, and many others. Few, if any, of the other versions were duets. John asked Trisha Yearwood to join him on the arrangement he made with Jim Rooney. 

	Trisha Yearwood was a big country star in the 1990s—and, as an aside, her 1991 hit, “She’s in Love with The Boy,” was a favorite in our house, in large part because I played it often for our seven-, five-, and three-year-old girls. 

	It is noteworthy that John asked a prominent country star to join him on this song, when he generally worked with niche artists like Iris DeMent and Lucinda Williams, or classic icons like Connie Smith and Melba Montgomery. 

	Trisha’s work here is solid. She has a great voice. No doubt about that. But it might be that this old country standard would have sounded more authentic with a voice like Dolly Parton’s, Loretta Lynn’s, or that of another veteran country icon, rather than a younger star. Either way, the song fits nicely on this album. 

	05 “Milwaukee Here I Come”

	Well, this song has a special place in my heart because, as you know, I’m from Milwaukee. And, unlike a whole lot of other American cities, there aren’t many songs about Milwaukee. 

	This one, “Milwaukee Here I Come,” was written by Lee Fykes. It was initially recorded by George Jones and Brenda Carter in 1968, when Brenda Carter was just a teenager. George Jones also sang the song with Tammy Wynette. Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner also recorded a version in 1969. And several others, including Jerry Lee Lewis (who covered plenty of songs in his career), also recorded versions of “Milwaukee Here I Come.” 

	The original version of the song has a bit of a bluegrass feel. John, though, slowed down the tempo a little. And he brought in Melba Montgomery to join him. Melba Montgomery recorded a number of duets in the 1960s and 1970s with George Jones, Grand Ole Opry member Charlie Louvin, and Gene Pitney. 

	Melba was only 61 when she recorded “Milwaukee Here I Come” with John Prine. But she was considered an old-timer then. For example, Modern Vinyl, in its 2016 review of In Spite of Ourselves, suggested that Prine and Montgomery had “two frail and damaged voices,” but also said that their voices “both [complement] and contrast one another.” 

	I’m not sure how much singing Melba was doing in 1999 when she recorded “Milwaukee Here I Come,” but back then she was writing more than she was performing. She wrote songs for quite a few country stars, including George Jones, Patty Loveless, George Strait, Reba McEntire, and Randy Travis. 

	Whether Melba intended to record in 1999 before John asked her to join him in the studio, her not-at-all “frail” or “damaged” voice truly complements John’s on this tribute to my hometown. 

	06 “I Know One”

	“I Know One” was written by Jack Clement, and it was initially recorded and released by Jim Reeves in 1960. Jack Clement was an inspiration for John back in the late 1970s, and John had been listening to a whole lot of Jim Reeves as he was contemplating this album, so it’s no surprise that John chose to cover a Jack Clement-written, Jim Reeves-performed song.

	And it was also no surprise that John asked Emmylou Harris to sing it with him. Except for maybe Dolly Parton, I don’t think that there is a prettier voice in country music—or anywhere, for that matter—than Emmylou Harris’s. If you agree with me, you’ll love this version of “I Know One.” Emmylou is simply spectacular. She has an impressive ability to harmonize and carry the song at the same time. 

	And with the spectacular pedal steel by Al Perkins, fiddle and mandolin by Sam Bush, lead guitar by Jason Wilber, and piano by Glen Hardin, this duet perfectly captures the spirit of old-time country music. 

	07 “It’s a Cheating Situation”

	Written by Sonny Throckmorton and Curly Putman, “It’s a Cheating Situation” was released in 1979 as the title track to an album by Moe Bandy, originally recorded with Janie Fricke. Although it has the feel and sound of an old-time country song, it was only 20 years old when John decided to record it. 

	John asked Dolores Keane to accompany him. Dolores, a well-known singer in Ireland (but not so much in the U.S.), was introduced to John by his wife, Fiona. According to the Spotify commentary for In Spite of Ourselves, John had seen Dolores a number of times. “I thought it’d be neat if me and Dolores could maybe do a couple of songs on this duet record,” he said. 

	Dolores’s strong Irish brogue is a real contrast to John’s Midwestern (with a hint of Kentucky) accent, and the result is delightful. So his duets with Dolores are welcome additions to the record. 

	08 “Back Street Affair”

	This song is a true country trailblazer. Written by Billy Wallace and Jimmy Rule in the early 1950s, the song, according to Hank Williams: The Biography,21 was initially offered to Hank Williams, but Hank’s manager and music publisher wouldn’t let him record it because they thought that it was too risqué for the times. Hank Williams disagreed, but never recorded it. 

	Webb Pierce, though, heard Hank Williams sing it live on the radio and decided that he’d be bold enough to record it. So he did, and he ended up with a number-one single in 1952. Loretta Lynn and Conway Twitty recorded it as a duet in 1972. And Van Morrison recorded a version in 2006 on his country album, Pay the Devil.

	After hearing her sing a couple of Webb Pierce songs on a tribute album, John chose Patty Loveless as his duet partner for “Back Street Affair.” Patty was a shining country star in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but by the time she joined John in the studio in 1999, her stardom had faded a bit. Still, she’s had a remarkable career, and her duet with John Prine was great for John, Patty, and the record. 

	“Back Street Affair” is another song that sounds an awful lot like a John Prine original. And John’s idea to arrange it as a duet was simply genius. 

	09 “Loose Talk”

	Hardy Turner wrote “Loose Talk” in 1954. It became a number-one hit for Carl Smith in 1955. Then, in 1960, Buck Owens and Rose Maddox covered it as a duet. The upbeat tune tells the story about a happily-married couple who are the subject of “lots of loose talking” and gossip. It’s classic country music material.

	John was particularly aware of local gossip. As you’ll recall from Chapter 10, when John learned that Jesus was “missing” from the ages of 12 to 30, he was shocked. Well, he explained one reason why he found it so unbelievable: “I snuck away on this fishing trip once with this waitress for a couple of days, and, by the time we got back to Nashville, everyone knew where we were.” 

	So it’s no surprise that John included “Loose Talk” on In Spite of Ourselves. John asked Connie Smith to join him on this song. John and Connie fit together so naturally on the tune, you’d mistake them for a married couple having this conversation for real. And the acoustic production—with Jason Wilber on acoustic guitar, David Jacques on upright bass, Phil Parlapiano and mandolin and accordion, Dan Dugmore on dobro, Paul Griffith on drums, and Pat McInerney on percussion—perfectly suits this old-time country song.

	10 “Let’s Invite Them Over” 

	As John Prine explains on the Spotify commentary: “Another song that Iris Dement and I chose to do was, as far as I know, the only song in country music or even pop music that deals with wife-swapping.”

	“Let’s Invite Them Over” was written by Onie Wheeler. It was initially recorded by George Jones and Melba Montgomery in 1963. The original flawlessly captures the sadness and catch-22 of the moment:

	I know why you’re lonely

	And I know why you’re blue

	You’re lonesome to see him

	And you long to see her too

	We’re not in love with each other

	We’re in love with our best friends

	So let’s invite them over again

	John and Iris expertly trade lines in this groundbreaking song, which touches on a topic that would have made Hank Williams’ manager uncomfortable. 

	11 “‘Til a Tear Becomes a Rose” 

	The surprising thing here is that Fiona Prine isn’t a country music star in her own right. Both her lead vocals and harmony on “‘Til a Tear Becomes a Rose” are beautiful. 

	In a YouTube video that was recorded in October of 2019, Fiona tells the story of her involvement in the record. She offers a little history about the birth of the album, explaining that John wrote “In Spite of Ourselves” for a movie that he was in with Billy Bob Thornton. As he wrote the song, he could “hear” himself singing the song with Iris DeMent, which inspired him to make an album of duets. Then Fiona says: 

	John and I have always sang together, in the kitchen, in the car. And that’s just what we do. Not very well. But that’s what we do. And he asked me if I would sing one of our favorites for the record. I was a little daunted at first. But after all we had come through together, and watching him make the really miraculous recovery that he made, I felt that it was kind of appropriate that we sang “‘Til a Tear Becomes a Rose” together.

	As it turns out, it was way more than “appropriate.” It was brilliant. 

	In 1999, “‘Til a Tear Becomes a Rose” was not a particularly old song. Leon Everette wrote and recorded it in 1985. Shortly afterward, Keith Whitley and Lorrie Morgan covered it, but their version wasn’t released until 1990, a year after Keith Whitley died. 

	Although Keith and Lorrie’s version is lovely, John and Fiona’s version makes you want to cry. In addition to Fiona’s sweet vocals, John and Fiona’s version includes the superb mandolin—with a whole lot of tremolo—by Kieran Kane. 

	12 “In a Town This Size”

	Speaking of Kieran Kane—he wrote “In a Town This Size” in 1998. So it’s clearly not an old country standard. But it sure feels like one. Kieran doesn’t sing the song as a duet, although there are some backing vocals on his version; it sounds like something plucked out of the 1950s

	In arranging the song as a duet, John makes the song his own. Dolores Keane joins him again, and her vocals make it easy to imagine the “town this size” to be somewhere on the west coast of Ireland. 

	In a town this size, there’s no place to hide

	Everywhere you go you meet someone you know

	You can’t steal a kiss in a place like this

	How the rumors do fly in a town this size

	We were lucky enough to take a family trip to the west coast of Ireland several years ago. We didn’t hear any rumors, but it’s one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been. 

	13 “We Could”

	For the thirteenth song on In Spite of Ourselves, John travels back to the 1950s. 

	Felice Bryant wrote “We Could” in 1955, and the song was originally recorded by Little Jimmy Dickens (called “Little” in part because he stood just 4’11”). Later, the song became a hit for both Al Martino (on the pop charts) and Charlie Pride (on the country charts). But John was the first to record it as a duet.

	“I’ve always loved the song,” John said on the Spotify commentary. “And I always thought it could be done as a duet. So, as long as I had Iris in the studio with me, I thought, ‘Let’s do that one, too, Iris.’”

	14 “We Must Have Been Out of Our Minds”

	John called on Melba Montgomery again for “We Must Have Been Out of Our Minds,” which was an interesting choice. She wrote the song, and had already made a splash with it. Melba recorded it as a duet with George Jones in 1963, and it soared to the top five on the country charts. It was Melba’s first chart-topping song. 

	 Thirty-six years after its initial release, she got to reimagine her song with John Prine. 

	As John said on the Spotify commentary: 

	We sang [“We Must Have Been Out of Our Minds”] a couple of times. Then I took it home and was listening to it. And a week later I asked Melba if she’d come back in the studio. And she said, “Is there something I did wrong?” And I said, “No, no, I can’t figure out what’s the matter with this.” And it turns out that, I didn’t know, but Melba told me that George Jones sang harmony every time he did duets, and that’s why they sounded the way they did. And I can’t sing harmony for nothin’, so this is our version of me and Melba Montgomery singing “We Must Have Been Out of Our Minds” in unison. 

	Buddy Emmons pedal steel and Gene Wooten’s dobro augment John and Melba’s collaboration. 

	15 “In Spite of Ourselves”

	Finally, on the fifteenth track—the namesake of this notable record—comes a glorious John Prine original. John wrote “In Spite of Ourselves” for Daddy and Them, the Billy Bob Thornton movie in which John appeared. John played Billy Bob Thornton’s brother. Andy Griffith played their dad. 

	Reflecting on the song, producer Jim Rooney said that, after several songs on the album were recorded, John found a sore on his neck. Shortly thereafter, John was diagnosed with squamous cell carcinoma—cancer in his neck. The album, of course, was put on hold, and John began receiving treatment at MD Anderson Cancer Center (affiliated with the University Texas) in Houston. Rooney said that, although “the prognosis was good … no one knew if [John] would ever be able to sing again.” But, after successful surgery and other treatment, John was on the road to recovery. Day by day, with the help of a personal trainer, his strength and voice came back. 

	Jim Rooney then explained:

	That December, John played [“In Spite of Ourselves”] for me in his car. I was laughing because the song was so funny, such a quirky John Prine song; I was crying because John was singing! I just looked at John and said, “You’re back! Your voice is back!” and he smiled his biggest ever John Prine smile. It was one of the happiest days of my life. We soon jumped right back into the studio to finish what we had started nearly a year earlier. We had learned a big lesson in patience. 

	If this song is not the perfect country duet, I’m not sure what is. It was the first duet that John had ever written, and it’s now widely-considered to be among the greatest country duets of all time.

	Although Iris DeMent sang the song with John, after John sent her the song, telling her that she “might find some of these words objectionable,” he didn’t hear back from her for several weeks. So John called her. As he tells the story in the Spotify commentary, when John asked Iris if she’d sing the song with him, she replied: “Not while my mother is still alive.” 

	16 “Dear John (I Sent Your Saddle Home)”

	John ends the album with another title featuring a parenthetical. But, oddly, John’s first duet-record ends with a solo song. 

	Aubrey Gass and Tex Ritter wrote “Dear John (I Sent Your Saddle Home),” and Hank Williams recorded it in 1951. Although it was considered the “A” side of the single, the “B” side, “Cold, Cold Heart,” ended up being the bigger hit for Hank Williams, but “Dear John (I Sent Your Saddle Home)” did make it up to number eight on the country charts. The Hank Williams version is simply referred to as “Dear John,” without the parenthetical.

	Rather than arranging the song as a duet, John gathers his recording band, which called themselves “The Grifting Cowboys,” to add backing vocals. The Grifting Cowboys included producer and acoustic guitarist Jim Rooney, electric guitarist Jason Wilber, fiddler Shawn Camp, pedal steel player Al Perkins, pianist Glen D. Hardin, upright bassist David Jacques, drummer Pat McInerney, and Duke Duczer. 

	In Spite of Ourselves was interrupted for over a year by cancer, treatment, and rehabilitation. In spite of it all, John survived this difficult time. And, as John told his fans in “A Personal Message from John Prine” in April 1999, he came out on the other side feeling “a whole lot better” than he had “felt in a long time.” John also told his fans: “I’m looking forward to getting back on the road and singing my songs. Hopefully my neck is looking forward to its job of holding my head up above my shoulders.”

	And, just a year later, John rewarded his fans with a new album of old, classic John Prine songs. 
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	Souvenirs (2000) – The Classics Redux 

	After John completed In Spite of Ourselves, having proven that he could still sing after his bout with squamous cell cancer, John decided to re-record a bunch of his classic songs, mostly from the early 1970s. 

	According to Eileen Tilson, Oh Boy Records’ Director of Marketing, John didn’t much like the sound of his voice on his early recordings. So re-recording these classic songs gave John an opportunity to use his mature, post-cancer voice to breathe new life into them. And, of course, it also allowed John and Oh Boy Records to own master recordings of at least these versions of the songs; his old record labels, Atlantic Records and Asylum Records, owned the masters to the songs on his first seven albums. 

	Most importantly, though, this album, released in 2000, introduced these lovely songs to a whole new generation of John Prine fans. And, for those of us who are never able to get enough of his music, new versions are always welcome. 

	John knew just how gorgeous and comfortable the songs on Souvenirs are. He said this on the liner notes: “These songs are beautiful. They have been faithful companions throughout the years, never letting me down and constantly making new friends, even when I was sleeping.” 

	And these songs have been faithful companions to many of us, too. 

	Americans almost missed out on this record. It was initially only going to be released in Europe because John “always wanted to be popular in Germany.” But the powers that be at Oh Boy Records finally decided to release Souvenirs in America, too, because John said that he “would like to be popular there as well.”22 

	How lucky! 

	01 “Souvenirs” 

	It wouldn’t make much sense to release an album called Souvenirs if you didn’t include one of your most famous songs of the same name. 

