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Where would you like to fly?

Regardless, Dixie Chicks
can get you there
in fine country style

Dixie Chicks
Fly
(Monumenl)

* kK172

The much-anticipated Fly is an
album of contrasts; fun and wildness
are juxtaposed with sorrow and
longing. Given that lead singer
Natalie Maines was going through a
divorce and banjo/dobro/steel player
Emily Robison was preparing to
marry at the time they recorded it,
those contrasts make some sense. But
they also ring true for humanity in
general; emotions are fleeting and we
all ricochet from joy to sadness.

Maines sets the tone in the
opening Ready to Run, as she
displays an increasing confidence.
Her vocals are southern and sassy,
though she's not bound entirely to
that mode. In Don't Waste Your
Hearr, she offers a mountain-
influenced reading that could've
easily been borrowed from an early
Patty Loveless recording, while
Without You mines the lower end of
her register, giving her more of a
smooth Terri Clark feel.

The album is decidedly country,
with Martie Seidel's bent fiddle lines
and Robison's steel in Hello Mr.
Heartache underscoring a Ray Price
shuffle approach. The chugging banjo
and wilderness imagery of Cowboy
Take Me Away and the break into the

The succss of heir first album, Wide Open Spaces.
created high expectations for their second. and Fly
doesn't disappoint. From left: Emily Erwin, Natalie

Maines and Martie Seidel.

country classic I'll Fly Away during
the bluegrass-influenced Sin Wagon
only add to the country textures.

Still, the standout part of Fly
remains those integral Chick
harmonies:tight, ~ spunky  and
unapologetic.

Those harmonies are ideal for their
let-your-hair-down numbers: Sin
Wagon, Some Dayvs You Gotta Dance
or the humorously sinister Goodbye
Earl (for which they actually
included a disclaimer stating they "do
not advocate premeditated murder").
And the harmonies provide an

excellent contrast for the more spare,
thoughtful pieces: the cinematic Cold
Dayv in July, the string-supported
Without You or the bluesy closer Ler
Him Fly.

There's plenty of humor in the
album'’s graphics, though it merely
disguises the variety of emotions that
run through the 14 songs on Fly.

Cumulatively, the songs verify
what we suspected about the trio
following their monstrously
successful Wide Open Spaces album:
The Chicks are for real.

- Tom Roland, Staff Writer
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Country trio takes to the sky on new collection

Dixie Chicks

Fly (Monument)
By Michael McCall

arlier this year, during a photo shoot for TV

Guide, a New York-based photographer asked

the Dixie Chicks if they'd mind leaving the

recording studio where they were working o

step outside in search of a more interesting set-
ting. The trio cheerfully agreed. Once outside, however, the
gravel parking lot didn’t provide much more color than the
compact studio. As the photographer gazed around, the three
Chicks—Natalie Maines and sisters Martie Seidel and Emily
Raobison--took off down the street in search of a better locale,
bopping down the road with carefree abandon,

At the end of the street, they found little more than a
barren patch of trees. Then Maines spied a sign that said "No
Dumping,” and that was all it took. Within minutes, all three
Chicks were crouched down in front of the sign with mock
grimaces on their faces, making indecent grunting noises and
laughing as the photographer clicked away. Afterward, as the
Chicks dashed back up the street, the photographer smiled,
shook his head, and said that he had never worked with stars
who were as unself-conscious and as daring as this tno of
young women,

That sense of daring and lack of self-consciousness
shines through on Fly, the trio's outstanding follow-up to
their multimillion-selling major-label debut, Wide Open
Spaces. Sounding brasher and more confident than ever, the
Chicks venture out wider--and wilder—on The payoff
likely will be massive commercial success that also altracts
widespread critical acclaim,

Such a combination s a rarity these days. Country
music's biggest sellers usually get trashed by the Amencan
rock press and by serious music enthusiasts as slick suppliers
of generic ear candy. Garth Brooks, for instance, quickly
turned from the sensitive good ol' boy of "Friends in Low
Places” and "The Dance” into a superstar whose primary goal
was 10 create big-ticket songs and events that kept his fame
spiraling upward. Shania Twain, after the bold strokes of
Waman in Me, returned with the overtly calculated Come on
Over, which, despite a couple of nicely wmed radio songs
largely transformed the strengths of her previous album into

superficial clichs.

