
 
 

Mark Erelli “Hillbilly Pilgrim” Signature Sounds Recording Company 
 
Mark Erelli isn't merely hugely talented he's massively versatile, musically. Ellis Paul recognised Mark’s 
consummate skill as a writer and included “The Only Way” [a thoughtfully intelligent, non-knee jerk post 
9/11 assessment, come way forward] on last year’s “Side Of The Road” duo recording with Vance 
Gilbert. While stylistically Mark is pigeon-holed as a contemporary singer/songwriter, “Hillbilly Pilgrim” 
furnishes ample proof that this, still [but only just], twenty something can cut it with the best in any roots 
music sub-genre. Erelli’s 2002 classic predecessor, “The Memorial Hall Recordings,” was an 
exploration and celebration [featuring four of his own songs] alongside material mostly penned by New 
England based songwriters. History will judge “Hillbilly Pilgrim” as this Boston born musician’s 
western-swing oeuvre, and ten of the eleven tracks bear his name. The exception is Clarence Gibson’s 
toe-tappin’ roller coaster “Troubles [Those Lonesome Kind],” which dates from the mid-fifties and was a 
Billy Jack Wills and His Western Swing Band single release during that decade. By some 20 years, Billy 
Jack was the younger brother of the legendary Bob Wills.       
 
The lyrics to western-swing songs tend not to be intellectually challenging or poetically stimulating, since 
their principle application amounts to the aural backdrop within the confines of the nation’s country dance 
halls. For example, down on South Lamar in Austin, Texas at the Broken Spoke. Mark’s contributions to 
the genre prove that he intimately understands and can succeed within its compositional boundaries, 
while, on a trio of cuts, placing his personal stamp as a thought-provoking lyricist. Those titles are “A 
Bend In The River,” “The Farewell Ball” and the gospel tinged closer “Pilgrim Highway.” A major factor in 
the success of this project is the spot on instrumental support furnished throughout by the Boston based 
country band, The Spurs, aided and abetted on backbeat by Mark’s long time road and studio 
companion, Lorne Entress. What’s more, “Hillbilly Pilgrim” is an Erelli/Entress co-production.    
 
The albums opens with the narrator’s gushing homage to the physical and mental attributes of his “Brand 
New Baby,” and is immediately followed by “Troubadour Blues” - “all you need’s a simple song, three 
chords and the truth” – wherein Erelli name checks, in the same breath, the late, great Townes Van 
Zandt, Hank Williams Sr., Jimmie Rodgers, Woody Guthrie and in a later verse adds, from more recent 
times the greatly missed Dave Carter. The song also includes the slyly worded, “Let me thank you Mr. 
President, To me you’ve been so kind, For the well of inspiration can dry up from time to time, And each 
time you open up your mouth you give me something I can use.” Proving that he is thoroughly capable of 
ringing some changes, “Let’s Make A Family” is a humour filled tribute to the contemplation of 
parenthood. Autobiographical in terms of Mark’s chosen career, the lyric is self-deprecating throughout - 
“though the money we got ain’t goin’ far, you can’t make a lot with an acoustic guitar,” then “so honey 
cross your fingers, and hope it don’t look like me“ and later “all it would take is just a couple of set of 
twins and before too long I’d have me a band for free.” It’s certainly a rib tickler, as well as a quite superb 
addition to the genre.  
 
Mark’s web site features a Song of the Month MP3 download [ http://www.markerelli.com/music.html ] 
and the aforementioned “Troubadour Blues” appeared there early last year, while “My Best Was Just Not 
Good Enough [For You]” and “Fool No. 1” were the pair of songs first offered at that location in early 
2001. The latter is a medium-paced take on the “I’m the fall guy in that woman’s life” theme, while the 
former is a big break-up ballad. As for leaping into the wide blue yonder with no visible means of support, 
“Ain’t No Time Of Year To Be Alone” is a prime example. Co-penned by Mark and his wife, Polly, it’s an 
uptempo Christmas song [c/w quotes – word and melody - from numerous seasonal favourites]. 

http://www.markerelli.com/music.html


Irrespective, the cut neatly fits the – jointly reverent, and irreverent - musical mood of this collection. 
Pursuing yet another country music tradition, “Pretend” is Erelli’s boy/girl in love ballad, and features the 
voice of his one time Signature Sounds label mate, Erin McKeown.      
 
Anyone familiar with Erelli’s work would probably agree with my contention that “A Bend In The River” 
comes from the same mould as his early career keeper “River Road.” It is not however, a cookie cutter 
retread, but rather a wonderfully astute observation of small town life, narrated by a local who concludes 
that he was born “without a rambling bone” and ”you stay in one place long enough and it starts to feel 
like home.” While there’s a blunt reality in the lines “the bars got the churches beat by at least 2 to 1” the 
lyric hints at the destruction of, local businesses and subsequently, the community, following the arrival 
of corporate America “on the edge of town” where they are “selling everything for less.” If “A Bend In The 
River” gives witness to the gradual demise of a small community, the waltz paced “The Farewell Ball” 
represents the wake held by the residents of a town [and locale] soon to be submerged beneath the 
reservoir of a government built dam. Personally I found a number of [deliberate ?] ironic aspects to this 
song, lyrically as well as in the setting – one thing is certain, it’s one of Erelli’s finest creations. A song 
that truly needs to be heard.          
 
Here on the threshold of 2004, if there’s one thing that I wish for in the next twelve months it’s that Mark 
Erelli is finally acknowledged as the talent that he truly is. “Hillbilly Pilgrim” may well be the trigger that 
throws the on switch. And not before time…………….  
 
Folkwax Rating 9 out of 10 
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