	John originally wrote “Souvenirs” because he thought that he needed a new song to play for his audience at the Fifth Peg in Chicago. In 2009, he told the story to Paul Zollo for American Songwriter:

	I wrote that in my car. A 65 Chevelle. Driving to the Fifth Peg. Like the fifth or sixth time playing there … They told me to do three sets of 45 minutes. So about the fifth time I was driving down there I thought, God, the same people are gonna be sitting there. I better have a new song. So I wrote “Souvenirs” in the car on the way down. And then I thought that I’d come up with a melody. And I thought I had come up with a pretty sophisticated melody in my head, and I was surprised to find out it had the same three chords that all my other songs have. Really surprised. I thought I had written a jazz melody. 

	This song is closely associated with Steve Goodman, in large part because the original recording featured Steve and John trading lead vocals and guitar licks. The new version, though, was recorded well after 1984, when Steve died of leukemia. He was 36. 

	It’s a delightful rendition. But, in my unscientific poll of the members of The John Prine Album Club, the original version was preferred. Which is fine. Even if the original version is ever-so-slightly “superior,” the more versions of “Souvenirs,” the better. Right? 

	02 “Fish and Whistle” 

	For a song that John intended to be the worst one could write, “Fish and Whistle” sure has created a remarkable life for itself. Not only did it lead off Bruised Orange, but it found itself in the recording studio again for Souvenirs.

	The engineering/sound on Souvenirs is considerably better than it was on Bruised Orange, but John’s higher, pre-cancer voice may have worked a little bit better for this child-friendly song. And the penny whistle on the original version is a true delight. 

	Still, the new version shows off John’s guitar-picking skills, and, in place of the penny whistle, it features Phil Parlapiano on the accordion (which is spelled “accordian,” for reasons unknown, on the Souvenirs liner notes). So although some may prefer the original version, a John Prine remake of this song couldn’t earn any grade lower than an A+. 

	As you can imagine, “Fish and Whistle” has been covered often. Shane Nicholson’s version, with its a cappella opening, is particularly worthwhile. 

	03 “Far from Me”

	This song is simply tailor-made for John’s “new” voice. It’s a melancholy tune, and his post-cancer cover of it is beautiful.

	John’s acoustic guitar guides us through the first two verses, and then the band joins in, gently accompanying him through the rest of the song. With Stu Basore on pedal steel guitar, Jason Wilber on electric lead guitar, and Phil Parlapiano on piano, it sounds like their instruments are crying. 

	Both versions of “Far from Me” are incredible, but, if I have to choose one, well— “A question ain’t really a question if you know the answer too.” So I’m taking the Souvenirs version. It brings tears to my eyes. 

	04 “Angel from Montgomery”

	Bonnie Raitt’s “Angel from Montgomery” is the most famous version of this song. On the date that I’m writing this, Bonnie’s cover has garnered nearly 20 million listens on Spotify. John’s original, which is no slouch, has been listened to over 15 million times on Spotify. 

	Of course, folks listen to music on a whole lot of other platforms, and hopefully some folks are still listening to—and buying—LPs and CDs (or at least buying music online rather than just listening on platforms such as Spotify, Apple Music, and YouTube). But the point here is that “Angel from Montgomery” is a very popular song. 

	Still, John’s “new” version on Souvenirs enriched the “Angel from Montgomery” library. The mandolin, with its glorious tremolo, is exquisite throughout the song—especially in the beginning. And John’s deeper voice suits the tune and lyrics well. The “Angel from Montgomery” library, incidentally, is full of covers of the song, but one of the more interesting versions is Tanya Tucker’s, which was included on her 1978 album, TNT, and features backing vocals by none other than John Prine. 

	As Paul Zollo writes in his article, “Behind the Song: ‘Angel from Montgomery,’” which was published in American Songwriter in the summer of 2020: “‘Angel from Montgomery’ is one of the most powerful examples of what’s now known as a ‘John Prine song.’” 

	And what is a “John Prine song”? Well, as Talia Schlanger says in her 2018 World Cafe interview with John, it’s a song by a man who is “warm and funny,” “writes with humor and heart,” and “cares about people and their smallest details.” 

	So very true. Which is why a second studio version of the song from John is 100% warranted, and 100% welcome. 

	05 “Donald and Lydia”

	The most obvious difference between the 2000 version of “Donald and Lydia” and the original 1971 version is John’s voice. His deeper pitch and matured timbre renew the song. 

	Another difference is the arrangement. The new version begins simply, with nothing but John and his acoustic guitar, and then builds with the addition of Stu Basore’s pedal steel guitar. The original featured Leo LeBlanc’s pedal steel guitar right from the opening verse. 

	Although, overall, I prefer the Souvenirs version of “Donald and Lydia,” I do miss the magic that Leo LeBlanc brought to every accompaniment. 

	Steve Goodman’s cover of “Donald and Lydia,” incidentally, is splendid. 

	06 “Christmas in Prison”

	Continuing the theme of preferring John’s deeper voice to his mid-twenties voice, I find the Souvenirs version of “Christmas in Prison” spectacular. It’s a Christmas ballad that literally gives me goosebumps. 

	And, with the addition of Phil Parlapiano on the accordion, this song was well-worth re-recording. 

	This is the third of three recordings of “Christmas in Prison” that have appeared on John’s studio albums. All three are outstanding. 

	07 “Storm Windows”

	The production on the original “Storm Windows” was dynamic, featuring producer Barry Beckett’s piano, John Burns’ lead electric guitar, and Leo LeBlanc’s steel guitar. “Storm Windows” the song was a high point on Storm Windows the album. 

	The re-recorded version on Souvenirs is good. It starts off with John Prine and his acoustic guitar, then Phil Parlapiano joins in with his pretty piano. Later, Phil adds his Hammond B3 organ. And Pat McLaughlin’s harmony vocals are gorgeous. 

	But, overall, the John Prine Album Club’s very unscientific poll concluded that the original was better. I agree. 

	08 “Grandpa Was a Carpenter”

	 “Grandpa Was a Carpenter” is a great song whenever and however it’s played. Original John Prine recording? Great! Live version? Great! Cover version by the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band (featuring John Prine)? Great! Cover version by a relatively obscure bluegrass band called The Neighbors? Great! Re-recorded version by John Prine? Great! 

	In the new version of this song, John Prine sounds like a grandpa himself. And, with Shawn Camp chiming in with his fiddle, the old-time country/bluegrass feel is completely preserved. 

	And, even though Grandpa “voted for Eisenhower because Lincoln won the war,” I’d like to think that Grandpa would have voted for Joe Biden in 2020. Right? 

	Oh, I don’t know about that “brown necktie.” But the song? Great! 

	09 “The Late John Garfield Blues”

	This is another song that seems to be pretty much written for John’s new, deeper voice. He absolutely nails the vocals on this version. 

	The re-recording also features Phil Parlapiano on piano and accordion, Jason Wilber doing some delicate lead guitar, and Stu Basore on the pedal steel guitar. 

	The richer production on this version serves “The Late John Garfield Blues” very well. 

	But the best version of “The Late John Garfield Blues,” perhaps, can be found on John’s 2010 live album, In Person & On Stage; John sings the song as a duet with Sara Watkins, whose vocals are simply spectacular. 

	10 “Blue Umbrella”

	Always one of my favorite John Prine songs, “Blue Umbrella” got even better when John re-recorded it. This newer arrangement, featuring just John’s vocals and acoustic guitar, is simply beautiful. 

	The re-recorded version also demanded the attention of many members of The John Prine Album Club. Although most everyone liked the original, some didn’t realize just how remarkable this song was until they listened to the one on Souvenirs. 

	If you really want to study “Blue Umbrella,” listen to the live version on The Singing Mailman Delivers.23 John introduces this song by saying, “This is a song about leaving. I imagine everybody here has been left by somebody, sometime. If you ain’t, you don’t know what you’re missing.” Truer words were never spoken. 

	11 “Six O’Clock News”

	Count “Six O’Clock News” as yet another song that finds a comfortable home in John’s older voice. This gruesome tale, as told by a more authoritative and mature John Prine, carries even more weight. 

	John slows the song down in the Souvenirs version, stretching it out to over four and half minutes, as compared to the original, which came in at fewer than three minutes. The arrangement, which adds more of Phil Parlapiano’s sorrowful piano and accordion, along with Jason Wilber’s splendid lead electric guitar, is simply spectacular. 

	If you liked the original, you’ll absolutely love this re-recorded version. 

	12 “People Puttin’ People Down”

	This version of the song perplexes me. It’s included on Souvenirs, but I have no idea why. John had recorded “People Puttin’ People Down” in the 1980s and included it on Aimless Love, which was the first album John recorded for his label. So John already owned the master tapes to the song. 

	And, to add to the mystery, the version on Souvenirs is not all that different from the original on Aimless Love. Yes, the new rendition opens with an organ that makes the song sound like something you’d hear in church on Sunday. Yes, the new version features a lot of piano. And it’s true that the original has a full arrangement with a trio of backing vocalists, while the new version mostly features John’s solo vocals. And, yes, the new version runs a solid four minutes, while the original is 2:49. 

	But John’s vocals sound almost identical on both versions. 

	I assume that the “new” version was recorded in 2000 with the rest of Souvenirs. But it sounds like it could have been an alternative take from 1984’s Aimless Love.

	13 “Sam Stone”

	There are two schools of thought here. 

	One: This song is so iconic that it has nowhere else to go; there’s no reason for John Prine to cover it. 

	Two: This song is so iconic that it has endless potential; there’s every reason for John Prine to cover it.

	For me, it’s easy to select option two. I actually like the original a little bit better, probably because it’s so deeply etched in my mind. But, if it had been up to me, John Prine would have recorded at least two versions of every song that he ever wrote. Because, you know—the more, the better. 

	Like many of the other songs on Souvenirs, John’s deeper voice sounds lovely on this version of “Sam Stone.” John’s acoustic guitar picking is superb. And, once again, Phil Parlapiano’s Hammond B3 organ and accordion add the perfect touch. 

	In the 2018 interview with Talia Schlanger on World Cafe, John said this about “Sam Stone”: “I don’t do a show today without doing that song. It’s just as strong today, if not stronger … You know, in America, with as much wealth as we have, to treat veterans like that, it’s just crazy is what it is. So ‘Sam Stone’ is pro-veteran, antiwar.”

	“Sam Stone” was originally named “Great Society Conflict Veteran’s Blues.” If you want to hear John’s original, listen to both the studio version and the live version of “Great Society Conflict Veteran’s Blues” on The Singing Mailman Delivers. 

	14 “Please Don’t Bury Me”

	This was an easy decision for The John Prine Album Club: The original is better. It was unanimous. Why? Well, probably because this fun-loving song is wholeheartedly suited to John’s 1973 twangy voice, accompanied by the bluegrass-like band and backing vocals. 

	The re-recorded version is absolutely fine. It features Shawn Camp on the fiddle, giving the song an old-time feel. On the piano, Phil Parlapiano sounds like he could be playing in an old western saloon. But the Souvenirs version just doesn’t quite have the spunk that the original has. 

	One version, though, that absolutely rocks is the live recording on September 78, the live album that Oh Boy Records released in 2017. 

	And, as an added bonus, the live version comes right before John’s live cover of Elvis Presley’s “Treat Me Nice,” which we’ll discuss in Chapter 20. 

	15 “Hello in There”

	There are a whole lot of covers of “Hello in There.” Jason Isbell’s version is probably as sweet as any of them. But many others—including Kris Kristofferson with Joan Baez, Gillian Welsh and David Rawlings, 10,000 Maniacs, Jeffrey Foucault, Bette Midler, and David Allan Coe—have all admirably covered it. Bette Midler’s version is found on her Grammy-winning album, The Divine Miss M, released in 1972. 

	As the years have gone by, this song has become more and more iconic, if that’s possible. And both of John’s versions are spectacular. If you forced me to choose a favorite, I’d probably choose the one on Souvenirs. 

	But my all-time favorite version of “Hello in There” is the track on John’s 1990 album, John Prine Live. It’s just John, his acoustic guitar, and a very attentive audience. 

	On The Singing Mailman Delivers, John’s very young voice sings the song twice, once in the radio station studio and once live. On the live version, John introduces it by saying, “It’s about old people. Over eighty.” 
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	Fair & Square (2005) – The True Love 

	John Prine was very busy in the decade between 1995 and 2005. After he released Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings, he released Live on Tour in 1997. Then John started work on In Spite of Ourselves. But the recording of that album got interrupted by cancer and treatment and rehab and a whole new John Prine voice. Then he finished In Spite of Ourselves, and moved on to re-recording many of his classic songs for Souvenirs in 2000. And then, finally, five years after Souvenirs and a decade after Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings, John released a new album of mostly original songs. 

	Many of the songs on Fair & Square were co-written. Some, though, are solo John Prine efforts. And a few are covers. As usual, all of the songs are worthy. 

	And, in addition to the 12 songs on the record, there are two “bonus tracks” included on the LPs and CDs. And as a double bonus, there are four more songs that were released as part of what’s called the Fair & Square EP. You will find the first two bonus tracks on Spotify and other online platforms as part of Fair & Square, but the four songs from the Fair & Square EP show up separately. 

	As an aside, music these days is too readily available. Just click on an app, punch up a song title, and voila! There it is. And, when you listen to it, the songwriter/artist gets paid some small fraction of a penny. But when you possess a physical LP or CD, you get the album art and the liner notes, and you get to more fully support a musician. And, for many of us, having a physical record or CD changes the experience, because it almost forces us to listen to the album from front to back, in the manner that the artist intended it to be heard. Of course, you can do that with digital music, but the digital format encourages us to bounce around from album to album, artist to artist, by feeding us algorithmic playlists and “radio stations.” LPs and CDs invite us to pay more attention to the music, to listen intentionally, which, I think, is a good thing. So I’m happy to buy records and CDs, still—even though I’m as guilty as many of listening to music on Spotify and other digital platforms. 

	In any event, Fair & Square (including the accompanying EP) was well worth the wait. I, and probably many John Prine fans, were starting to wonder if John was ever going to make another record. But he did. And it’s a beauty. 

	Michael Jurkovic, writing for Folk & Acoustic Music Exchange, says: “Fair & Square full heartedly snuggles up alongside the man’s best–Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings, John Prine, Sweet Revenge, and Bruised Orange. Prickly, deadpan, and back porch beautiful, Prine settles into the details of this life and invites us to do the same.” 

	As Brett Hagerman, writing for an article in Canada’s Exclaim!, says: 

	We always knew John Prine’s heart was delicate, but, as one of America’s most cherished songwriters, Prine has always had the knack to make us chuckle at his latest heartbreak. On Fair & Square, his first solo studio record in ten years, not only do we get a fair share of heartbreak, foolish situations and rejection, but he has thrown out the heavy-handed radio-rock production that plagued much of Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings and taken over the production duties himself returning to more organic, and certainly delicate, performances of his material. 

	John co-produced the record with Gary Paczosa, who also recorded and mixed the record. The album was recorded at The Butcher Shoppe, Seventeen Grand Recording, and Minutia Recording Studio, three Nashville recording studios. 

	This is simply a great album. And, as Richard Marcus writes for blogcritics.org: “Although Fair & Square wasn’t written for you alone, it sure feels like it was, and there’s no finer feeling than having a CD performed just for you.” 

	01 “Glory of True Love”

	The leadoff song on Fair & Square is an upbeat toe-tapper. It’s a happy melody. And it’s a happy topic: True love. John, as always, nails it:

	Oh, the glory of true love

	Is a wild and precious thing

	It don’t grow on old magnolias

	Or only blossom in the spring

	No, the glory of true love

	Is it will last your whole life through

	Never will go out of fashion

	Always will look good on you

	If you look back at all of John Prine’s studio albums, from John Prine to Souvenirs, you won’t find a leadoff song about “true love.” “Lulu Walls” comes close, I suppose. And lots of albums have fun, upbeat songs as the first track on Side One. But a straight up love song? Nope. 

	This love song, co-written by John and Roger Cook, though, kind of breaks the “rules” about love songs. It’s not slow and sentimental. It’s not particularly serious. It’s, as John Prine is likely to be, irreverent, but sweet at the same time. As Richard Marcus wrote in his review for blogcritics.org:

	Songs like “Glory of True Love” sings the praises and itemizes the merits of true love in terms we can all relate to, but without being simple or melodramatic. The tune is so up-tempo and cheerful, you wonder why everyone else makes such a meal out of the subject.

