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Review by Kiki Schueler

“there was never any simple way to leave 
this behind.  Never any words to say to 
speed up the time.  Positive and mov-
ing t’ward a home we can’t find.  I never 
meant to make it any harder.”  The songs 
still hinge on Simonett’s smart lyrics and 
addictive, yearning voice.  The biggest 
and most obvious difference is that in-
stead of drums and keyboards, the 
emphasis is on fiddle and banjo, and 
these instruments carry most every 
song.  Ryan Young and Dave Car-
roll, respectively, are extraordinary 
musicians whether playing an ach-
ing ballad as they do here, or racing 
to the finish on one of the record’s 
many up, up-tempo tracks.  Most 
impressive is Young’s ability to il-
lustrate the songs with a slide of the 
bow.  On frenetic opening track “Kel-
ly’s Bar,” the line “a knife in the back” 
is animated with a slow, screeching, 
slash across the strings.  Despite 
the levity of the music, it’s another 
broken heart song, punctuated with 
rich, Dylan-worthy images, notably, 
“met a girl downtown and she was 
covered in lightning.”

The record’s lightest moment is 
the winking “I Went to Hollywood,” 
the story of a Midwest boy who finds 
that California isn’t like it is in the 
movies.  The instantly familiar melo-
dy of “Right Back Where We Started” 
bears an unmissable similarity to Neil 
Young’s “Love is a Rose.”  Despite the 
tune’s ambling pace, (Ryan) Young 
throws in a few fancy fiddle flourish-
es.  The well placed ballads, “I’m Not 
There Anymore,” “Thank You John 
Steinbeck,” and the title track, give 
you a chance to catch your breath, 
and, more importantly, a chance to 
really hear Eamonn McLain’s cello.  
The relentlessly catchy “The Middle” 
is a highlight, buoyed by acrobatic 
fiddle, Erik Berry’s mandolin, and 
harmony vocals.  The record closes 
with the instrumental “Good Land,” 
followed by the meditative “I Learn 

From the sound of Life Is Good on 
the Open Road, Dave Simonett must be 
feeling better.  Last year saw the release 
of perfect record Furnace, a powerful 
meditation on love and loss in the wake 
of divorce, from his side project Dead 
Man Winter.  It may have been therapy 
for him, a record so personal that he de-
bated whether to release it, but it was 
my hands-down favorite record last 
year.  One I almost didn’t hear.  I was at 
a Hiss Golden Messenger show in Ann 
Arbor when the folks I had been talking 
to all night mentioned Dead Man Win-
ter, and told me to check out the new 
record, adding “it’s the guy from Tram-
pled by Turtles” as a selling point.  My 
gut reaction was, “I don’t like Trampled 
by Turtles” (irrationally based on the one 
time I saw them opening for the Bottle 
Rockets a loooong time ago, where 
their only fault may have been being 
between me and the Bottle Rockets).  I 
did end up listening to Furnace once I 
got back home, and before I knew it had 
racked up enough listens on Spotify that 
Simonett may have actually made some 
money.  So when Trampled by Turtles 
returned from hiatus with Open Road, 
I felt like I should probably give them a 
fair chance.  As it turns out, it is possible 
I do like them.

It isn’t a big jump from Furnace to 
the universal truth of “We All Get Lonely,” 
the album’s introspective second track.  
The first verse is all about moving on, 

the Hard Way,” which closes poignantly, 
“I know you can’t save me, but I know 
that’s all right.”  On second thought, Sim-
onett may not be healed, but he’s on 
the right track.  And until he brings back 
Dead Man Winter, I can probably get by 
with the Turtles.
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