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Having established his credentials in the
sixties, playing with Captain Beefheart,
the Rolling Stones and Lowell George,
Boomer's Story was Ry Cooder’s third
album, released in November 1972. He
gathered a crew of first-class musicians,
including Randy Newman, Jim Keltner
and Milt Holland, and drew on the
production skills of Lenny Waronker and
Jim Dickinson. They play ten blues tunes
with an attention to detail and a love of
the form that sounds great to this day.

The title track was first recorded in
1929 by Carson Robison. On it, Cooder
leads on electric guitar, backed by a full
band to fabulous effect. It's a rich tonal
experience with surprising bass muscle
for the vintage. The song is about lost
love and hopping freight trains around
the country.

‘Cherry Ball Blues' is a fabulous Skip
James tune, but without the high-pitched
vocals it sounds a lot more substantial
than any of that great bluesman’s own
productions. Cooder has always been a
blues musician at heart, and he brings
a verve and energy to the form that few
have matched. This is not least because
he is such a great guitarist, with a feel
that most would be more than prepared
to visit the crossroads to attain.

‘Crow Black Chicken’ has a fat
analogue sound, and is a superbly
arranged tune, with the lovely bass
sound of Tommy McClure. The theme
here is simply “I like chicken pie”! ‘Ax
Sweet Mama'’ has an unusual rhythm,
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with some nice horn playing and great
honky-tonk piano. It's Cooder’s mandolin
plucking that gives it an edge, though.
There have been many songs about
two-timing, yet lines like “But it's a slow
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this one out as special.

The vocals are dropped for ‘Maria
Elena’ by Lorenzo Barcelata. This is a
beautiful piece with a Spanish feel that’s
reminiscent of Cooder’s later work in
Cuba with the Buena Vista Social Club.
Two guitars are joined by piano to fill out
the sound, the latter adding its own take
to the delicate lament.

‘The Dark End of the Street’ was a
hit for James Carr in 1966. Here, it is
taken at a restrained pace and devoid of
lyrics, just the keening of Cooder’s slide
playing, something he mastered at an
early age and with which he can express
a wide range of emotions, including the
challenges of clandestine love described
by the song. ‘Rally ‘Round the Flag’
sounds like a patriotic song, but the way
Cooder sings it over Newman'’s piano,
“Shouting the battle cry of freedom”, is
more like a lament, perhaps a reflection
on the aftermath of Vietnam. Cooder
brings the slide in for the final few bars,
and the pairing makes for a particularly
poignant denouement.

‘Comin’ in on a Wing and a Prayer’ is
a ‘40s tune from World War Il that starts
out quietly but builds with horns, piano,
bass and drums, alongside some great
picking from Cooder. It sounds a little out
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of place among much bluesier numbers, '
but it does lift the spirits.

Sleepy John Estes wrote and sings
‘President Kennedy’, which gives it a
different feel from the rest of the album.
The song is about the death of the great
hope of the oppressed and impoverished
in sixties America, and Estes’ voice has
an authenticity that stands out. It has a
clanky, mandolin-led sound and a more
plodding beat, representing the malaise
that many felt after the president had
“gone back home”.

On ‘Good Morning Mr Railroad
Man’, Cooder gives us his take on a
traditional tune about what was probably
not called trainspotting in the Deep
South. Here, Gene Finney’s harmonica
playing provides the texture, while
Newman and Cooder bring the colour to
engaging effect.

This is an excellent recording for
its vintage. It doesn't fill the room, but
it has an analogue authenticity and a
lovely tone, thanks to Speakers Corner’s
attention to repressing detail. It's also
great to hear so many superb musicians
before they became big names. It led to
many collaborations between Newman
and Cooder, for one, but here you get
the essence of what these guys were
capable of when they were young and
hungry. Boomer’s Story is a fine piece of
largely acoustic blues, revealing just how
well Ry Cooder could play and arrange
this quintessential musical form.

Jason Kennedy