	Perfect. 

	In his introduction of the live version of this song on In Person & On Stage, John said that he prefers to write by himself, because it’s hard to know sometimes what your co-writer is thinking. John then said: “You’re supposed to be writing about the same idea. And sometimes I sit there and look across the table and wonder, ‘Gee, I wonder what they’re thinking.’ You know, like when we were writing this song, in particular, I had my wife in mind and I was hoping that he didn’t.” 

	Ba-dum ching!

	02 “Crazy as a Loon”

	Guess who is not a big fan of Los Angeles? Right. John Prine. Because “that town will make you crazy, crazy as loon.” 

	Although there may be a little truth to these lyrics, I don’t think that John had “a picture of another man’s wife tattooed on [his] arm.” I don’t know for sure, but I doubt it. 

	But I do think that Los Angeles will make you crazy. Especially if “you’re walking around in circles, looking for that country rhyme … and waiting on a phone call on the wrong end of a broom.” Who among us hasn’t been there before?

	What’s particularly cool about this song is that, although it seems like a simple arrangement, the song actually features John’s vocals and acoustic guitar; Paul Griffith’s drums; Dave Jacques’ bass; Jason Wilber’s electric rhythm guitar; piano, Hammond B3 organ, and accordion by Phil Partapiano; and electric guitar, mandolin, acoustic rhythm guitar, and harmony vocals by Pat McLaughlin. So three instruments from Phil Partapiano and three more from Pat McLaughlin. 

	Pat McLaughlin also co-wrote the song with John. 

	03 “Long Monday”

	So, ever have trouble believing in Monday because you’re having the time of your life on the weekend? And then, when the thought of Monday finally intrudes, you think: “Oh, my. It’s going to be a long Monday.” Millennials have a term for this condition: the Sunday Scaries.

	Well, John Prine and Keith Sykes wrote a whole song about it. But they use the impending Monday as a metaphor for a brewing end to a relationship. And despite its grim subject matter, it’s such a pretty song. 

	Mindy Smith adds lovely harmony to John’s lead vocals. And Phil Parlapiano fulfills my hankering for more accordion in this very simple arrangement. 

	This song shows the maturing of John Prine. It’s a beautiful melody about love and its perils, but without the snark of his earlier writing. His deep, post-cancer voice is well-suited here. 

	After John died, Eric Church said on a video: “We lost one of my all-time favorites. A man that taught me how to write songs.” Eric then sang “Long Monday.” 

	04 “Talking a Walk”

	This is another song co-written by John and Pat McLaughlin. And it’s another charming song. 

	In addition to John’s lead vocals and acoustic guitar, this seemingly simple arrangement includes Mindy Smith on harmony vocals, Pat McLaughlin on mandolin and electric guitar, Dave Jacques on bass, Paul Griffith on drums, and Dan Dugmore on steel guitar. Jason Wilber plays gut string guitar, lead guitar, and rhythm electric guitar. Phil Parlapiano joins on piano, Hammond B3 organ, and accordion. Pat McLaughlin also adds harmony vocals. 

	Like the song’s musical arrangement, its story is more complex than it appears at first glance. You just have to take a closer look. 

	There’s a girl in the white house

	I don’t even know her name

	Her disheveled appearance

	Speaks volumes of shame

	 

	It’s an embarrassing situation

	But a situation just the same

	The way she walks on others

	And never takes the blame

	Upsets my constitution

	Beyond its mortal frame

	I confess: I’m not sure who the “girl in the white house” is, but I don’t like her. 

	05 “Some Humans Ain’t Human”

	Some might say that this is John Prine at his best. He looks the human race in the eye and describes exactly what he sees. And no matter how dark or tragic or ugly the story is, he tells it in a way that makes you want to listen. Or, as KDHX DJ Chris Ward recently said in the Riverfront Times: “Prine usually sang the sad truth with a spoonful of sugar.” 

	“Sam Stone” and “Your Flag Won’t Get You into Heaven Anymore” set the table for John’s subtle, but profound, political messages. And in “Some Humans Ain’t Human,” John is particularly insightful about the difficult political times that we were experiencing back in 2005, when “some cowboy from Texas starts his own war in Iraq.”

	“Some Humans Ain’t Human,” of course, isn’t subtle. It all but names George W. Bush. And you know that, if John hadn’t died from COVID-19, he would be writing a song which all but named Donald Trump, criticizing his abhorrent handling of the pandemic, the Black Lives Matter movement, and so many other urgent concerns in the United States. 

	06 “My Darlin’ Hometown”

	After opening Fair & Square with an up-tempo, happy song about the “Glory of True Love,” John decided to string together a group of pretty ballads. “My Darlin’ Hometown,” the sixth track on the album, is the fifth straight slow song. 

	This beautiful song features the lovely harmony vocals of Alison Krauss. If Dolly Parton and Emmylou Harris don’t have the most beautiful voices in country music, then Alison Krauss surely does. Fortunately, Alison joined John again on John’s second duet album, For Better, Or Worse, so we’ll hear more from Alison soon. 

	The hometown here is not John’s (Maywood, Illinois), or even his folks’ (Paradise, Kentucky). Rather, this is an homage to Fiona’s hometown (Ardara, County Donegal) “far away over the sea” in Ireland. 

	Jerry Douglas joined John and Alison on this song. In addition to playing with Alison as a member of the band Alison Krauss & Union Station, Jerry was also an accomplished session musician and solo artist. Jerry played the Weissenborn, which is a brand of lap slide guitar.  

	John wrote this song with Roger Cook. 

	07 “Morning Train”

	John had a thing about trains. “Mr. Peabody’s coal train” showed up way back in 1971’s “Paradise.” The “funeral train” made an appearance on 1973’s “Mexican Home.” “The train that was coming so slow” caused tragedy in 1978’s “Bruised Orange (Chain of Sorrow).” John nailed an electric train set to his dining room table after his second divorce. John boarded a “New Train” in 1995. And on 2005’s Fair & Square, John hops on a “Morning Train.”

	Why does John get on that morning train? Well:

	I like you with your make-up on

	All dolled up

	Singing a song

	You put me on a morning train

	Mindy Smith once again provides backing vocals, as does Pat McLaughlin. And their voices are what give this ballad life. Mindy Smith is particularly enchanting on “Morning Train.”

	Mindy Smith moved to Nashville in 1998 to pursue a singing career. She reached the final of a singing contest at a local folk festival, which led to a record contract. Her cover of Dolly Parton’s “Jolene” for a 2003 Dolly Parton tribute album raised her profile considerably. She then released her first album, One Moment More, in 2004. A year later, she was in the studio with John Prine to add harmony and backing vocals on three songs for Fair & Square. She was perfect for this role. 

	John co-wrote the song with Pat McLaughlin. 

	08 “The Moon Is Down”

	Make it seven straight ballads on Fair & Square. 

	 Even when he was happily in love, John was able to write a lover’s lament song—or a “street corner desolation” song, as Oh Boy Records called it.

	So, what does “desolation” look like here? Well:

	The moon is down

	All over town

	The forecast is gray

	Now that she’s gone away

	Alison Krauss is back to provide harmony vocals. Whenever she appears on a song, Alison Krauss simply makes it better. She’s that good. 

	This song also features the very pretty lead electric guitar by Shawn Camp and Phil Parlapiano’s very fine organ and accordion. 

	09 “Clay Pigeons”

	Raise your hand if, when you first heard John Prine’s recording of “Clay Pigeons,” you thought, “Wow! This is such a classic John Prine song!” My hand is still up. 

	Even as I listen to this song right this very minute, it sounds like an extraordinary John Prine original. And my kids, who all love John Prine, still think of this song when they think of him. 

	But, as it turns out, “Clay Pigeons” was written by Blaze Foley. Blaze was a singer-songwriter who was based out of Austin, Texas, for most of his career. Lucinda Williams wrote the song “Drunken Angel” as a tribute to Blaze, and this is perhaps what he is most famous for. Blaze died in 1989, at the age of 39, after his friend’s son shot him in the chest. Blaze had gotten involved in a dispute between his friend and his friend’s son; the deadly encounter followed.

	John discovered “Clay Pigeons” when he was searching for the writer of a song called “If I Could Only Fly.” That search led him to a bootleg recording of Blaze Foley. John immediately fell in love with the song, and wished he wrote it himself. 

	“Clay Pigeons” is a truly beautiful song. And John’s simple arrangement, which includes John’s vocals and acoustic guitar, Jason Wilber’s electric guitar and harmonica, Dave Jacques’ bass, and Phil Parlapiano’s piano and accordion, suits the song perfectly. 

	Still, if you’re so inclined, it’s well worth your time to check out Blaze Foley’s original. 

	10 “She Is My Everything”

	Count this as John’s most love-filled love song. Of course, John wrote other love songs, but this one was written for his wife Fiona—clearly the love of his life. 

	Its great electric guitar opening is followed by the happy organ, and the rest of the band joins in. Which makes “She Is My Everything” the first track on this album (since the opening song) that isn’t a slow ballad. So, of the first ten songs on Fair & Square, only the love songs were up-tempo numbers. 

	And, really, the love is spilling over in these lyrics:

	She is my everything

	When she wakes up in the morning

	That’s when the birdies start to sing

	When I hear her voice

	I’ll tell you boys, I forget everything

	She is my everything

	Country music star Eric Church sang a moving version of this song at the virtual tribute to John on June 11, 2020. 

	11 “I Hate It When That Happens to Me”

	It’s back to a sad ballad on track 11 of Fair and Square. “I Hate It When That Happens to Me” is a woeful tale about the extraordinary situations in which ordinary folks find themselves. 

	This is another John Prine song that you’ll virtually never hear on the radio, and it has rarely, if ever, been included on a list of John Prine’s best or “essential” songs. It also won’t show up on many fans’ playlists. But this underrated track is a sweet tune that is kind of like a slow waltz. 

	Pat McLaughlin’s harmony vocals are outstanding. And the familiar band (Jason Wilber on lead acoustic guitar, Dave Jacques on bass, and Phil Parlapiano on accordion) gently complement John’s vocals and acoustic guitar. 

	12 “Bear Creek Blues”

	John goes back to his roots for this tune. And, by his roots, I mean his youth. 

	When introducing a live version of this song, John tells a story that occurred when he was 14. He walked into his family’s kitchen to see that his older brother Dave “was playing guitar for our dad.” At the time, John didn’t know that any of his brothers could play a musical instrument. “Dave could see that he totally had my attention,” John recounts to the audience, “so he told me when he was done, he said, ‘If you really pay attention, I’ll show how to do it.’” Dave (who was 10 years older than John) taught John three chords and gave John a Carter Family record. That’s when John began to write songs. The rest is history.

	So, as he did on Diamonds in the Rough, John closed this album (sort of) with a cover of an A.P. Carter song. 

	“Bear Creek Blues,” written by A.P. Carter, was first recorded by The Carter Family in 1940. The Carter Family’s version, as you’d expect, is fairly simple, with a few acoustic guitars and maybe a mandolin. This old-time country song is perfect for John—it even features a train:

	If you stay on Bear Creek, you’ll get like Jesse James

	You’ll take two old pistols

	and hold up that Bear Creek train

	In John’s recording—which took place 65 years after the original—electric guitars abound, along with a bunch of acoustic instruments. 

	“Bear Creek Blues” was supposed to be the last track on the album, which is why that A.P. Carter cover made sense. But then John decided to add two “bonus songs.” 

	13 “Other Side of Town”

	Bonus song number one. Pretty much all you need to know about it is what John says in the introduction of the live recording: “This is a song about a man who’s developed a special ability over a number of years. He’s able to travel in his mind, particularly when his wife just goes on just a little bit too long about something that he hasn’t done. I read about this guy. (Ahem.)” 

	I’m not putting in print that I have any such special ability. (Ahem.)

	John was never one to follow any set of rules when releasing an album. Although all of the other songs on Fair & Square were recorded in the studio, this song was recorded live at the legendary Ryman Auditorium in Nashville in 200424. 

	So, does anyone else relate to this song a little bit? 

	14 “Safety Joe”

	Bonus song number two: John follows up on his occasional series (“Jesus the Missing Years,” “Lake Marie”) of songs featuring spoken lyrics. 

	And what does John speak about? Well, it’s a sad tale about a guy who never took the road less traveled, but rather played it safe 100% of the time. So this Joe just settled for the ordinary in his hometown of Baltimore and “gradually grew meaner by not changing his demeanor.” And he “never did nothin’ too much for too long.” 

	But, funny thing, John is kind of laughing along with the spoken lyrics throughout most of the song. And the two-member choir, which provides “answer vocals” in the chorus, join in on the laughter. The choir is composed of Dave “Shakey Legs” Jacques and Jason “Shorty” Wilber. 

	A solid ten seconds after the last note of the song is played, John says, “That’s golden.” The perfect cap to the album.

	15 “Carousel of Love”

	The first track on the four-song Fair & Square EP is “Carousel of Love.” 

	I confess: I had forgotten about this EP. I know the songs on it, but until recently, it had been years since I listened to them. So what a delight it was to rediscover these “new” John Prine songs (from 2005). 

	“Carousel of Love” is incredibly infectious. With a simple arrangement featuring John’s vocals and acoustic guitar, Dave Jacques’ bass, and Phil Parlapiano’s piano and accordion, the melody of this tune will grab you immediately. 

	This happy melodic tune, though, tells the familiar tale of a man in love who took a few missteps along the way. He’d like to “go back in time to at least Tuesday.” And then:

	I’d buy her flowers and and I’d tell her tomorrow might be a better news day 

	And take her hand and ride on the carousel of love

	We’ve all been there, right? 

	16 “That’s Alright by Me”

	Song Two of the EP, “That’s Alright by Me,” finds John madly in love—but struggling “Til you come back to me”:

	You’ve been gone about a week or so

	Well, you’ll be comin’ home to me I know

	Your love always sets me free, girl

	That’s alright by me

	John goes full out rock and roll on this love song. The full band includes Jason Wilber on electric guitar, Phil Parlapiano on piano and Hammond B3 organ, Dave Jacques on bass, Kenny Malone on percussion, Pat McLaughlin on harmony vocals. In addition to his vocals and acoustic guitar, John also picks up an electric guitar. 

	John co-wrote the song with Pat McLaughlin. 

	For well over a decade, Phil Parlapiano accompanied John Prine on tour and in the studio with marvelous work on the accordion, piano, Hammond B3 organ, and mandolin. He’s appeared on over two dozen records, including not only John Prine albums, but also some of my favorite records by Carlene Carter, Iris DeMent, and others. Phil then was asked to record and tour with Rod Stewart, so Fair & Square was his last John Prine album. 

	17 “That’s How Every Empire Falls”

	John Prine did not write “That’s How Every Empire Falls.” R.B. Morris did. John later signed Morris to the Oh Boy Records label. 

	In 2019, The Delaware Liberal chose “That’s How Every Empire Falls” as their “Song of the Day,” saying: “The song was written during the G.W. Bush years, but it’s just as applicable today … The lyrics alternate between the personal and the political, but the last two verses are particularly pointed.”

	Those last two verses are:

	Padlock the door and board the windows, put the people in the street

	“It’s just my job,” he says, “I’m sorry,” and draws a check, goes home to eat

	But at night he tells his woman,“I know I hide behind the laws”

	She says, “You’re only taking orders,” that’s how every empire falls

	 

	A bitter wind blows through the country, a hard rain falls on the sea

	If terror comes without a warning, there must be something we don’t see

	What fire begets this fire? Like torches thrown into the straw

	If no one asks, then no one answers, that’s how every empire falls

	I look forward to the year when these words finally become irrelevant. 

