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THE MORELLS

Fans of the devilishly eclectic Morells had to wait a long 19 years between the 1982 release of the Springfield, Missouri, combo’s debut album, Shake and Push, and a 2001 follow-up simply titled The Morells. Think About It, the band’s third album, has arrived a more quickly, in the summer of 2005 on HighTone Records. It’s certain not to disappoint devotees of the quartet’s often-wacky mix of roadhouse rockabilly, garage rock and R&B, hillbilly swing, comedy numbers, surf songs, and bouncing beats perfectly suited to dancing the twist — and is sure to attract new converts to the Morells’ fervent cult.

The Morells — bassist-producer Lou Whitney, guitarist D. Clinton Thompson, keyboardist Dudley Brown, and drummer Ron Gremp, all of whom contribute lead and harmony vocals — may plant their tongues in cheek throughout much of Think About It, but their delivery of songs associated with Chuck Berry, the Delmore Brothers, Duane Eddy, Paul Revere and the Raiders, Phil Harris, and the Monkees, along with originals by Whitney and Thompson, show them to be quite serious musicians. Thompson, who did a stint with the Ozark Mountain Daredevils (as did drummer Ron Gremp) in the late ‘80s, is often singled out for praise. Jerry Renshaw, writing in the Austin Chronicle, called Thompson “a thoroughly unlikely guitar god [who] plays notes on his Telecaster that simply don’t exist on most guitars, seasick jazzy runs and queasy country licks wrapped around Chuck Berry rudiments.”  

The Morells have a long, complicated history marked by numerous detours. Their story began in 1973 when Phoenix, Arizona, native Lou Whitney and the Wichita, Kansas-born Donnie Thompson formed a bar band in Springfield. “As long as you played real current Top 40 stuff like “That’s the Way (Uh, Huh, Uh, Huh) I Like It,” Whitney recalls, “then you could play anything you wanted to occasionally, and people responded.” Then Thompson went on the road for a season with the folk-rock duo Brewer and Shipley. “When he came back,” Whitney continues, “he said, ‘I don’t think we have to do this Top 40 stuff if we don’t want to.” Thus was born the Symptoms. 

“The Symptoms were a New Wave band when nobody knew what New Wave was,” Whitney explains. “We’d play a Ramones song or a Clash song, and people would think we wrote it. We got pretty popular doing that until they wised up.” 

The Symptoms evolved into the Morells, who in turn morphed into the somewhat less-daffy Skeletons. The Skeletons recorded four albums, the most recent being 1997’s Nothing to Lose on HighTone Records. But when the Morells/Skeletons weren’t doing their own records and gigs, they stayed busy working as a backing band on disc and/or on tour with a wide variety of performers. Often billed as the Hired Guns, they’ve lent their deft musicianship to such artists as Dave Alvin, Steve Forbert, Boxcar Willie, Jonathan Richman, Robbie Fulks, and Syd Straw. Most recently, they’ve been playing behind Springfield country singer-songwriter (and HighTone artist) Brian Capps, who bills them as the True Liars. 

“They’re not young, they’re not pretty, but the Morells are as American as a cheeseburger from Red’s and as funny as a drunken monkey,” Renshaw commented. And, as evidenced by their new Think About It CD, they’ve just gotten better with time. 
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