The Black Crowes – Hammerstein Ballroom, NYC – 3.22.05

Years of anticipation, rumors, speculation and debate led up to this day and no one could have really been prepared for what was about to unfold on the stage.  When I look back on it, I think of all the friends, smiles, and excitement of the crowd that night as much as I do of the actual songs and performances.  At their peak, the Black Crowes took the stage every night, playing whatever they wanted to and each night trying to be better.  They believed in themselves and also believed that every show had the potential to be transcendent.  After this run of shows in New York City, I saw that they believed in themselves again and were doing this for the sake of the music.

There is nothing like when the lights grow dark and your favorite band walks on stage and that moment was one of the best I’ve ever experienced!  Sitting through the opening band and the long wait before the show seemed to drag longer as the night wore on.  We were among a rare crowd very hungry for some real rock n’ roll salvation. Soon they lit the Nag Champa and I knew that it would be all right.  I looked on as there was a huge cheer when Kate Hudson walked onto the lower balcony with her cowboy hat and beer.  It wasn’t just a show either, since she was singing along and rockin’ out like the rest of us.  Finally, the crowd roared as the Crowes ambled on from the back seemingly very slowly as I watched from the front on the left side.  After the candelabras were turned on, Chris, in his brown leather pants, pulled up the maracas and sauntered up front to start a churning version of Gone.  It was amazing to hear Marc tearing it up with his Thank You shirt on.  It was very surreal to see them back on stage but almost too exciting!!  I was pretty sure they’d open with No Speak and then Sting Me but somehow Gone was a perfect choice!!  After a searing version of Sting Me, everyone was going nuts in the front.  It was when they busted into the Black Moon Jam that it really hit me that they were back!!  It sounded really nice with the backup singers!  I was also struck and how happy the band was and how into the songs Chris was, it was almost as if he was a different person.

Next was a cover I didn’t know (I think it was Delaney and Bonnie – Comin’ Home) but as usual, they nail all the covers that they do!  Paint an 8 was pretty sick too; Marc and Rich had some great tone and chemistry on this tune.  It is so nice to hear them uncovering unreleased gems like this one again!!  It’s a testament to how good they are when after a long time and many lineups later they can regain the chemistry that they once had.  I thought Bill was a bit weak though, but he steadily got better throughout the run.  Soul Singing sounded better with Marc’s licks weaving with Rich’s progressions and it even had a nice new jam section in the middle which made it definitely stand out!

Then was one of the real highlights of the night, Bad Luck Blue Eyes Goodbye!! The interplay between Chris and Marc was simply beautiful and the vocals dripped with soul.  He sang it so well that it felt almost as if the song was new.  Thorn was jammed out, and it sounded great except for the drum fill part.  It was so nice to hear Eddie Harsh again, that guy is scary good!  Young Man Old Man was funkier too and featured some searing Marc Ford leads!!  Then they go into a nice Dylan tune, It Takes a Lot to laugh which was nice since I’d never heard them do that before and once again Ford’s slide stood out on it.

Girl from a Pawnshop was another huge highlight, it was so emotional and epic!  The buildup to the chorus was an incredible moment followed by a nice crescendo with the backup singers!  Nonfiction was a great follow up, very mellow and a different vibe compared to Pawnshop.  It started off soulful and soothing and then changed directions at the end to turn into a feedback drenched psychedelic jam, which was kind of unexpected!

Even the next 3 SYMM tunes took new life that night and it felt good to rock out to them even though at times they seem overplayed.  Stare it Cold was a great foot stomping boogie to end the set with.  It was heartwarming to see how happy they were when they were introduced by Chris towards the end of the show.  Eddie got a big hand but it was Marc Ford’s night.  He got a huge ovation and later on would point to his shirt which said it all:  Thank You.  The encore started with a somber and sublime version of Time will Tell, which was a very appropriate selection and it was made complete with the backup vocalists and they closed with a rousing version of Hard to Handle complete with a jam at the end.

I left the ballroom with a huge smile on my face, and hugging all my friends because I knew that the band was back and they believed it!  Even though I had seen them before many times I was blown away and it was almost as if I were seeing them for the first time.  It was awesome to go in there not really knowing what they would be playing and what to expect. Brandon really captured the essence of the Crowes in NYC though when he said the Crowes aren’t really the Crowes without all the friends to hang out with and to share all the experiences.  

~ Ravi