	18 “Dual Custody”

	Before his marriage to Fiona, John had been married twice: first to his high school girlfriend, then to the bass guitarist and vocalist Rachel Peer. John had no kids from those marriages. 

	So “Dual Custody” is not entirely autobiographical. But maybe there are slivers of truth throughout the song. I mean, a little spat about a toaster (which he bought “fair and square”) sounds real, right? 

	In addition to John’s vocals and acoustic guitar, Roger Cook adds backing vocals and ukulele, David Ferguson plays bass, and Pat McLaughlin—showing his amazing versatility—plays both the guitar and drums. 

	John co-wrote this song with Roger Cook, who, in 1997, became the first British songwriter to be inducted into the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame.

	After “Dual Custody” and Fair & Square, John was plenty busy. But we didn’t hear a new John Prine original for 13 years. 
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	Standard Songs for Average People (2007) – The Old Timers 

	After making a record of classic duets in 1999, re-recording his own classics in 2000, and then making a new classic in 2005, John Prine decided to make yet another classic record. But this one, like In Spite of Ourselves, was anchored in songs borrowed from other musicians and other eras. Most of them are from the 1940s and 1950s, but the collection dates back as far as 1912 and as recently as 1972. John paired up with the iconic Mac Wiseman for this record. 

	John credits Cowboy Jack Clement with getting this project started. Jack mentioned John’s name to Mac Wiseman, who, as it turned out, was a fan of John Prine. And Jack then suggested to John that the two of them record something together. 

	Mac Wiseman was born in 1925 in Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains. He built a long and successful career in the music business, serving as a disc jockey, a record promoter, a record company executive, and a country music and bluegrass star.

	He started his performing career as an upright bass player for the Cumberland Mountain Folks, moving then to the Foggy Mountain Boys (founded by Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs), and also played with Bill Monroe’s Bluegrass Boys. Mac released his first solo record, a single called “Tis Sweet to Be Remembered,” in 1951. During his career, he played on dozens of records. 

	Mac Wiseman also co-founded the Country Music Association in 1958 in large part to help save country music from the coming tsunami of rock and roll. He also co-founded the International Bluegrass Music Association, and was inducted into the Bluegrass Music Hall of Fame in 1993. 

	The man known as “The Voice with a Heart” was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 2014. 

	Mac Wiseman died in 2019 at the age of 93. 

	At the time that John and Mac recorded Standard Songs for Average People, Mac was 82 years old and John was 60. But John, being the old soul that he was for much of his life, sounded very much like a peer of Mac’s on these songs. So, if there were two well-above-average (old) people who were going to cover these much-better-than-standard songs, these were the two guys to do it. 

	I confess: Although Mac Wiseman truly is iconic and a country music legend, until this record was released in 2007, I had not heard of him. I have only myself to blame for that. But, once I heard him, I became a fan. He truly had a “voice with a heart,” which is how Mac was often described from early in his career. 

	John Prine and David Ferguson produced the record. Ferguson also recorded and mixed the album, which was recorded at The Butcher Shoppe in Nashville, Tennessee. 

	As written on the album cover, the album was “Presented in Hi-Fi Stereo Sound.”

	01 “Blue Eyed Elaine”

	The legendary Ernest Tubb wrote “Blue Eyed Elaine” in 1940. Tubb is often referred to as “The Texas Troubadour,” and is considered a pioneer of country music. He was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1965. And some of you “older” readers might remember The Ernest Tubb Show, which ran for three years, beginning in 1965. 

	Ernest Tubb, famously sang “flat,” according to Robert Christgau, who also said that Tubb, “by his own admission [couldn’t] hold a note for longer than a beat.” There’s nothing flat, though, about John and Mac’s version of the song. 

	With John’s distinctive scratchy vocals and Mac’s “voice with a heart,” John and Mac created a great update to this classic tune. Pat McLaughlin adds harmony vocals, along with acoustic guitar and mandolin. And Jamie Hartford’s electric guitar, Lloyd Green’s pedal steel guitar, Dave Jacques’ bass, and Joey Miskulin’s accordion provide a rich accompaniment for John and Mac. 

	02 “Don’t Be Ashamed of Your Age”

	This song, written in the late 1940s by Cindy Walker and Bob Wills, was first a hit in 1948 by Bob Wills & His Texas Playboys. With Bob Wills’ distinctive, high voice leading off the tune, “Don’t Be Ashamed of Your Age” is a very much a swing tune. And plenty of musicians have covered it before, including Red Foley and Ernest Tubb in 1949, Johnny Gimble & The Texas Swing Pioneers in 1979, and Willie Nelson in 2006. Jerry Lee Lewis and George Jones also covered it in 2006. 

	John and Mac’s 2007 cover kicks off with a pretty electric guitar lick by Jamie Hartford and an old-time accordion sound by Joey Miskulin. Mac then takes the vocals for the first two verses. John takes over in verses three and four. Then, on the last couple of tag lines, Mac and John sing together. 

	This song is a little personal to me. Because, well, although I’m not as old as Mac was when he recorded it, I am older than John was. I’m not ashamed of that. But please don’t tell anyone. 

	03 “I Forgot to Remember to Forget”

	This song—written in 1955 by Charlie Feathers and Stan Kessler—was the first number-one hit for Elvis Presley. Elvis recorded it on the Sun label. Be honest here: Have you ever heard the Elvis version? Until recently, I had not. 

	I also, until recently, hadn’t heard The Beatles’ version. Seriously, The Beatles, with George Harrison on lead vocals, recorded a cover back in 1964 for the BBC. 

	Others who have covered “I Forgot to Remember to Forget” include Jerry Lee Lewis in 1957, Johnny Cash in 1959, Bob Dylan and The Band in 1967, Robert Gordon in 1989, and Chris Isaak in 2011. 

	So, “I Forgot to Remember to Forget” is a classic among classics, which makes it a perfect fit for this collection of songs 

	Charles Cochran’s piano highlights John and Mac’s 2007 version. 

	04 “I Love You Because”

	Leon Payne wrote and recorded this song in 1949. As you’ll recall, John recorded a Leon Payne song, “They’ll Never Take Her Love from Me,” on German Afternoons (Chapter 9). So it’s no surprise that John selected another Leon Payne original for this record. 

	“I Love You Because” has been covered by a wide range of singers, from Elvis Presley to Johnny Cash to Jim Reeves, but it was Al Martino whose version climbed the highest on the charts. In 1963, his rendition reached number one on the Adult Contemporary charts and number three on the Billboard Hot 100 charts. 

	John takes the lead vocals for the first third of the song, accompanied by Lloyd’s pedal steel guitar, which seems to be in mourning in this sad love song. Mac takes over for the second third of the song, accompanied by the laughing piano of Charles Cochran and the weeping accordion by Joey Miskulin. John and Mac share the last third. The Carol Lee Singers contribute old-school background vocals throughout. And the rest of the band provides a splendid foundation for this classic tune. 

	05 “Pistol Packin’ Mama”

	Did anyone imagine that John Prine would one day cover a Bing Crosby song? Not me. But here we are. “Pistol Packin’ Mama” was written by Al Dexter in 1942, but it became a number-one hit for Bing Crosby, who made a version with the Andrew Sisters in 1943. 

	This is another frequently-covered song. Notable artists include The Del Vikings in 1960, Lloyd Price in 1963, The Flamin Groovies in 1969, Hoyt Axton in 1982, and Willie Nelson in 2010. 

	In addition to John and Mac’s vocals, this version lets Pat McLaughlin shine. He plays the baritone guitar and harmonica and sings exceptional high-pitched harmony vocals. Jack Clement’s dobro is another highlight. 

	06 “Saginaw Michigan”

	Donald Wayne and Bill Anderson wrote this song in 1963. It was the last number-one hit for Lefty Frizzell. This song is a classic story of a poor boy who falls in love with a rich girl; her father thinks that the boy is not good enough for his daughter. It’s perfect fare for a country song. 

	The lead guitar on Lefty Frizzell’s version gives the song a Southwestern feel. George Jones’ 1988 cover was arranged with considerably more traditional country twang. Bobby Bare also covered it in 1966. 

	John and Mac jolly up the song, making it kind of a swing number. The Carol Lee Singers have a prominent role. Charles Cochran tickles his piano keys, Dave Jacques thumps his bass, and Stuart Duncan fiddles away, enhancing this catchy version of a traditional country song. 

	07 “Old Dogs, Children and Watermelon Wine”

	Written in 1972 by Tom T. Hall, this is the youngest song on Standard Songs For Average People. “Old Dogs, Children and Watermelon Wine” reached number one on the U.S. country charts and was nominated for a Grammy Award for Best Country Song. 

	The story behind this song is among the best stories behind a song that you’ll ever hear. 

	Tom T. Hall was in Miami Beach for a music festival in 1972 with, among others, George Jones and Tammy Wynette. The Democratic National Convention was in Miami at the same time. After the show, Tom T. Hall went back to his hotel, which was essentially empty at the time because most of the other guests were at the DNC. He was joined at the bar by a 65-year-old gentleman who had been cleaning up the lounge. The man then went on to tell Tom that, really, after all is said and done, the only three things worth a “solitary dime” are old dogs, children, and watermelon wine. For the rest of the story, listen to the song, and pay close attention to the lyrics. 

	The next morning, on the flight back to Nashville, Tom T. Hall wrote the lyrics, which were entirely based on his conversation with the man in the lounge. He recorded the song the same day. 

	08 “Old Cape Cod”

	It’s back to the 1950s for “Old Cape Cod.” Claire Rothrock, Allan Jeffery, and Milton Yakus wrote this standard in 1957. Patty Page was the first to make it a hit, selling more than a million copies of the record. Some have said that Cape Cod would not be as popular of a tourist destination without “Old Cape Cod,” but, somehow, I doubt it. 

	In any event, “Old Cape Cod” is the type of song that, back in the day, you’d hear the piano player singing in a smoky hotel lounge at one in the morning. Patty Page is backed by strings and horns in her version. 

	John and Mac’s cover features the piano and the Carol Lee Singers. If there’s one song that I might have eliminated from the 14-song Standard Songs For Average People, this would be it. 

	09 “Death of Floyd Collins”

	Vernon Dalhart wrote and recorded this song in 1925. With its penny whistle and harmonica opening, “Death of Floyd Collins” sounds like a vaudeville tune. 

	Floyd Collins was a cave explorer in the early 20th century. In 1925, he got trapped in a cave while trying to enlarge its opening. The days-long rescue operation became a sensational national news story. But, alas, four days into the rescue, after the team had managed to get Floyd some food and water, a rock collapsed in the cave, collapsing the rescue mission along with it. Floyd died two weeks later. 

	John and Mac opted to tell this story with a simple arrangement, which works well. The four-piece band accompanying their vocals includes Ronnie McCoury on acoustic guitar, Tim O’Brien on banjo, Pat McLaughlin on harmonica, and Kenneth Blevins on percussion. 

	10 “The Blue Side of Lonesome”

	A classic breakup song, written by Leon Payne in 1960, “The Blue Side of Lonesome” was a big hit for Jim Reeves in 1966. In 1962, Jim Reeves had released this song as a track on an album. He died in 1964 when a plane that Reeves was piloting crashed. “The Blue Side of Lonesome” was re-released as a single in 1966. It stayed on the charts for 19 weeks, eventually reaching number one on the Billboard Hot Country Singles. 

	Jim Reeves, who was known as “Gentleman Jim,” was a right-handed pitcher for a St. Louis Cardinals farm team from 1944 to 1946. His baseball career ended due to injury, giving way to his music career. Known as a crooner and one of the early adaptors to the “Nashville Sound” (country music with smooth strings and sophisticated backing vocals, more like pop music), Reeves was posthumously elected to the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1967.

	John Prine and his co-producer David Ferguson put together a magnificent band for this entire album. And, as is the case throughout Standard Songs for Average People, the band is in peak form on this track. Ronnie McCoury’s mandolin (and its tremolo) are outstanding, Stuart Duncan’s fiddle is authentically vintage, and Pat McLaughlin’s high harmony vocals are angelic. 

	11 “In the Garden”

	John and Mac pulled out an old gospel song to add to the album. “In the Garden” was written by a former pharmacist, C. Austin Miles, in 1912. After he quit his job, Miles reportedly said: “It is as a writer of gospel songs I am proud to be known, for in that way I may be of the most use to my Master, whom I serve willingly although not as efficiently as is my desire.”

	“In the Garden” has been covered numerous times, most famously by Roy Rogers and Dale Evans in 1950, Tennessee Ernie Ford in 1956, Perry Como in 1958, Doris Day in 1962, Willie Nelson in 1976, and Glen Campbell in 1989. 

	Charles Cochran’s B3 organ, piano and strings highlight this tune. Jack Clement adds his dobro, too. 

	12 “Just the Other Side of Nowhere”

	Finally, on track 12, we arrive at my favorite song on this record. All of the songs on the album are good (except maybe, in my humble view, “Old Cape Cod”). But this song stands out. It’s the one that sticks in my head for hours at a time. 

	Kris Kristofferson released “Just the Other Side of Nowhere” in 1970. Bobby Bare, Dean Martin, Ray Price, Dottie West, and Johnny Cash have also covered this song. 

	Kris Kristofferson is a particularly accomplished guy. He was one of Sports Illustrated’s “Faces in the Crowd” in 1958 for his athletic accomplishments at Pomona College in football, rugby, and track and field. He made Phi Beta Kappa in his junior year and then graduated from Pomona College in 1958, summa cum laude, with a degree in literature. He went on to earn a Rhodes Scholarship to Oxford University, graduating with an advanced degree in English Literature. He was from a military family, and eventually served as a helicopter pilot. He completed Ranger School and became a captain in the United States Army. After receiving an assignment to teach English literature at West Point, Kris left the Army—over his family’s objections—to become a singer-songwriter. 

	Kristofferson went on to have extraordinary music and film careers. 

	Mac Wiseman recorded “Me and Bobby McGee,” a song that Kris wrote in 1969. Kristofferson said: “Having Mac cut ‘Bobby McGee’ was one of the highlights of my life.” 

	And Mac, along with John Prine, cutting “Just the Other Side of Nowhere” is certainly the highlight of Standard Songs for Average People. 

	13 “Old Rugged Cross”

	It’s back to church with this song. “Old Rugged Cross” was written in 1913 by George Bennard, an evangelist. In 1952, Ernest Tubb made it popular as a country gospel song. 

	But “Old Rugged Cross” was also covered by Andy Griffith, Chet Atkins, George Jones, Merle Haggard, Jim Reeves, Johnny Cash and June Carter, Patsy Cline, Loretta Lynn, Vince Gill, Alan Jackson, Brad Paisley, and a host of others—including Willie Nelson, who appears to have recorded most every country song ever written. (Technically, he hasn’t. Yet.)

	“Old Rugged Cross” is the only song on Standard Song for Average People on which both John Prine and Mac Wiseman play acoustic guitar. 

	14 “Where the Blue of the Night”

	I’m a big fan of the whistle. Especially if it’s a good whistle. And Roger Cook’s sorrowful whistle in the musical interlude of this song is impeccable. The 13-second whistle is Roger Cook’s only appearance on Standard Songs for Average People.

	The song was originally written by Roy Turk and Fred E. Ahlert in 1931, but Bing Crosby added some lyrics, so he was given a songwriting credit. Bing Crosby recorded it in 1931, 1940, 1945, and 1954 (and maybe a few more times over the course of his career). His whistle, at least in the first recorded version, sounds more like a bird whistle. It’s simply not as good as Roger Cook’s. 

	After Standard Songs for Average People, John Prine released a live record—In Person & On Tour—in 2010. Then, in 2011, he released The Singing Mailman Delivers, which includes recordings of John’s music from a radio station studio, along with recordings from a live set in 1970. The next studio album that John released was For Better, Or Worse, which dropped in 2016. 
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	For Better, Or Worse (2016) – The Duets 2.0 

	In John’s own word, he was “boondoggled.” John said on the For Better, Or Worse liner notes that he had no intention of recording a second album of duets. But Oh Boy Records planned to release the first duet record, In Spite of Ourselves, on vinyl, so they were hoping to record a few more songs and ultimately release a double album. 