It doesn’t have to go down like thal, and the Dixie
Chicks realize it. Instead of second-guessing the marketplace
or sticking to easily promotable themes and formulas, the
Chicks let the music lead the way on Fly. They figure if they
love a song, then other people will too; if they find or write
songs that mean something to them personally, then theyll
perform them with a conviction that will make the wnes
come alive for others as well,

"I wanted to approach the album the same way we did
the first one--that is, go into it as if you have nothing (o lose,
and don’t try and figure out what someone wants to hear from
you,"” Martie Seidel said during an interview that took place
during the recording of Fiy

Vocully and instrumentally, the trio's performances

should erase any doubt about their skills. Throughout the
album, the threesome flash both personality and ability in
their seamless yet spinted blending of old-time string instru-
ments and modern pop-country sensibilities. They take on
honky-tonk, country-rock, mountain hoedowns, and acoustic
balladry with energy and aplomb, Fly is that rare Music Row
album that's both raditionally rooted yet thoroughly modern.

But what truly lifts the new collection is the way it tack
les subjects that heretofore would have been considered sui-
cidal for a developing country band. With Fly, the Dixie
Chicks have taken their newfound creative leverage and pried
open the future of country music.

Not only do they have the nerve to perform songs that
tackle such risky subject matter as drinking for the fun of it,
killing someone because he deserves it, and heading out on
the town in search of sexual pleasure. They also have the
audacity, not to mention the charisma, (o make each activity
sound like a God-given night. "We didn't want to limit our-
selves by saying, "We can't sing about that subject,” " Robison
says

And so on "Goodbye Earl" and "Sin Wagon,” they cut
d tell it like it is. It's on these two songs--as well as
the snarling, stomping cover of Buddy Miller and Jim
Lavderdale's "Hole in My Head"--that the Chicks charge,
with hoas flying, through any obstacles that might be holding
them back
oodbye Earl,” written by Dennis Linde, tackles
spousal abuse in a manner that manages o be gleefully
vengeful without trivializing the subject, A stanza in the mid-
dle of the song establishes the horror of what the battered
wile is experiencing: "Well, she finally got the nerve to file
for divorce/She let the law take it from there/But Earl walked
through that restraining order/And put her in intensive care.”
In a series of scenes reminiscent of Fried Green Tomaioes or
Practical Magic, the wife and her best (riend murder the abu-
sive husband and dispose of the corpse without getting appre-
hended. Despite some initial inquiries from officials, Earl
winds up being “a missing person that nobody missed at all,”
as Maines sings with unmistakable relish.

"Sin Wagon" is even more oulrageous, at least for a
country tune, because it doesn't bother with justifying its
hedonistic message. Set to i furious acoustic stomp, the song
finds & woman tuming the tables on a deceitful lover by
boasting that she's going to put on a red dress, get drunk, hunt
down a new man, and do some mattress danc "That's
right, I smd, “mattress dancin’,' " Maines emphasizes, just in
case any prudish listeners can't believe what they've just
heard. Wniten by Maines, Robison, and Stephony Smith, the
hilariously raucous tune kicks a platform heel through coun-
try-music conventions, "I'll fly away,” the Chicks harmonize
in the song's mock-gospel closing, which grabs a line from
the famous hymn; then, in the most amoral tone they can
muster, they add, "on a sin wagon!"

