
	CONCERT REVIEW: Sun up on old soul boulevard : Sheryl Crow has hit another one of her high points with '100 Miles from Memphis,' the focus of her concert at the Chumash Casino

JOSEF WOODARD, NEWS-PRESS CORRESPONDENT 

[image: image1.jpg]



At the Chumash Casino Thursday night, Sheryl Crow was enmeshed in the sound of a 10-piece band, perhaps her most soulful backup group to date. 
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Consider Sheryl Crow, who played the Chumash Casino on Thursday, the Sandra Bullock of pop music. Both are reliable, pretty and friendly, but also tough characters from whom we expect solid, loveable craft rather than messages from emotional depths or any special virtuosity on the job. They are eminently likeable, with a trusty range of highs and lows — on a narrow bandwidth of variation — and occasional work garnering a Grammy or an Oscar. They are comforting regulars on the American cultural scene. 

At the moment, Ms. Crow's long and still-progressing career has hit one of its higher points of the last decade-plus, with the release of her heartfelt geo-retro album "100 Miles from Memphis," the centerpiece of her solid, party-timing concert on Thursday. Truth comes in different flavors with this appealing song set. She grew up in Kennett, a small town 100 miles from Memphis, and her frame of thematic reference here is old-school soul from the '60s and early '70s Memphis mother lode, which she approaches with taste, hooks and a touch of homage to one prominent aspect of her roots, along with pop hooks and loose-fit — but not too loose — rock 'n' roll. 

At the casino, the boss woman was enmeshed in the rapturous sound of a 10-piece band, probably her most soulful backup group to date. The setting — including doubled-up drum kits on several songs, horns, killer background singers and three unerringly tasteful guitar players — helped infuse the new material with infectious grooves and rhythmic warmth. 

Thursday's generous show, an almost two-hour set, leaned heavily on new material in the early phases, and veered into greatest hits late in the game. She slipped in an oldie, "Change Will Do You Good," early on, but got busy with this inspired new Memphis-esque chapter in her growing songbook, from the extended vamp on the title track "100 Miles to Memphis" to the single "Summer Day," another potential "feel-good hit of the summer" in the long shadow of her past hit "Soak Up the Sun." 

As the crowd surged toward the stage around show's end, in keeping with the casino tradition, Ms. Crow and band pumped genuine energy and feeling into the hits that made her a household name, including the pop-rock gem "My Favorite Mistake," "Everyday is a Winding Road," and the Stones-y "If It Makes You Happy." 

For encores, Ms. Crow played three songs that could be viewed as a summary statement of her musical persona. She started at the beginning, with her chirpy-riffy career-launching hit "All I Wanna to Do," and capped it all off on the burnished slow, gospel note of "I Shall Believe." 

In between those songs came a faithful version of the Jackson 5 classic "I Want You Back," an impassioned but clean-burning tribute to the late, great Michael Jackson. The cover song appears as a "bonus track" on her new album, and is dedicated to the singer who she worked with as a backup singer before her own name lit up the marquee. 

In that song, the sound from the stage on Thursday was pure nostalgia and joy, tinged with the clutching, lingering sadness over Jackson's premature death. The conflicting feelings are all the more affecting in this area code, where the longtime Santa Ynez Valley resident endured a tragic kangaroo court. But we digress, if slightly. Jackson's legacy will be forever entwined with the 805. 

Suffice to say, even if her legacy-cementing radio hits are behind her, the Sheryl Crow saga is very much continuing, and in high old school style at the moment. 