	But, as luck (for us John Prine fans) would have it, once John was in the studio with his “favorite girl-singers,” they just kept recording. And, voila! A whole new record was born—for better, or worse. Obviously, though, For Better, Or Worse was for better. 

	John was joined in the studio by an impressive group of co-stars, including Alison Krauss, Susan Tedeschi, Amanda Shires, Miranda Lambert, Kacey Musgraves, Holly Williams, Kathy Mattea, Morgane Stapleton, and Lee Ann Womack. Iris DeMent and Fiona Prine, who duetted with John on In Spite of Ourselves, were back for round two.

	By 2016, John Prine—although still not a major country star—was an iconic figure to many singers and songwriters in Nashville and, really, everywhere. So it’s not surprising that these talented women all agreed to join him on this album. 

	Your Life in a Song—a publication with the tagline, “Country Music from a UK Perspective”—puts it this way: “Whilst he has always been a prolific recording artist, his reputation as a songwriter and a thoroughly good guy in the Nashville circles appears now to be universally recognised.”

	The reviews for For Better, Or Worse were swell. 

	AllMusic’s Mark Duming calls it “a fine collection of songs from a man who knows a bit about crafting a tune.” 

	The Wall Street Journal says: “The country focus and performing charm are back in his new couples album For Better, Or Worse (Oh Boy), which reminds us again that for all of his skill as a solitary, storytelling troubadour, Mr. Prine excels and delights in the interactive give and take of duet comedy and drama.”

	Tom Clarke, writing for a publication called Tahoe Onstage, says that “Real country music will never go out of style, and neither will John Prine. He and his friends just made some real great, real country music.”

	For Better, Or Worse peaked at number 13 on the Billboard charts for all album sales, the highest spot to date for a John Prine record. It also reached number two on Billboard’s Country Album charts. 

	When I first heard the album in 2016, I liked it. But full confession: I was a little disappointed that John did another duet record, especially since it had been 11 years since his last studio album of original songs. Over time, though, I came to appreciate the brilliance of these duet-covers. And, even though I did not know when or if there would be another John Prine album of original songs, For Better, Or Worse absolutely served to tide me over while I was waiting and hoping for a new John Prine studio album. 

	01 “Who’s Gonna Take the Garbage Out”

	I imagine that this is one of the big factors that folks consider when they’re contemplating a break up. You know, who’s gonna take the garbage out once s/he’s gone? Hmmmm. 

	Well, Johnny Tillotson and Teddy Wilburn managed to write a whole song about this. It was originally recorded by Loretta Lynn and Ernest Tubb in 1969, and it climbed to number 18 on the country charts. 

	Iris DeMent joins John on this witty duet. And, once again, Iris and her unique voice are spectacular. These two authentically sound like they’re an old, sick-and-tired-of-each-other married couple—but a couple that’s never really going to break up. And their banter at the end, which they changed from the original—well, let’s just say they nailed it. 

	Iris DeMent, incidentally, wrote a lovely tribute to John on the For Better, Or Worse liner notes, saying, “So, while this duets record may seem to be something out of the norm for John, it really isn’t: What I, for one, have known, is that John Prine never sings alone.”

	02 “Storms Never Last”

	This is among the most iconic country songs ever written. This portrait of hope and optimism, even in the face of challenges in a marriage, was written by Mirriam Johnson, who was known professionally as the country singer and songwriter Jessi Colter. She was married initially to guitarist Duane Eddy, and, following their divorce, she married Waylon Jennings in 1969. 

	Waylon Jennings originally recorded the song in 1980, and then Jessi Colter and Jennings recorded it as a duet in 1981. Jessi Colter saw a photograph of a home completely destroyed by a tornado, which was captioned, “Storms Never Last,” and this is what inspired her to write the song. But the song also was inspired by the trouble in Colter and Jenning’s marriage—trouble related to Jennings’ cocaine addiction. 

	Waylon Jennings, as most folks know, had a very successful country music career, which was capped by his induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 2001, a year before he died. Jennings’ career had a number of highlights, but these two stand out for me: First, he played bass guitar for Buddy Holly in the late 1950s. In fact, he played with Buddy Holly on February 2, 1959—the night before Buddy’s plane crash, otherwise known as “The Day the Music Died.” Jennings reportedly gave up his seat on the plane to allow Richie Valens to fly instead. The second thing that stands out to me is that Waylon Jennings was one of the founders of the country supergroup, The Highwaymen, which included Johnny Cash, Willie Nelson, Kris Kristofferson, and Waylon. 

	Hank Williams, Jr., Bruce Robison and Kelly Willis, and David Allan Coe have all covered “Storms Never Last.” And Jessi Colter and Waylon Jennings’ grandson, Whey Jennings, recently called Jessi up to the stage to sing it as a duet with him in concert. 

	John recorded “Storms Never Last” with Lee Ann Womack, who had a number one hit with “I Hope You Dance” in 2000. She has a beautiful voice and splendidly harmonizes with John. 

	03 “Falling in Love Again”

	This song was written in 1930 by a German composer, Friedrich Hollaender. It was originally performed by Marlene Dietrich in a film called Der Blaue Engel (The Blue Angel). She initially sang the song in German, but Dietrich was also the first to perform it in English, thanks to Samuel M. Lerner’s translation. Like all of the songs on For Better, Or Worse, “Falling In Love Again” has been covered by many artists, including The Beatles in 1962. 

	Alison Krauss came back to the studio to join John to record “Falling in Love Again.” So there was never ever doubt that this track would be a feature song on the record. And it is. 

	In addition to Alison’s oh-so-pretty voice, the song is enhanced by Jason Wilber’s lead acoustic guitar and Al Perkins’ pedal steel guitar. 

	04 “Color of the Blues”

	I was skeptical when I first saw this track on the album. John’s duet partner for “Color of the Blues” was Susan Tedeschi. I like Susan Tedischi, but I wasn’t sure what she’d sound like on an old, traditional country song. 

	I had seen Susan Tedeschi in concert as part of a trip that I took with the WXPN25 board in 2014. We went to Washington, D.C., where we toured the NPR offices. Susan and her husband Derek Trucks performed with their group—aptly named the Tedeschi Trucks Band—for a group of us in NPR’s small auditorium. They were loud. And they were rockin.’ But they played rock and roll and blues songs. So it was hard to imagine Susan Tedischi doing country. 

	But country she did. Her duet with John turned out to be my favorite song on For Better, Or Worse. In addition to contributing her sublime vocals, the very-talented Susan Tedischi played electric guitar on the track. 

	George Jones and Lawton Williams wrote “Color of the Blues” in the 1950s. In addition to John and Susan Tedischi, other notable cover versions include one by Willie Nelson (of course) and one by Patty Loveless (who joined John in the studio for In Spite of Ourselves).

	05 “I’m Tellin’ You”

	Billy Hughes and Jim Lewis wrote “I’m Tellin’ You” in 1946. Holly Williams was a genius selection as a collaborator on John’s version. She is Hank and Audrey Williams‘ granddaughter, the daughter of Hank Williams, Jr., and an accomplished singer-songwriter in her own right. Hank and Audrey Williams sang “I’m Tellin’ You” in concert as far back as the 1940s. It’s a delight to hear their granddaughter perform it decades later.

	Al Perkins’ steel guitar and Shad Cobb’s fiddle enrich this fun recording. 

	06 “Remember Me (When Candlelights Are Gleaming)”

	Scott Wiseman wrote this old-time country song in 1939. He and Lulu Belle performed as Lulu Belle and Scotty and were known as “The Sweethearts of Country Music” in the ‘30s, ‘40s and ‘50s. They recorded “Remember Me (When Candlelights Are Gleaming)” in 1946.

	Kathy Mattea joined John in the studio for this song. Kathy Mattea experienced the majority of her success in the late 1980s and 1990s. She continued to release albums over the next 20 years, but by the time she sang her duet with John, her most successful commercial days were behind her. Kathy’s mature voice suits this sentimental song nicely. 

	07 “Look at Us”

	“Look at Us” is the baby of For Better, Or Worse. Co-written by Vince Gill and Max Barnes, it was a hit for Vince in 1991. The song was not written as a duet, but Vince’s original does include some lovely harmony vocals by Patty Loveless. 

	John and co-producer Jim Rooney rearranged the song for two lead voices, and John selected Morgane Stapleton to sing it with him. Morgane Stapleton is a vocalist for her husband Chris Stapleton’s band, and she’s also an accomplished songwriter and background singer. Her work with John Prine on “Look at Us” is angelic. 

	Vince Gill, incidentally, appeared at the John Prine virtual tribute on June 11, 2020, singing an original song, “Some Things Never Get Old,” which features “John Prine” in the lyrics.

	And it’s true: he never gets old. 

	08 “Dim Lights, Thick Smoke, and Loud, Loud Music”

	This song brings me back to college. I first heard it on Powerglide, an album released in 1972 by New Riders of the Purple Sage. New Riders, Pure Prairie League, and The Flying Burrito Brothers (featuring Gram Parsons and Chris Hillman, both formerly of the Byrds) were among the several country-rock bands that dazzled me in the early ‘70s. 

	But back then, I had no idea that Flatt and Scruggs—widely considered among the best bluegrass bands of all time—were the ones who originally released “Dim Lights, Thick Smoke, and Loud, Loud Music.” 

	Although harmonies are a hallmark of bluegrass music, this song was absolutely not written as a duet. But John and Amanda Shires take most of the bluegrass out of the arrangement, add more than a dash of country, and play off each other to create a unique take on this classic song. 

	09 “Fifteen Years Ago”

	This is a song about a married guy who remembers—all too fondly—his ex-girlfriend, even though their relationship ended 15 years earlier. I’m not sure that I can relate, but I do still keep in touch with my high school girlfriend from 50 years ago, so there’s that. 

	Raymond Smith wrote this song, and it was recorded by Conway Twitty in 1970. Conway Twitty, of course, was a prominent country artist most successful in the 1970s. “Fifteen Years Ago” was his fifth number-one single. 

	John teamed up with Lee Ann Womack for a second time on For Better, Or Worse for this tune. 

	10 “Cold, Cold Heart”

	This is among the most treasured songs in the history of country music. It was a number-one hit for Hank Williams in 1951, although it was released on the B-side of a single. 

	Some controversy surrounds the details of the song’s origin. One version has Hank Williams writing this song after he went to visit his wife Audrey in the hospital. According to this story, she rebuffed his efforts to kiss her, saying that Hank had caused her suffering. So Hank told his kids’ caretaker that Audrey had a “cold, cold heart.” He then, according to this version, decided to use his heartache to write a song—which is what songwriters often do. 

	In 1961, “Cold, Cold Heart” was also a number-one hit for Tony Bennett, but on the pop charts rather than the country charts. 

	Miranda Lambert joins John on this song. And she is spectacular. One of my favorite country singers of recent vintage, Miranda did a rough-around-the-edges cover of “That’s the Way the World Goes ‘Round” in 2009. And when John died, Miranda took to her social media to say: “He did set my world on fire.”

	11 “Dreaming My Dreams”

	John and Kathy Mattea come together for their second duet on For Better, Or Worse. “Dreaming My Dreams” was a successful single for Waylon Jennings in 1975. It was written by Allen Reynolds. 

	“Dreaming My Dreams,” like most all of the songs on For Better, Or Worse, was covered many times, including by many of the folks associated in one way or another with John Prine, like Emmylou Harris, Alison Krauss, Cowboy Jack Clement, and Marianne Faithfull. 

	Kirk “Jellyroll” Johnson’s harmonica and Tim O’Brien’s mandolin are marvelous contributions to John and Kathy’s version. 

	12 “Mental Cruelty”

	Before I heard this version of “Mental Cruelty,” I knew that it was going to be good, because it features Kacey Musgraves. If Kacey Musgraves is not America’s sweetheart, I don’t know who is—although John has called Iris DeMent America’s sweetheart, which is another great choice, so maybe we have two. 

	In any event, Kacey and John sing and talk their way through “Mental Cruelty,” which was a number-one hit for Buck Owens in 1964. Their chemistry in this song is palpable. And for good reason. John and Kacey have both told the story of how they met at John’s Christmas party, circa 2012: Kacey tried to entice John to the parking lot to get high. Although John declined Kacey’s kind offer, Kacey did write a song about her ideal encounter with John, which she called “Burn One With John Prine.” 

	Kacey sang “Burn One with John Prine” and “Spanish Pipedream” at the virtual tribute to John on June 11, 2020. 

	I saw Kacey one time, in 2018, when she did a “Free At Noon” concert at a venue called World Cafe Live for WXPN, a Philadelphia public radio station. She was promoting her fourth album, Golden Hour. Both Kacey’s show and her album were dazzling. 

	13 “Mr. and Mrs. Used to Be”

	“Mr. and Mrs. Used to Be” is one of the lesser-known songs on For Better, Or Worse. It was written by Billy Joe Deaton and recorded as a duet by Loretta Lynn and Ernest Tubb in 1964. It reached number 11 on the country charts. 

	This song tells the story of a sad divorce between two people who are, it seems, still in love with each other. But, they “grew far apart” even though “you’re the first one in my heart.” Sad. But a common tale. 

	This is by no means my favorite song on this record, but it features Iris DeMent, which is enough to recommend it. And, as much as I adore Kacey Musgraves and Miranda Lambert, there’s something about Iris DeMent and her beautifully unique voice that makes her the perfect foil for John in these old-time-country-soap-opera songs. (I might have a little crush on Iris DeMent, but let’s keep that between us. Thanks.)

	14 “My Happiness”

	I’ll double down on this: Fiona Prine has a voice that could make her a country star. Or at least an Irish folk star. As she did on “‘Til a Tear Becomes a Rose” on In Spite of Ourselves, Fiona brings a sweetness and subtlety to her performance on “My Happiness” in this duet with John. 

	I don’t know Fiona, but I do follow her on Instagram, and it’s clear that she is a thoughtful, principled person who has taken strong positions and helpful action related to issues like COVID-19; the Black Lives Matter movement; and women who have been subject to trafficking, prostitution, and addiction. Without doubt, 2020 was an extremely difficult year for Fiona and her family, but, based on her social media presence, she’s handled it with amazing grace. And, maybe, when the time is right, we’ll get a few more country and/or Irish songs from Fiona. I know I’m not the only one who would be delighted to hear more of her lovely voice.

	Borney Bergantine wrote the melody for “My Happiness” (with different lyrics) in 1933; Betty Peterson-Blasco wrote the “new” lyrics in 1948. The song has been recorded by numerous artists, including Ella Fitzgerald, Connie Francis, and Elvis Presley. 

	This song closes the duet portion of the album, and I can’t imagine a better ending. John and Fiona singing this very sentimental love song with—and to—each other is a wonderful thing to behold.

	15 “Just Waitin’”

	As John did on In Spite of Ourselves, he finishes this album with a non-duet. This time he chose another Hank Williams song: “Just Waitin.’” 

	Hank Williams, in the original 1951 version, kind of half-talked his way through the lyrics, with a hint of a sing-song-y lilt. John also talks through the lyrics, as he did with parts of “Jesus The Missing Years,” “Lake Marie,” “Safety Joe,” and “When I Get To Heaven.” (I did not include this title in the John Prine tetralogy of songs with spoken lyrics because John did not write “Just Waitin.’”)

	“Just Waitin’” is a clever song about the circle of life in which everyone and everything is waiting for something. And, in 2016, 11 years after Fair & Square, many of us were waiting for John Prine to record some new original songs. As it turns out, we only had to wait another two years until The Tree of Forgiveness was released. 
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	The Tree of Forgiveness (2018) – The Bittersweet

	Finally, in 2018, the wait was over. The Tree of Forgiveness arrived, gift-wrapped in a stunning picture of an older, wiser, more content John Prine. The back cover included a photo of John’s well-worn, 50-year-old Martin acoustic guitar, leaning comfortably against a faded brick wall. 