Fly boasts plenty of customary country songs as well,
from a solidly performed barroom shuffle ("Hello Mr.
Heartache”) to nicely done pop-country songs ("Some Days
You Gotta Dance” and the Celtic-influenced "Ready 1o
Run"). The only slack song on the collection is a mid-tempo
tune about a cowboy lover who restores a woman physically
and emotionally-—-but, then, there are listeners more likely to
connect with that fantasy than me

loose

Now that they've gol America's attention, the Chicks
plan to keep it by challenging themselves and by boldly fol-

lowing their musical instincts. By avoiding the calculated
sounds and careful marketing maneuvers of most country hit-
makers, they might actually gamer something rare for a "%s
Nashville star--artistic respect
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SEPTEMBER 6, 1999

Dixie Chicks (Monument)

Three cute, cookie-cutter blondes,
the Dixie Chicks look like poster
girls for the new, pop-flavored
Nashville sound. Now the release of
this second album while their 1997
debut, Wide Open Spaces, still hov-
ers near the top of the country
charts, prompts speculation that the
glam trio is aiming at a Shania-like
crossover success. Happily, it ain’t

d Seidel hatch a winner on the Fly.

so. Just as full of

down-home Texas

twang as their first, Fly

is a sophomore album

that soars along on Martie Seidel’s
fiddling and sister Emily Robison’s
(née Erwin) banjo picking. But it is
honky-tonk angel Natalie Maines
whose lead vocals give the Dixie
Chicks sound its saloon-door swing.
Among the highlights here is “Cow-
boy Take Me Away,” a tune Seidel
cowrote and the Chicks sang at
Emily’s May wedding to singer
Charlie Robison.—S.D. Bottom Line:
Neither pop nor corn, just deep-fried coun-
try with lots of snap
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DIXIE CHICKS/Fly

(Monument NK69678) Producers:
Blake Chancey, Paul Worley

Prime Cuts: ‘Fly," "Goodbye Earl,” *Sin
Wagon," "Hole In My Head"

Critique: For the country music in-
dustry, Fly may be the most im-
portant aloum of the decade.
With at least four of the genre's
top acts crossing the pop fence,
Dixie Chicks belong solely to
Nashville and country radio. But
these are uncertain times. As
we've repeatedly seen, a multi-
platinum debut is no guarantee
of stardom—and we need stars.
Thankfully, the Chicks have de-
livered an excellent album, even
though (and precisely because)
itisn't what the consultants would
have ordered up. Fly employs

stronger harmonies, more ag-
gressive instrumental work and
the most powerful vocal perfor-
mances we've yet heard from
Natalie Maines. But unlike Wide
Open Spaces, this disc's strength
is not in obvious hit singles.
‘Goodbye Earl' finds two women
joyfully poisoning and taunting
an abusive husband before dis-
posing of him. Break-neck blue-
grass romp 'Sin Wagon"® finds a
newly single woman boozing up,
pedding down and, finally, seek-
ing forgiveness. "Hole In My
Head" would be right at home
on a George Thorogood album.
The album certainly has its share
of conventional radio songs:
‘Cowboy Take Me Away" is
beautiful in the "Wide Open
Spaces' vein, and "Without You"
is a big, orchestral ballad. Noth-
ing, however, is as engaging as
when the Chicks dance on the
ledge of propriety. How Monu-
ment chooses to present Fly, and
radio’s response, will ultimately
determine whether the Chicks
are viewed for what they are-the
only country artists with the mo-
mentum and gumption to oblit-
erate the uptempo positive ve-
neer that has shackled this genre
for too long.
-Chuck Aly



Dixie Chicks
Fly

MONUMENT

The return of country
radio’s gift to the world
The devil must have spent
a little more time on the
Dixie Chicks. They're the
most fun you can have on
country radio these days,
bringing a sisterly zest to
their celebrations of hell-
raising country gals who
know how to rip out a
man's heart and use it to
fix a flat. Overdressed but
never threateningly glam-
orous, these Astroturf
cowgirls are country's
answer to TLC, represent-
ing the Southern mall sis-
terhood without shying
away from two-stepping
on the menfolks' toes.

