A Night At Cookies

Tony Mecca – Live @ Cookies Bar – March 22, 2008

By Eric Cholminski

I think anyone who knows me is pretty well aware that I am one of the biggest music fans ever. With the  exception of the infernal rap/hip hop genre, my ipod houses 10,000 songs with everything from the classics (The Who, Elton John, The Beatles, Bruce  Springsteen); singer songwriters (Cat Stevens, James Taylor, John Denver); classical (Beethoven, Bach & various instrumental movie soundtracks); hard rock (Van Halen, Metallica); pop rock (Bon Jovi); punk  (Sex Pistols, Dropkick Murphys); Irish (The Pogues); the ridiculous  (Sammy Davis Jr "Candyman", Freddie Blassie "Pencil Neck Geek") to, "Yea, you  can call me a fag but I like it anyway" (Sarah McLachlan) and Country (Keith  Urban, Eddie Rabbitt). If the lyrics are resonating with me, combined with a good melody, I am hooked. I play my favorites ad museum until I know them inside and out, and would like to think I am one of the more knowledgeable music people out there. I have endless music discussions with my friends, I love talking about different albums, and dissecting various songs until we feel like we wrote them ourselves. NO ONE gets more excited than me when something that I like comes on, and I have legitimately seen probably 1,000 concerts in my lifetime.

Another thing that I try to do is tune people into to someone who you may not have heard before. It never hurts to give something new a shot, and at the worst, all it will do is take 10 minutes of your time to decide whether or not you like the sound or the voice or the lyrics of a particular artist. I get recommendations from people all the time, and some of them have turned into some of my favorite songs. More people read this blog than even I am aware of, so I am about to make another recommendation for people to try out.

On Saturday night, I sat in Cookies Bar at 3rd & Mercy Sts, with my buddy Phil, several neighborhood locals, and my father, the bartender (who managed not to get arrested this week) of a regular neighborhood bar that is suddenly becoming an unlikely music haven due to the fact that local musician Tony Mecca played his second show there in the past 3 months. Mecca is a local musician who has  been making and assisting in music in the area for as long as many people in the  bar could remember (he is currently producing an album for another local rock  group, whose name, and God strike me if I get this wrong, is, I believe, Drive  56 or something like that). Mecca’s show at Cookies was a low key affair, with just himself on acoustic guitar, electric guitarist Joe Petitt (played VERY subtly throughout the show,“ (no long, loud extended solos here), and backing  vocals from the very capable Stephanie Davis. Comically, Stephanie appeared to be more aware of promoting the music than Mecca, happily exclaiming at  the end of the show to "go to www.tonymeccamusic.com and we’re on MySpace too!"  It was almost as if it were the holidays, sitting in the house after dinner and 3 people just decided to get up and start playing some music for their friends. It was a very informal type show, with lots of banter between Mecca and the patrons, regaling everyone with stories about the songs. Many of the songs are about people throughout the South Philly neighborhood where Mecca grew up, so these songs can feel very personal and you actually KNOW the people he is singing about.  There’s a song called "The Friends of Joey Coyle" and everyone in South Philly knows all about the strange story of Coyle (forever immortalized on film by John Cusack in "Money For Nothing").  "Love To Me" tells the story of 3 ex-girlfriends who didn’t love Mecca as much as he loved them. "Dennis And I" tells the story of a guy named Dennis Farmer, who seemingly everyone in the bar remembered. "William The Great" is a terrific song about Mecca’s late cousin.

There is also the continuing saga of Annie Helicopter.  Who in their lifetime hasn’t  run into a "Billy The Bully"?  Sadly, he didn’t play "Bobby Golden Got Thrown Out of School", a song that always makes me howl because I’ve known "BG" almost my entire life. His songs play like a modern day Harry Chapin, Cat Stevens, James Taylor, or any of those 1970s singer songwriters, but he also has some Mellencamp/Springsteen influence in many of his songs.  A song that is a must hear is "Plain Jane And Average Joe" (from his latest CD "Hello Goodbye & Everything in Between"), a song about every single one of us. I can’t imagine anyone not being able to relate to the lyrics of this song. I am convinced that in another era, with real strings substituted for the "keyboard strings", that this song is the hit of the album. Another awesome song is "Yeah, Yeah, Yeah", which Mecca FINALLY played live on Saturday and it sounded great. (Thanks Tony!). Sadly, neither one of these songs are currently appearing on his MySpace page but the songs do rotate frequently on there.

Mecca’s set on Saturday was 22 songs in all clocking in at 2 hrs, which is longer than the Def Leppard, Aerosmith and Cyndi Lauper shows I saw recently, and was filled with pleasant, easy on the ears music that deserves a shot with a wider audience.  Check out www.tonymeccamusic.com for all information on his music (he also has a MySpace page). If you like what you hear, I would recommend giving "Hello Goodbye and Everything In Between" a listen, an excellent album and one of the more underrated bodies of music I’ve listened to in the past year.