	The reviews were stellar.

	Spill Magazine said: “This is an important album. There are not a lot of artists/writers around like Prine, and anything new from him should be recognized as the hero’s return.” 

	Rolling Stone Magazine said that The Tree of Forgiveness “is very good, frequently brilliant, with all the qualities that define John’s music.” 

	Pitchfork said: “This is essentially an acoustic album with the same chords and melodies Prine always uses, plus occasional spare and tasteful backing from his regular band along with folks like [Jason] Isbell and Amanda Shires.”

	The New York Times said: “While at 71 his voice is gruffer and scratchier than ever, the album is unapologetic about it.”

	And the New Yorker opened its review with this great line: “The best John Prine song is probably just the last one you listened to—and now there are ten more of them.”

	The Tree of Forgiveness was officially released on April 13, 2018, but a few tracks had been released early. Radio stations around the world played “Summer’s End” for the first time on February 12, 2018. “Knockin’ On Your Screen Door” arrived on March 5, 2018. I was as excited as a kid on Christmas morning when I found out about the new album, and then felt excited all over again when I heard the new songs. 

	I bought the songs on iTunes, downloaded them on Spotify, and ordered the CD from Oh Boy Records. (But, no, I did not buy the record on vinyl.) I listened to the record over and over and over again. The songs were all so gratifying. And heartwarming. It felt indescribably comforting to have new songs from John Prine. It wasn’t like the very best meal that I ever had; it was more like a meatloaf and three—comforting, satisfying, and most welcome. (Meatloaf and three also happened to be John’s favorite lunch.)

	And, to make this album’s release even better, John’s tour dates included a stop at the Merriam Theatre in Philadelphia on April 14, 2018. I was able to snag four great seats to the show. My wife Andi and I took Nick Gunty and his girlfriend Jill Stinchcomb to the show. Nick is one-half of the highly acclaimed folk duo, Frances Luke Accord, and I was lucky enough to get Nick to produce the 2019 Bruce Rits Gilbert & The Missing Years record. Now we’re recording a new Boo Rits & The Missing Years record. This was Nick and Jill’s first time seeing John Prine, so it was fun to experience John Prine through their rookie eyes. 

	As you can imagine, John’s The Tree of Forgiveness tour show in Philadelphia was simply spectacular. John’s setlist included a number of songs from the new album, but also included many older John Prine classics, like “Hello in There,” “Six O’Clock News,” “Angel from Montgomery,” and “Lake Marie.” Kurt Vile opened the show (a surprising choice to me), and then joined John on stage for “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness” and “Sam Stone.” John—along with Kurt, Fiona Prine, and others—performed “Paradise” as an encore. 

	It was the last time that I saw John Prine. I was planning to see him in Seattle on August 4, 2019, but the show was postponed because of John’s health. I had 20 tickets (yes, 20 tickets) to take family and friends to see John at the Mann Center in Philadelphia on June 28, 2020—but that show, of course, never happened. 

	The music magazine, Spin, concluded its review of The Tree of Forgiveness with these prophetic words: “Here’s hoping The Tree of Forgiveness is not either an incidental or deliberate farewell. If it must be, at least it’s both a suitably goofy celebration of his career and a dignified capstone.”

	The Tree of Forgiveness was John’s highest charting album ever, reaching the top five in both country and all album sales.

	01 “Knockin’ On Your Screen Door”

	Is there a more characteristic John Prine-ism than “I could use some help here/With a can of pork and beans”? As soon as I heard this line, I knew that The Tree of Forgiveness was going to be a great album. 

	Winston Cook-Wilson, writing for Spin in 2018, also liked this song. He said: 

	“Knockin’ On Your Screen Door,” is the simplest possible schematic of Prine’s skill set as a songwriter: a three-chord two-step with a verse that’s the same as its chorus, strongly amplified by a couple of evocative turns of phrase (“I can hear the train tracks/Through the laundry on the line”) and a sense of deep loneliness at its margins. If you’re looking for much more, then you probably shouldn’t be listening to a new John Prine record.

	Right on, Winston. 

	“Knockin’ On Your Screen Door” was also made into a music video, which turned out to be a virtual tour of Nashville with some of his best pals, including Sturgil Simpson, Margo Price, and Dan Auerbach. 

	John co-wrote “Knockin’ On Your Screen Door” with Pat McLaughlin. 

	02 “I Have Met My Love Today”

	This is a beautiful, tender love song. At age 71, John wasn’t too old or the least bit too ornery to express love for his wife, Fiona. “I Have Met My Love Today,” co-written with Roger Cook, is a song John Prine couldn’t have written when he was younger. When you look back at John’s records, he didn’t include any love songs on any of his first six albums (with the possible exception of the humorous “Aw Heck” on Bruised Orange). And then, on Storm Windows, the two love songs of sorts are “It’s Happening to You,” which is more about the fleeting, initial thrill of love, and “Just Wanna Be with You,” which is a rough-and-tumble song of infatuation. But John was perfectly fit to write the sentimental “I Have Met My Love Today” for this record. 

	Brandi Carlile was the lucky singer who got to do harmony vocals on “I Have Met My Love Today.” Producer Dave Cobb joined John on acoustic guitar, Dave Jacques played bass, Ken Blevins played “legs,” and Jason Wilber added some pretty electric guitar licks. 

	Jason Wilber played lead guitar (electric and acoustic) with John Prine for 24 years, from the time that Jason was 26. His work with John is both underrated and distinguished. I only say “underrated” because I’m not sure that anyone but the most ardent John Prine fans could name that younger guy who had long hair and played lead guitar for John Prine. And I say “distinguished” because his work as a guitarist, background vocalist, and music director for John’s band, was a key to John’s success over the last couple of decades—particularly in concert. 

	I met Jason once, at his merch table, after he had opened a show for Iris DeMent at a venue called The Queen in Wilmington, Delaware. And I’ve had a few email conversations with him. He is simply a mensch (as they say in Yiddish), and a genuinely nice young man. (I say “young,” but, as it turns out, Jason is now 50.) 

	In October of 2018, John recorded a second version of “I Have Met My Love Today” with the Secrets Sisters as part of a Spotify Singles session. 

	03 “Egg and Daughter Nite, Lincoln Nebraska, 1967 (Crazy Bone)”

	If German Afternoons is the worst album title in pop history (as People Magazine once said), then “Egg and Daughter Nite, Lincoln Nebraska, 1967 (Crazy Bone)” is the wackiest song title in Americana history. 

	John played “Egg and Daughter Nite, Lincoln Nebraska, 1967 (Crazy Bone)” at the concert we attended in Philadelphia. He introduced the song, as he probably introduced it dozens of times before and after, as a song that was born out of a story that one of his fishing buddies, John Earl, told him as they were unsuccessfully fishing one Thursday. His buddy told John about how, when he was a kid in Nebraska, Thursdays were the days that the egg farmers who came into town brought their daughters with them. They’d drop their daughters off at the roller rink while they went to town to sell their eggs. John Earl said that he and his buddies made time with the daughters, and referred to Thursday nights as “Egg and Daughter Night.” 

	So, John, of course, knew immediately that there was a song in that story; he and Pat McLaughlin wrote it shortly thereafter. 

	John did something that sounds quite a bit like “skat singing” in the middle of the song. But John told Talia Schlanger in the 2018 World Cafe interview that it wasn’t “skat singing” at all; rather, John just sang something like, “skiddly yat dat ba ba ba, di di la da, di di la da boom boom boom” to signify where he wanted the horns to play. John said that he sounded “somewhere between Fred Flintstone and Mel Torme.” 

	Postscript: When John told John Earl the name of the song, “Egg and Daughter Nite, Lincoln Nebraska, 1967 (Crazy Bone),” his buddy said, “Lincoln? I’m from Norfolk, Nebraska!” Oh well. 

	04 “Summer’s End”

	This was the first song released from the album, and John’s favorite. John told Terry Gross on NPR’s Fresh Air that “it just came out so pretty,” and that “the melody is just another simple John Prine-patented melody.” 

	The song, though, addresses a serious topic: Opioid abuse. The sadness in the song’s video, which features a young girl whose mom had died from opioids, is genuine. 

	John co-wrote “Summer’s End” with Pat McLaughlin. In 2018, John told Talia Schlanger: “Me and Pat, we’re pretty darn good at writing a song together. We finish each other’s sentences. You know, it’s just crazy. And, with this one, it was pretty much back and forth. I would say a line or two and boom, he’d come back. He would start something and I’d finish it.” 

	Pat McLaughlin, it seems to me, is among the most underappreciated musicians in Nashville. I write this with the full understanding that those in-the-know in the country music business totally appreciate Pat McLaughlin. And perhaps Pat has a cult following. But few of us John Prine fans have heard, let alone bought, a Pat McLaughlin record, even if we know how often John co-wrote and performed with him.

	I’m sure I had seen Pat McLaughlin perform with John before, but I only started noticing him in the last several years. Pat, in addition to being a terrific harmony vocalist, mostly played the guitar and mandolin when he accompanied John on stage, and he pretty much beat those instruments into submission. Yep, Pat was the one who was kind of hunched over, banging away, particularly on the mandolin, like he was angry at the poor thing. But he’s a fabulous musician and songwriter. And, on behalf of John Prine fans everywhere who never fully appreciated Pat’s significant contributions to John Prine and his music: Thank you, Pat. 

	05 “Caravan of Fools” 

	Pat McLaughlin co-wrote this song, too, but this time with a third co-writer: Dan Auerbach from the Black Keys. “Caravan of Fools” is written in a minor key—very rare for a John Prine song. The arrangement includes John’s acoustic guitar; producer Dave Cobb’s acoustic guitar and mellotron (which is a digital, electric keyboard); Dave Jacques’ bass; and Ken Blevins’ kick drum. It’s a haunting tune with sparse production. 

	And, if it’s not about the appalling presidential administration in 2018, I’m not sure what its subject matter is supposed to be. And, really, this song of impending doom is even more relevant as I write this book—facing the climate crisis, cyber threats to our democracy, a resurgence in white-supremecist movements, and new attacks on women’s rights. 

	John, in his customary black tee shirt, sang this song as part of a tiny desk concert at NPR’s offices in 2019. 

	06 “The Lonesome Friends of Science”

	“Poor old planet Pluto.” In one of the two songs on The Tree of Forgiveness that John wrote by himself, he takes a (playful?) shot at the scientists who decided that Pluto’s time as a planet was up. Or, as John put it, they “uninvited” Pluto “to the interplanetary dance.” 

	Those of us who took fifth-grade science class sometime before 2006 learned all about the nine planets, of which Pluto was the smallest and the farthest from the sun. But in 2006, poor Pluto—which is smaller than Earth’s moon—was downgraded to a “dwarf planet.” I’m not qualified to give you the scientific analysis on this, but clearly it got under John’s skin. 

	“The Lonesome Friends of Science” is, I think, the first recorded song in John’s extensive catalogue in which he plays an instrument other than an acoustic or electric guitar. At the beginning of this song, the eerie sound that you hear is John on an instrument called the theremin. A theremin is a particularly unusual electronic instrument that the player controls without touching it at all; rather, the theremin is controlled by metal antennas that sense the player’s hand movements. Freaky. 

	Mike Webb’s B3 organ sustains the eeriness for the rest of the song. 

	07 “No Ordinary Blue”

	In 2018, John introduced this song at a concert in Amsterdam by acknowledging that, when he’s co-writing a song with someone, he rarely discusses what the song is about; he kind of assumes that he and his co-writer just know. And then he said: “As far as I can tell, this song is about an argument, and, if you’ve been in a relationship for a long time, you gotta know that it doesn’t do any good to win an argument.” Sounds right to me. Unfortunately, I’m not as wise as John Prine. 

	John co-wrote “No Ordinary Blue” with Keith Sykes. Jason Isbell joined John in the studio for this song, playing the electric guitar. 

	“No Ordinary Blue” might be the song on The Tree of Forgiveness that fits the profile of “Quiet Man” and “The Accident (Things Could Be Worse)”—good songs that get lost in the greatness of the songs around them. In other words, “No Ordinary Blue” is often neglected in discussions of The Tree of Forgiveness, but it’s a fine song that might someday be elevated to something like full-planet status. 

	08 “Boundless Love”

	This is probably my favorite song on The Tree of Forgiveness. It’s another love song, mixed with great imagery like a washing machine, a horseshoe and—of course—pork chops. 

	About the pork chops. Well, John once told the story about how, when he was writing this song with Pat McLaughlin and Dan Auerbach, he thought that they were writing it for a Dan Auerbach album. When John discovered that they wrote it for him, he felt he had to “John Prine the song up” before he could record it. And what did he mean by that? Well, you know. Replace “food” with “pork chops,” and add the part about the washing machine. 

	John told Terry Gross on Fresh Air that he considers this “my song for Fiona.” 

	If I had a list of my favorite John Prine songs—which I didn’t until last night, when I started to make one—this song would find a home on it. 

	09 “God Only Knows”

	This was the second of two songs that John wrote with Phil Spector. Kind of. 

	The first was “If You Don’t Want My Love,” which was on Bruised Orange, and which John and Phil wrote when John visited Phil’s Los Angeles home in the 1970s. John told Terry Gross that the night was like a “big circus,” with Phil acting pretty much like a crazy man. But then, for the 30 minutes that it took for John and Phil to write “If You Don’t Want My Love,” Phil was the consummate professional. 

	When John went to Phil Spector’s home for the second time to play him the recording of “If You Don’t Want My Love,” they stopped by Phil’s piano and wrote another song. Or at least one-half of a song. John said that he thought about finishing the song many times over the years, but he never got around to it—until it was time to make The Tree of Forgiveness.

	So what happened next? Well, here’s how The Wall Street Journal describes it:

	Frustrated by his lack of progress, his wife, Fiona, who serves as his manager, and his … son, Jody Whelan, who runs his record label, dispatched him to the Omni Nashville Hotel, which is adjacent to the Country Music Hall of Fame, with 10 boxes of unfinished lyrics. “I had a Sharpie and legal pads, too,” he said, adding that he prefers to type his drafts on a Smith Corona that Tom Hanks gave him.

	And, voilà, “God Only Knows” was finally finished, along with an album’s worth of new John Prine songs. 

	“God Only Knows” also features Amanda Shires, who plays the fiddle and provides background vocals, along with her husband, Jason Isbell, who joins her on backing vocals and also plays the slide guitar. 

	10 “When I Get To Heaven”

	This is the fourth and last of the tetralogy of John Prine songs with spoken lyrics. John begins the last song on his last album with the spoken words: “When I get to Heaven/I’m gonna shake God’s hand.” The sad irony is simply surreal.

	“When I Get to Heaven” features a cast of, well, 14, including a chorus of Jason Isbell, Brandi Carlile, Amanda Shires, and Pat McLaughlin. It also features a whole band’s worth of kazoo players and clappers, including Dave Cobb, Brandi Carlile, Fiona Whelan Prine, Josh Newman, and Jody Whelan (who runs Oh Boy Records). And the record’s final credit goes to John and Fiona’s grandson, John Whelan, who added “laughter.” 

	And, speaking of laughter, no matter what you believe about the afterlife, there’s no doubt that John is somewhere, smoking a cigarette that’s “nine miles long” and kissing “that pretty girl on the Tilt a Whirl.” Rest assured that his nightclub called The Tree of Forgiveness is open, serving Smithwicks (pronounced “Smith-icks”) to a “few choice critics,” otherwise known as “those syphilitic parasitics.” Because, for sure, “this old man is going to town.” 




[image: Image]


	
 

	Singles (1970-2020) – The Memories

	John released and appeared on a number of singles throughout the years, but especially in the last few years. The digital era of music is more or less made for the instant gratification of recording and then quickly releasing a single on digital platforms. 

	And, of course everyone wanted to record a song with John—especially in recent years. A few lucky folks had their wishes granted. 