Fly may seem like a
premature sequel to the
Chicks' sextuple-platinum
major-lam, Wide
Open Spaces-which is still
on the charts - but that's
the country_schedule for
you. The Chicks are also

obviously eager to reas-
sure their country fans
that they're not going pop.
So Fly has the same slick
studio twang as Wide
Open Spaces. Natalie
Maines sings lead, shar-
ing vocals with the group's
real-life sisters, Martie
Seidel, who plays fiddle
and mandolin, and Emily
Robison, who plays banjo
and dobro. Country bands
who play their own licks
and write their own best
material are rare enough
even before you consider
the estrogen factor, but
Fly shows that the Chicks
are still wisely doing
things their own way.
"Ready to Run" sets the
emotional and musical
tone of the album, revving
up the guitars to a grace-
ful Celtic motif as Maines
sings about an independ-
ent woman who knows it's
time to hit the road when
she hears her mama say
that she looks good in
white. Most of the songs
hang around the same
troubled borders of free-
dom and true love. In the
beautiful ballad "Cowboy
Take Me Away," the
Chicks long for a rugged
lover boy to take them into
the wilderness; in the
honky-tonk stomp “Sin
Wagon," they put on their
red dresses and hit the
skins for some "mattress
dancing" and “"twelve-
ounce nutrition.” Like true
country  singers, the

Astroturf cowgirls:
Chicks Robison, Maines and Seidel (from left)

Chicks sin big and suffer
big, cursing themselves
for their ordinary compro-
mises and cursing the
world for not giving them
enough room to dance.
Their female voices
breathe new life into out-
law clichés, as in "Don't
Waste Your Heart," an
unregretful kiss-off to a
good-hearted man in love
with  a  good-timing
woman. “It's funny how
the girls get burned,”
Maines muses, “And
honey, as far as I'm con-
cerned / The tables have
turned."

The only real flaw here
is that the Chicks leave
too much of the spotlight
to songwriting pros. In
Nashville, writing your
own hits is seen as just
plumb selfish, and the
Chicks must have wanted

to prove that they were
team players by cutting
pros like Matraca Berg,
Patty Griffin and Jim
Lauderdale in on the
action. But the Chicks'
originals are the best here
by a mile, and all of the
clinkers -- such as the
cutesy murder ballad
"Goodbye Earl" -- come
from outsiders. The best
songs on Fly move on in
country tradition with pep-
pier beats and livelier
vocals, and while the
Chicks may not be organ-
ic enough for some tastes,
what with their pink vinyl
and fun fur, they make the
competition sound like kid
stuff. The Dixie Chicks are
country radio's gift to the
world; they make the dirty
South a little dirtier with
every song.

— ROB SHEFFIELD
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INSTANT STARS, AT LAST: Banjo picker Robison, vocalist Maines and fiddler Seidel

These Chicks Gan Fly

They're not just the Spice Girls of country. When
this trio plays bluesy or bluegrass, it's win Dixie

THI:[R OVERNIGHT SUCCESS

TOOK many moons. For nearly
4 decade the Dixie Chicks played
grange halls and coffechouses, ap-
peared on A Prairie Home Compan-
ion and in a McDonald's commercial,
toured from their native Texas to
Alaska, without corralling the inter-
est of a Nashville record company.
The band's blucgrass-meets-cowgirl
sound (its first CD, in 1991, was titled
Thank Heavens for Dale Evans)
secemed way oo outré [or the coun-
try-music establishment, and girl
groups had never made much of a

noise in Twanglown. It wasn't till
Sony Nashville highlighted the Dixie
Chicks' blond sauciness that the
group became the thing du jour, ped-
dling 6 million copies of its first big
album, Wide Open Spaces, and carn-
ing a slew of music awards-includ-
ing three Grammys this year, one for
Best New Artist.

A quick listen to the album proved
that however retro the group's moni-
ker (taken from the Little Feat song
Dixie Chicken) and spangled its cou-
ture (was it from Frederick's of
Dollywood?), this was no three-

headed blond joke. Lead singer
Natalie Maines had won a scholar-
ship to the Berklee School of Music.
Emily Erwin (now Robison) could
play a banjo as if' it were a mojo, and
her sister Martic Seidel is a classical
violinist turned fiddler. These weren't
the Lone Star Spice Girls; they were
damn fine musicians. But the CD was
on the perky-ordinary side; Natalic's
voice had more attitude than author-
ity. One wondered whether the
Chicks could [ind a vision to maich
their virtuosity.

