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The Red Dirt Rangers have been making music since the late ‘80s and recording it since 1991, when they released the album Cimarron Soul -- on cassette. Sixteen years and thousands of performances later, John Cooper, Ben Han and Brad Piccolo have made their best record ever, a colorful and exciting exploration of musical paths that lead both back to and away from their Stillwater home. Written mostly by the band members and other Red Dirt figures, the 14 tracks on Ranger Motel don’t just deliver the close-to-the-earth blend of acoustic and electric music that typify Red Dirt; they also reflect the deep sense of connection and Okie brotherhood that identifies the true Red Dirt artist as indelibly as an inked fingerprint. 

 
Two other notable Red Dirt figures, fiddler Randy Crouch and bassist Don Morris, play regularly with the Rangers and appear to great effect here. So does famed drummer Jim Karstein, one of the leading lights of another Oklahoma musical movement, the Tulsa Sound. Karstein’s Tulsa Sound brother Jimmy Markham brings his harmonica in to lend empathetic texture to “Under the Radar.” And to further connect the Tulsa Sound and Red Dirt, it should be noted that Ranger Motel was the final disc recorded at Tulsa’s legendary Church Studio by Steve Ripley, leader of the multiplatinum-selling Tulsa-based group the Tractors and a Red Dirt godfather as well. 


If Ranger Motel sounds also at times like the Great Lost Sir Douglas Quintet album, credit not only the boys themselves – longtime fans and soul brothers of the late Doug Sahm – but the great keyboardist Augie Meyers, a key architect of Sir Doug’s sound.  For the Rangers, getting Augie into the studio with them was a high point of their career, and just hearing them play together on “Psychedelic Cowboy’ -- a first-rate Sahm tribute -- will bring tears to more than one pair of old-hippie eyes. 


By turns playful, wistful, rocking and reflective, Ranger Motel isn’t just the best disc the Red Dirt Rangers have ever made, but a record that any act could be proud of.  More than that, it’s a living and vibrant snapshot of what Red Dirt music is all about – its past, its present, and its future.

-- John Wooley