	These stragglers (which may not include every single song that John ever recorded), along with John’s final single, date from 1970 to 2020. 

	01 “A Star, A Jewel, And A Hoax” (1970)

	This song wasn’t released until 2011, when John decided to include it on The Singing Mailman Delivers. The album owes its existence to Fiona, who made John clean out the garage when they were moving from one house to another in Nashville. In the process, John found songs that he had recorded on tapes in 1970. On the album’s liner notes, John said that he originally recorded the tracks at WFMT studios in Chicago because he “wanted a good copy of my songs to send to the Library of Congress and have them copyrighted.”

	In its review of The Singing Mailman Delivers, Rough Trade said that “A Star, A Jewel, And A Hoax” “sounds more like a fragment than a fully formed song, and it’s no tragedy that it was lost to history until now.” 

	I think that “A Star, A Jewel, And A Hoax” would have fit nicely on Diamonds in the Rough (once the fragment was turned into a complete song), but, either way, another John Prine song is always a good thing, and I’m glad it wasn’t lost to history, after all. 

	02 “Hey Good Lookin’”/“Jambalaya (On the Bayou)” (1970)

	Also included on The Singing Mailman Delivers was a two-song medley of Hank Williams’ “Hey Good Lookin’” and “Jambalaya (On the Bayou).” Of course, John had covered songs by Hank Williams before, so we already knew he was a fan. But the 2011 release illustrates how far Williams’s influence dates back on John’s work; we see that John had been recording Hank Williams songs since the beginning of his career. 

	John’s medley was recorded live in November of 1970 at the Fifth Peg, where John played regularly on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday nights. How I wish I’d been there.

	03 “Try to Find Another Man” (1978)

	“Try to Find Another Man” was written and recorded by The Righteous Brothers in 1964. The Righteous Brothers were a two-man group—Bill Medley and Bobby Hatfield—who enjoyed a good deal of success in the 1960s and 1970s with hits such as “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’” and “Unchained Melody.” Phil Spector produced many of their hits. And, in 1964, when I saw The Beatles in Milwaukee, The Righteous Brothers opened the show. So I may have seen them sing “Try Another Man,” but, alas, I can’t remember. 

	John Prine’s live, electric, rock and roll version of “Try to Find Another Man” is a wonderful take on this “get-out-of-my-life” tune from the early ‘60s. The song was recorded as part of a concert at the Park West Theater in Chicago in 1978, and was included on John’s live album, September 78. At the show, John’s band included Tommy Piekarski, Howard Levy, and John Burns, all of whom were in the studio when John recorded Pink Cadillac. So the raucous interpretation of this song—in which John adds some of his own lyrics —makes perfect sense. 

	04 “Treat Me Nice” (1978)

	Also included on September 78 was John’s version of Elvis’s “Treat Me Nice.” The song was written by Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, and originally performed, of course, by Elvis. Many of us had never heard John do Elvis until September 78 was released in 2017.26 And, for those of us who had been listening to John Prine for 45 years—well, it was surreal. 

	John’s take—with his rock and roll band and his subtle Southern drawl—nicely updates Elvis’s 1957 original. But it bears mentioning that Elvis Presley and John Prine sound nothing alike. 

	05 “Sweet Suzanne” (1992)

	Back in 1992, John Mellencamp directed and starred in a movie called Falling from Grace. Larry McMurtry wrote the story. The movie, which apparently resembles, to some extent, John Mellencamp’s life, wasn’t very good. But even a bad movie starring John Mellencamp and featuring John Prine was one I had to watch, so that’s just what I did almost 30 years ago. 

	John played Mitch—John Mellencamp’s character’s sister’s husband. As John Prine told the story, Mitch had low self-esteem, which was consistent with John Prine’s character in Daddy & Them, the 2001 Billy Bob Thornton movie. 

	The soundtrack for the movie includes John Prine’s “All the Best,” and also includes a song called “Sweet Suzanne” by the Buzzin’ Cousins. The Buzzin’ Cousins was composed of an all-star lineup: John Prine, John Mellencamp, Dwight Yoakam, Joe Ely, and James McMurtry (the son of Larry McMurtry). 

	The Buzzin’ Cousins turned out to be a one-hit wonder. But what a wonder it was. “Sweet Suzanne,” written by John Mellencamp, was a terrific song. So good that I often played it on repeat, back in the early ‘90s. 

	But the only place that I could find the song was on the Falling from Grace soundtrack, which includes songs by John Mellencamp, Nancy Griffith, and Dwight Yoakam. It’s a great soundtrack for a not-so-great movie. But it was John Prine’s film debut, so that alone makes the movie worth watching. 

	06 “Beautiful World” (1998)

	John wrote “Beautiful World” with Paul Brady. It’s a mystery why a studio version of this hidden gem didn’t make it on any John Prine album; as far as I’m aware, the only recording of it is a live version that appeared on Lucky 13, a compilation album of songs by Oh Boy artists, which the label released in 1998. It was recorded at the Woodstock Opera House in Woodstock, Illinois. In addition to John’s vocals and acoustic guitar, the song features Phil Parlapiano on the octave mandolin. 

	07 “This Guitar is For Sale” (2010)

	You’ll recall that Shel Silverstein co-wrote “Be My Friend Tonight”27 with John Prine and Roger Cook. Well, John repaid the favor by recording a version of Shel Silverstein’s “This Guitar Is for Sale” as part of a tribute album to Shel, who died in 1999.

	Twistable, Turnable Man: A Musical Tribute to the Songs of Shel Silverstein was released in 2010, and, in addition to John Prine’s contribution, it includes Shel Silverstein songs performed by My Morning Jacket; Andrew Bird; Dr. Dog; Kris Kristofferson; Sarah Jarosz with Black Prairie; Bobby Bare, Jr., and Isabella Bare; Black Francis with Joey Santiago; The Boxmasters (featuring Billy Bob Thornton); Ray Price; Todd Snider; Lucinda Williams; and Nancy Griffith. 

	If you’re not familiar with Shel Silverstein’s songs, this album is a good place to start. In addition to John’s fine cover of “This Guitar Is for Sale,” I’m partial to Kris Kristofferson’s version of “The Winner;” My Morning Jacket’s cover of “Lullabyes, Legends & Lies;” Todd Snider’s awesome take on “A Boy Named Sue;” and the Boxmasters’ “Sylvia’s Mother.”

	08 “Sixteen Angels Dancing ‘Cross the Moon” (2015)

	Just “Two old friends trying to write a song/Trying to write a song about some angels.” Why? Well, old friends John Prine and Chip Taylor had each written a song about angels before: John’s “Angel from Montgomery” and Chip’s “Angel in the Morning,” so they decided to collaborate on a third.

	Chip Taylor is most famous for “Angel in the Morning,” which was a hit for several different singers, including Merrilee Rush and Juice Newton. But Chip composed dozens of songs made popular by other artists, including “Wild Thing,” which those of a certain age will remember as a smash for The Troggs in 1966. Chip also happens to be the brother of actor Jon Voight. 

	The song was included on a limited edition three-song EP (the other two songs feature Chip but not John), which was released only on vinyl for a Record Store Day special. 

	So, what is “Sixteen Angels Dancing ‘Cross the Moon” about? Good question. In the song, John says: “Hey, Chip, what do you think that means?” And Chip answers: “You know, John, I’m not sure. But we’re songwriters. We don’t have to know, now, do we?”

	Well, okay. 

	09 “I Sang the Song” (2017)

	In 2017, Mountain Fever Records released an album of Mac Wiseman songs, celebrating his life and spirit. The album, I Sang the Song: Life of the Voice with a Heart, includes contributions from Shawn Camp, Jim Lauderdale, and several others. Alison Krauss teamed up with then-91-year-old Mac Wiseman to record a beautiful version of his song, “‘Tis Sweet to be Remembered.” 

	Ten of the songs on the album were new, written by Mac Wiseman, Peter Cooper, and Thomm Jutz. Taken together, the songs tell the story of Mac’s life. John Prine sang the title song for the album, “I Sang the Song.” It’s a lovely track which depicts Mac’s time as a musician on the road. John’s voice is, of course, perfectly suited for the job.

	10 “Love Is on a Roll” (2017)

	John Prine co-wrote “Love Is on a Roll” with Don Williams and Roger Cook. The song became a number-one hit on the country charts for Don Williams in 1983. 

	In 2017, an 11-song Don Williams tribute album was released. It features an impressive group of country and Americana singers, including Garth Brooks, Jason Isbell, Alison Kraus, Chris and Morgane Stapleton, Trisha Yearwood, and John Prine. John changed the lyrics a little bit from the Don Williams’ original (or, put another way, he “John Prine’d up” the song)—which makes the song better.

	Many John Prine fans (myself included) missed this “new” John Prine original when it was released in 2017. But now that you know about it, listen. It’s great. 

	11 “Out of the Ashes” (2017)

	In 2010, Matt Urmy cold-called Cowboy Jack Clement to ask if Jack would perform at a show that Matt was producing. To Matt’s surprise, not only did Jack answer the phone, but he agreed to perform, and then invited Matt to record an album at his home studio. Starstruck, Matt and his band recorded a number of songs at Jack’s house.

	Before the album was complete, though, Cowboy Jack’s house and home studio burned to the ground. Along with Cowboy Jack’s instruments and vintage recording equipment, most of his master tapes and recordings of conversations with a wide variety of musicians were lost. 

	About a year later, Matt found out from a recording engineer that most of the tapes from Cowboy Jack’s recordings had, in fact, not been destroyed in the fire, but by then Matt had created a successful software business,28 so he had put the album on the backburner. Eventually, though, Matt decided to return to it, and he worked with Cowboy Jack Clement to do so. Unfortunately, Cowboy Jack Clement died in 2013, before the album was complete. 

	Matt then wrote a new song, “Out of the Ashes,” and asked John Prine to sing on it. John agreed. Since he was in Ireland at the time, he went to a friend’s studio, recorded his part, and then sent the file to Matt. “Out of the Ashes” became the title cut on Matt’s album, which was finally released in 2017. 

	“Out of Ashes” is a sad remembrance of the fire and a sweet tribute to Cowboy Jack. The song takes on special meaning, since John Prine—one of Cowboy Jack’s biggest fans—contributed his voice.

	12 “I Just Called to Say I Love You” (2018)

	John doing Stevie Wonder? Heck, yeah. John puts his signature stamp on this song, adding his acoustic guitar, a pedal steel guitar, and beautiful harmony vocals by the Secret Sisters. And the result is simply charming.

	The second track on this two-song release is John and the Secret Sisters’ rendition of “I Have Met My Love Today,” which had been released just six months earlier on The Tree of Forgiveness.

	13 “The Ways of a Woman in Love” (2019)

	This is a song that would have fit snugly in the middle of Standard Songs for Average People, the 2007 album that John recorded with Mac Wiseman. 

	Charlie Rich and Bill Justis wrote “The Ways of a Woman in Love” for Johnny Cash, who recorded it in 1958 with his group, The Tennessee Two. It reached number two on the country charts. 

	Johnny Cash & The Tennessee Two did the song as an up-tempo number that could have been a country dance song. John’s version lasts a succinct one minute and 37 seconds, with just him and an acoustic guitar. He gives the song a treatment consistent with its lyrics, creating a melancholy tune about a guy who’s in the process of losing his girl. 

	14 “My Old Kentucky Home” (2019)

	This song, too, would have fit nicely on Standard Songs for Average People, but it also sounds like a song that John Prine could have written—at least with the revised lyrics that he sings. 

	“My Old Kentucky Home” was written way back in the mid 1800s by Stephen Foster. And it’s probably most famous these days because it’s annually played as part of the pomp and circumstance at the Kentucky Derby. In 2019, right before the 145th running of the Kentucky Derby, John released his version of “My Old Kentucky Home.” (Although John released this song in 2019, he recorded it in 2004.) 

	The song has been the subject of considerable debate over the years. “My Old Kentucky Home,” which is Kentucky’s state song, has deep roots in white Southern culture, which means it has roots in racism. Although Stephen Foster, a white man, allegedly wrote the song in support of the Abolitionist Movement, his original version contains a racial slur. Today, many accuse the song of romanticizing slavery, and argue that even if Stephen Foster intended to sympathetically imagine an enslaved man’s perspective, the result is far from reality. Even after its lyric-alteration, the song continues to be associated with plantation culture and slavery. 

	In 2020, the song found itself in the middle of more controversy. In a very thorough and thoughtful open letter to the CEO of Churchill Downs (the home of the Kentucky Derby), Hannah Drake, a poet and writer in Louisville, summarized the contention surrounding the song by asking: “Why is ‘My Old Kentucky Home,’ a song of a slave being sold down South, still sung at the Kentucky Derby?”

	In the end, the Kentucky Derby still played “My Old Kentucky Home” in 2020, but the song—which is usually a singalong with the 170,000 spectators—was played by a bugler, and preceded by a moment of silence and reflection. Given the song’s long history at the Kentucky Derby and certain folks’ reluctance to break with tradition, no matter how offensive the tradition may be, I’m not surprised that the leadership of Churchill Downs decided to play “My Old Kentucky Home” at the 2020 Derby. But, since it’s clear how hurtful the song is to many neighbors of the Derby, as well as people across the country, I hope that “My Kentucky Home” will soon be retired from the Kentucky Derby forever. 

	15 “Memories” (2020)

	“Memories” is the first of two duets between John Prine and Swamp Dogg appearing on Swamp Dogg’s 2020 album, Sorry You Couldn’t Make It. John Prine and Swamp Dogg had been friends since the 1970s; their collaborations are wonderful.

	Swamp Dogg, whose real name is Jerry Williams, Jr., began his recording career under the name “Little Jerry” (and then “Little Jerry Williams”) in the 1950s. He rebranded himself as “Swamp Dogg” in 1970, releasing an album called Total Destruction to Your Mind. Mostly known as an R&B singer, songwriter, and producer, Swamp Dogg moved to country music—with a little bit of soul thrown in—on Sorry You Couldn’t Make It.

	“Memories,” the sixth track on Swamp Dogg’s new record, is a sentimental journey which uses some unusual production techniques that make it sound like John and Swamp Dogg are underwater for part of the song. But the song, of which Swamp Dogg had made a demo some 30 years ago, emphasizes that “memories don’t leave like people do.” 

	16 “Please Let Me Go Round Again” (2020)

	“Please Let Me Go Round Again” is the 10th, and last, track on Swamp Dogg’s new album. It’s a pretty ballad about a soul seeking a second chance at life, with John pleading, “If you let me go round again,” and Swamp Dogg responding with, “I’ll build a better mousetrap from a far more better plan.” Genius. 

	And, as the song is winding down, John says that he has “a better mousetrap in my mind right now,” and Swamp Dogg thanks John “for that ‘Sam Stone.’” Fun stuff. 

	17 “I Remember Everything” (2020)

	If “When I Get to Heaven” wasn’t the perfect send-off for John Prine, then “I Remember Everything” certainly was. It was not intended to be John’s last recording, but, if there had to be one, “I Remember Everything” is immaculate.29 

	“I Remember Everything” debuted during Picture Show: A Tribute to John Prine, which live-streamed on June 11, 2020. 

	Paul Zollo, writing for American Songwriter just three days later, describes the song like this:

	Produced by Dave Cobb, it was recorded in John’s living room, just the man and that great two-finger finger-picking style he’s used through the decades. And it’s beautiful. It’s pure and essential John Prine. In under three minutes and no words wasted, he brings it all. It’s an admission of truth – that he was one of those rare humans who collected always the souvenirs of each passing day, never abandoning the memories many don’t keep … They are the memories of a gentle songwriter with a big heart, one who never lost his childlike wonder and sense of the world’s rightness.

	Paul Zollo’s tribute to John is just lovely. And there are so many people who have expressed so many beautiful words about John since he died on April 7, 2020. The mourners include people who knew John well, and others who knew him only through his music, but all of them feel that he impacted their lives. I endeavor to join the chorus with this book.