Wonder no more. Fly, their new sel,

is a big leap forward, ornery and ur-
gent. [t has strong song selection, in-
cluding tive co-written by the Chicks,
and a wide range of musical moods;
the trio is at home in Appalachian
mountain music or trailer-park rock'n'
roll. They can switch instantly (rom
sexual threat ("You can't take back
cvery chill you give me/ You're go-
ing down with me, baby, heart and
all") in If [ Fall You're Going Down
with Me 1o rural yearning ("I wanna
touch the carth/l wanna break itin my
hands/ I wanna grow something wild
and unruly") in Cowboy Take Me
Away.

Any good country-girl CD needs
some salutary male bashing. The
Chicks try it figuratively, in the
rockabilly taunt "I nced a boy like you
like a hole in my head/ Let's just say
we will and then don’t instead." The
bashing is literal in Goodbye Earl, a
story song about an abused wife who
feeds her evil spouse poisoned
blackeyed peas, then dumps his body
in the lake. ("The Dixie Chicks do not
advocate premeditated murder,” a
liner note reads, "but love getting
even.") The album's basic motif,
though, isn't revenge; it's indepen-
dence. These songs are smart about
the ways a girl trics o become a
woman.

What lingers longer and deeper
than the tunes is the wily musician-
ship. Sin Wagon offers the bluest grass
on the album, with Seidel's hot iddle,
Robison's flaming banjo and Maines'
attack on the Iyrics ("Do a little mat-
tress dancin' ") with the violence of a
born-again bad girl. The album's best
cuts offer prime, primal, high-altitude
country. Listeners should fly up to
meet il

— By Richard Corliss
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Imagine if Pamela Anderson Lee really could act, or if Britney Spears
penned the great American novel between Nickelodeon tour stops.
They'd segue from guilty pleasures to “Women We Love to Hate" in no
time flat! Though Dallas' Dixie Chicks are hardly the Hee Haw
equivalent of Meryl Streep or Toni Morrison, the impressive results on
Fly may land them in “adore to abhor” territory,

The public may have first embraced these sassy, fashionable
blondes as a Nashville novelty act, but the roadwork they logged in
support of 1998's Wide Open Spaces proved they were no Clairol rodeo
clowns. And there's nothing like rigorous touring, not to mention
multiplatinum sales (Spaces is six-times-platinum and counting), to
kick a gal's confidence into high gear. Both albums showcase the
trio’s contemporary twist on traditional country. While Wide Open
Spaces is mostly tender and a touch tentative, its follow-up is more
about guts, struts, and kickin' butts. Natalie Maines' mustang twang
seems freer and wilder—ironically, it takes control to sound so
untamed. Sisters Martie Seidel (fiddle) and Emily Robison (banjo and
dobro) may have learned their craft as little girls on the bluegrass

circuit, but it's their competence as grown-up women that brings it
home on Fly. They've got spunk aplenty, and their playing soars with
joyous self-assurance. The three women also have gained faith in
themselves as songwriters: Five tracks are penned/copenned by
different combinations of Chicks.

Though largely concerned with matters of the heart, such incurably
romantic offerings as the delicate “Cowboy Take Me Away” take a
backseat to multidimensional musings on this thing called love.
These can be insightful and bittersweet (the wise waltz "Don’t Waste
Your Heart" and the spare, crushing version of Patty Griffin's “Let Him
Fly”) or wicked, stand-on-your-man knee-slappers (the bad-girl blue-
grass of "Sin Wagon,” and “Goodbye Earl,” a gleeful ditty about two
friends who do away with an abusive husband). It's the stuff hen parties
are made of. What's more, the Chicks have the nerve to peck the hand
that feeds them, waxing honest about Nashville in “Heartbreak Town.”

Dixie Chicks really do spread their wings on Fiy. If mixing depth,
considerable chops, bug's-ear cuteness, and Todd Oldham outfits
makes them a bit too wonderful to tolerate, so be it. —Mina Malkin