	I never met John, so I have no illusions that my words are anywhere near as meaningful as those who were closest to him. But John Prine was—and remains—my musical hero. John Prine inspired me to learn the guitar when I was in my late 50s, and he inspired me to start writing songs when I was in my early 60s. That sounds like a John Prine song is the highest compliment I can imagine, and I’ll never stop trying to write a song that earns it. 

	I’ve admired him from afar for over 45 years, and I’ve fallen in love with his music. I’ve had dalliances with a whole lot of other singer-songwriters and bands over the years, but, when all is said and done, I always come back to John Prine. 

	John’s ability to make serious topics funny and funny topics serious was unparalleled. His presence on stage—where he seemed so comfortable in his own skin and so comforting to those of us in the audience—was magical. From my vantage point as both his fan and his unofficial student, I watched John Prine grow throughout his career. The wisdom, kindness, and gentle spirit he possessed as a young man never dimmed as he got older. No matter what he encountered—successes or setbacks—he remained warmhearted and giving.

	Like many, I, too, am angry that COVID-19 took John from the world way before his time. In the United States, Trump and his lemmings egregiously mismanaged this virus right from the very start, and their mismanagement caused hundreds of thousands of people to die who should still be alive. It was—it remains—very simply, horrific. For the music world, the premature loss of John Prine was devastating. For John’s family and friends, it was tragic beyond words. 

	I will miss seeing John Prine in concert very much. I will miss listening to and savoring new John Prine songs. But mostly, I will miss knowing that John Prine is in the world. Because the world was so much better with John Prine in it. 

	We can never get John Prine back. But we are lucky that he left us with a legendary catalogue of music that we can listen to over and over and over again. One song at a time. 
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	The Lists

	When I started writing this book, I had absolutely no intention of making lists. Sure, I have my favorites, but my mission here was to discuss each song, one by one, not to rank them—because ranking John Prine’s songs seemed both overwhelming and very much like a fool’s errand. 

	But, as I was writing, I found myself frequently mentioning lists of “essential” and “best” songs from others, and I realized that my lists would be as valid as those. So I fell down the rabbit hole and started to pick my 10 “favorite” John Prine songs. But then it seemed entirely unfair to the songs to only select 10 of them, so the list kept expanding, from 10 to 15 to 20 to 25 to 33—until I finally settled on 40. And then I came up with a few different lists. The lists have changed a number of times since I started making them, and I suspect that, after this book is printed, I’ll change my mind many times again. 

	So, here we go. The Lists. 

	Bruce’s List of His 40 Favorite John Prine Songs

	1. “One Red Rose” - Album: Storm Windows (1980)

	2. “How Lucky” - Album: Pink Cadillac (1979)/Single (2018)

	3. “Take a Look at My Heart” - Album: The Missing Years (1991)

	4. “That’s the Way the World Goes ‘Round” - Album: Bruised Orange (1978)

	5. “Picture Show” - Album: The Missing Years (1991)

	6. “Far from Me” - Album: John Prine (1971)/Souvenirs (2000)

	7. “Lake Marie” - Album: Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings (1995)

	8. “Unwed Fathers” - Album: Aimless Love (1984)

	9. “Please Don’t Bury Me” - Album: Sweet Revenge (1973)

	10. “Mexican Home” (live version) - Album: John Prine Live (1990)

	11. “Spanish Pipedream” - Album: John Prine (1971)

	12. “Christmas in Prison” - Album: Sweet Revenge (1973)/Souvenirs (2000)

	13. “Sam Stone” - Album : John Prine (1971)/Souvenirs (2000)

	14. “I Remember Everything” - Single (2020)

	15. “Sweet Revenge” - Album: Sweet Revenge (1973)

	16. “Boundless Love” - Album: Tree of Forgiveness (2018)

	17. “Grandpa Was a Carpenter” - Album: Sweet Revenge (1973)

	18. “Blue Umbrella” - Album: Sweet Revenge (1973)/Souvenirs (2000)

	19. “Hello in There” - Album: John Prine (1971)/Souvenirs (2000)

	20. “Knockin’ On Your Screen Door” - Album: The Tree of Forgiveness (2018)

	21. “All the Best” - Album: The Missing Years (1991)

	22. “Illegal Smile” - Album: John Prine (1971)

	23. “New Train” - Album: Lost Dogs + Mixed Blessings (1995)

	24. “Wedding Day in Funeralville” - Album: Common Sense (1975)

	25. “Souvenirs” - Album: Diamonds in the Rough (1972)

	26. “He Was in Heaven Before He Died” - Album: Common Sense (1975)

	27. “Your Flag Decal Won’t Get You into Heaven Anymore” - Album: John Prine (1971)

	28. “Just Wanna Be with You” - Album: Storm Windows (1980)

	29. “It’s Happening to You” - Album: Storm Windows (1980)

	30. “Common Sense” - Album: Common Sense (1975)

	31. “Clocks and Spoons” - Album: Diamonds in the Rough (1972)

	32. “Sleepy Eyed Boy” - Album: Storm Windows (1980)

	33. “Carousel of Love” - Album: Fair & Square EP (2005)

	34. “Storm Windows” - Album: Storm Windows (1980)

	35. “Fish and Whistle” - Album: Bruised Orange (1975)

	36. “She Is My Everything” - Album: Fair & Square (2005)

	37. “You Got Gold” - Album: The Missing Years (1991)

	38. “Glory of True Love” - Album: Fair & Square (2005)

	39. “Crooked Piece of Time” - Album: Bruised Orange (1975)

	40. “Jesus The Missing Years” - Album: The Missing Years (1991)

	Bruce’s List of His Six Favorite Songs That John Prine Covered

	1. “Clay Pigeons” (Blaze Foley) - Album: Fair & Square (2005)

	2. “All Night Blue” (Ava Aldridge and Cindy Richardson) - Album: Storm Windows (1980)

	3. “Treat Me Nice” (Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller) - Album: September 78 (2017)

	4. “LuLu Walls” (adapted by A.P. Carter) - Album: German Afternoons (1986)

	5. “Just the Other Side of Nowhere” with Mac Wiseman (Kris Kristofferson) - Album: Standard Songs for Average People (2007)

	6. “Killing the Blues” (Rowland Salley) - Album: Pink Cadillac (1979)

	Bruce’s List of His 28 Favorite Covers of John Prine Songs

	1. “How Lucky” - Boundary Road

	2. “It’s Happening to You” - Chris Hillman

	3. “Speed of the Sound of Loneliness - Nancy Griffith

	4. “One Red Rose” - Jeffrey Foucault

	5. “Donald & Lydia” - Steve Goodman

	6. “Fish & Whistle - Shane Nicholson

	7. “Angel from Montgomery” - Bonnie Raitt

	8. “Lake Marie” - Tiziano Cantatore

	9. “Hello in There” - Jason Isbell

	10. “Spanish Pipedream” - Avett Brothers

	11. “Souvenirs” - The Country Gentleman

	12. “Mexican Home” - Josh Ritter

	13. “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” - Wouter Planteijdt

	14. “All the Best” - My Morning Jacket

	15. “Let’s Talk Dirty in Hawaiian” - Those Darlins

	16. “Long Monday” - Twin Bandit

	17. “Christmas in Prison” - Elin Ruth Sigvardsson

	18. “Far from Me” - Justin Townes Earle

	19. “Please Don’t Bury Me” - Charm City Junction

	20. “Unwed Fathers” - Deer Tick and Liz Isenberg

	21. “Wedding Day in Funeralville” - Conor Oberst and the Mystic Valley Band

	22. “Daddy’s Little Pumpkin - Josh Ritter

	23. “Paradise” - The Everly Brothers

	24. “Summer’s End - Nathaniel Rateliff

	25. “I Just Want to Dance with You” – George Strait

	26. “Somewhere Someone’s Falling in Love - Loretta Lynn

	27. “Bottomless Lake” - Joe Brown

	28. “Flashback Blues” - Mike Stone

	Three Bonus John Prine Cover Songs

	1. “That’s the Way the World Goes Round” - Boo Rits & The Missing Years

	2. “It’s Happening to You” - Bruce Rits Gilbert & The Missing Years

	3. “How Lucky” - Bruce Rits Gilbert

	Bruce’s List of His 10 Favorite John Prine Original Duets

	1. “Souvenirs” with Steve Goodman - Album: Diamonds in the Rough (1972)

	2. “In Spite of Ourselves” with Iris DeMent - Album: In Spite of Ourselves (1999)

	3. “Unwed Fathers” with Iris DeMent - Album: In Person & On Stage (2010)

	4. “Angel from Montgomery” with Emmylou Harris - Album: In Person & On Stage (2010)

	5. “Crooked Piece of Time” with Todd Snider - Album: New Connection (Todd Snider) (2002)

	6. “People Puttin’ People Down” with Jason Isbell - Album: The Living Room Sessions (2019)

	7. “Grandpa Was a Carpenter” with the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band - Album: Will The Circle Be Unbroken Volume Two (Nitty Gritty Dirt Band) (1989)

	8. “The Late John Garfield Blues” with Sara Watkins - Album: In Person & On Stage (2010)

	9. “Aimless Love” with Paul Mulligan - Album: Strong Friend (Paul Mulligan) (2007)

	10. “How Lucky” with Kurt Vile - EP: Speed, Sound, Lonely KV (Kurt Vile) (2020)

	Bruce’s List of His Two Favorite Songs that John Prine Co-Wrote but Did Not Record

	1. “You Never Even Call Me by My Name” - Co-written and recorded by Steve Goodman30

	2. “Jackie O - Co-written and recorded by John Mellencamp

	Bruce’s List of His Three Favorite Songs That Mention “John Prine” in the Lyrics

	1. “Burn One with John Prine” - Kacey Musgraves

	2. “Some Things Never Get Old” - Vince Gill

	3. “John Prine Song” - G.P. Bailey

	One Bonus Song That Mentions “John Prine” in the Lyrics

	1. “Just Me and My Gibson Guitar” - Boo Rits & The Missing Years
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	About the Author

	[image: Image]For most of his professional career, Bruce Rits Gilbert was the general counsel to three health care companies. Although he has had articles published in legal and health care journals, John Prine One Song at a Time is his first book. With the immense help of Matt Lyons and Nick Gunty, he has become a late-to-life singer-songwriter, releasing four records, with a fifth—under the rebranded name, Boo Rits & The Missing Years—on the way. Bruce has been an ardent John Prine fan since 1973. 


	
Notes

		[←1]
	In a 1986 concert in North Carolina, John got confused about what melody to play on his guitar as he started a song. He said: “I’ve written so many songs in G, I forgot which one I’m startin’. I was just so astounded the first time I heard myself play a G chord, I just never got away from it. I’m still in awe.”



		[←2]
	A Nashville writer affiliated with the Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum.



		[←3]
	A Chicago folk music radio show on WFMT.



		[←4]
	The John Prine Anthology was released in 1993. In 1997, Steve Cooper published an essay about John Prine called “A Big, Fat Retrospective,” which is still accessible on the Perfect Sound Forever website. Of the anthology, Cooper writes: “The ‘great’ anthology is two CDs with 41 songs, a 52-page booklet, rare photos, and song annotations by Prine himself. As CD anthologies go, it is a good one. Whether or not one wants to plop down 25 bucks for it depends on how one feels about such extravaganzas. For Prine fans, it’s worth owning for Prine’s wacked out song explanations alone. Several of the cuts are live, with a studio curio or three thrown in. Again, not essential, but nice to have so much encased in one plastic container.”



		[←5]
	For those of you too young to remember the Fuller Brush Man, he (or she) was a door-to-door salesperson who sold a wide variety of products—mostly cleaning supplies. The Fuller Brush Company was founded in 1906 by Alfred Fuller, but the term “Fuller Brush Man” was coined by the Saturday Evening Post in 1922. The Fuller Brush Man was featured in a Three Little Pigs episode (with the Big Bad Wolf playing the Fuller Brush Man) in 1933, and the Fuller Brush Man hit its popular culture apex in 1948 with a movie starring comedian Red Skelton called, well, The Fuller Brush Man. A sequel of sorts called The Fuller Brush Girl, starring Lucille Ball, was released in 1950. 



		[←6]
	World Cafe is the syndicated radio show produced by WXPN in Philadelphia.



		[←7]
	John Prine Anthology Liner Notes



		[←8]
	Years later, in 2003, Phil Spector was charged with the murder of actress Lana Clarkson. After a mistrial was declared in 2007, Spector was found guilty of second degree murder in 2009. He was sentenced to 19 years in state prison in California. He died on January 17, 2021.



		[←9]
	In addition to Boo Rits, the group includes Nick Gunty, Matt Lyons, Teddy Grossman, Molly Zulauf, Emily Gilbert, Casey Gilbert, Jane Reed Nosal, and Calder Rits Zulauf.



		[←10]
	The “Sun sound” refers to the production style of Sam Phillips.



		[←11]
	The New York Times, September 23, 1979.



		[←12]
	 The Butcher Shoppe Studio was founded by John Prine and David Ferguson in the early 2000s.



		[←13]
	Jeane Dixon first became famous for allegedly predicting John F. Kennedy’s assassination. She also had a very popular syndicated astrology column.



		[←14]
	In 1981, Oh Boy had released a Red Vinyl Christmas 45, which included “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus” on the A side and “Silver Bells” on the B side, but both of those songs were included on an album called A John Prine Christmas, released in 1991—so we’ll get to those songs in Chapter 11.



		[←15]
	Although John refers to German Afternoons as his 10th album, he was including Prime Prine, the compilation record that Atlantic Records released as John was leaving the label. By my count, German Afternoons is really John’s ninth studio album.



		[←16]
	I’m fairly certain that John was pretending he was a music critic here. Just for kicks.



		[←17]
	John and Steve wrote a number of songs together, including “You Never Even Called Me By My Name.” John refused to be credited as a songwriter for it because he thought that it was a just “goofy song” that they wrote for fun as they were drinking a literal sink full of alcohol punch. After the song became a hit for David Allen Coe in 1975, Steve again asked John if he wanted to be credited as its co-writer, but John said: “No, I told you I didn’t want my name on it.” So the next day, Steve brought John a 1942 Wurlitzer—an all-wooden jukebox—for John’s share of the royalties.



		[←18]
	Since 1991, I’ve seen The Boss in concert several times, including a 2016 show in Philadelphia, during which he played for four hours and four minutes—a U.S. record.



		[←19]
	Phil Everly died in 2014. 



		[←20]
	Floyd Tillman, who was one of the early players of Western swing, was inducted into the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame in 1970 and the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1984. 



		[←21]
	Written by Colin Escott, George Merritt, and William MacEwen.



		[←22]
	Souvenirs liner notes.



		[←23]
	The Singing Mailman Delivers was released in 2011. It’s a compilation of old tapes recorded in 1970, a year or so before John Prine was released.



		[←24]
	The song was recorded as part of the program for WRLT, an independent radio station in Nashville.



		[←25]
	The public radio station in Philadelphia that is affiliated with the University of Pennsylvania.



		[←26]
	I saw John Prine in concert in that time period, so it’s possible that I heard John sing “Treat Me Nice” at a concert some 40 years ago, but I don’t think so.



		[←27]
	The opening song on Aimless Love, discussed in Chapter 8.



		[←28]
	Matt’s business is called Artist Growth, and its mission is to help musicians and artists plan, organize, and keep records.



		[←29]
	 Shamefully, the Country Music Awards in 2020 did not mention John Prine or “I Remember Everything.” But on November 12, 2020, the Masters—the most iconic golf tournament in the world—opened its coverage on ESPN with an 81-second montage of historic moments in the Masters, accompanied by John Prine’s emotional “I Remember Everything.” The song was also nominated for two 2021 Grammy Awards.



		[←30]
	Although John did not record “You Never Even Call Me By My Name” for an album, he did record a version as part of an interview that he did in 1987 for radio station WNEW-FM. You can find the recording on YouTube.
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