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“Sneakin’ Around Town with Teddy Midnite”
When Folly Beach resident, singer songwriter, Ted McKee (aka Teddy Midnite) took an early out from his corporate job some years ago, his plan was to make a living with his music and live on the marsh. Heading up 8 different bands of various genres including Sneakers, Swing Soup, Bojama Blues, Moon Dawg, Wing Walker, McKee & Stone and Boss Hawg, Ted might be the hardest working musician on the Charleston scene. In addition to playing live gigs 6 to 7 nights a week (sometimes 2 or 3 in one day), he finds time to write songs, arrange music, record in his own studio and still keep a slight hand in the financial planning business that allowed him to ditch the coat and tie. Born in Atlanta to an Army officer, McKee comes from a long line of musicians. He started out playing guitar in a folk duo with his brother on banjo before the boys progressed to rock and roll. The line doesn’t stop with Ted. His 21 year old niece, Bonnie McKee, recently on tour with Ryan Adams, signed a multi-million dollar deal with Sony when she was still in her teens. Bonnie has an album of all original tunes called “Trouble” that is finding a niche on pop stations nationwide.

I first heard Ted McKee play at the Sand Dollar over twenty years ago with his long-time group, “The Silver Dollar Band”.  The band played great rockabilly tunes by The Flying Burrito Brothers, Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson, Emmy Lou Harris, etc. Through the years Ted toured the Southeast playing with various artists such as John Brannen and Jack Williams.

Admirably, McKee has stayed true to his heart in a very tough business. He recently made time to talk about the craft of songwriting and his experiences in the music industry.

CFT: What inspires you to write songs?

Ted McKee: “I write a lot about the human condition, people that I meet, mostly about my own conditions. If I have a friend who is in trouble, I can actually feed off his troubles and write a song about it or I’ve also written songs about girls that have come out and danced, just the way that they dance…”

CFT: I know you play a lot of original material when you perform, why do you think its worth people’s time to listen?

TM: “I feel like I have a gift of imagery, that I can create colors and images in people’s heads when they hear the lyrics. And people have told me that, and I totally enjoy writing like that because it gives me the same type of sensation. I guess that’s why. I don’t know if I’ll ever have a top hit or anything, at this point in my life it really doesn’t matter to me. It’s an art form and I think it’s the colors that are on my palette at the time.”

CFT: How has your songwriting evolved from your early attempts to your latest?

TM: “Well I felt my earlier stuff was more “immaturish” actually. I didn’t consider myself as being an in-depth songwriter and after living through some things and some different influences, I felt that I matured a little. So yeah there’s gonna be a difference and I hope the songs that I write in the next 10 years are different than the songs I just wrote in the last ten.”

CFT: Do you have a favorite song that you’ve written?

TM: “I think one of my favorite songs is “Where the Blue Heron Flies” just because I like the way the melody goes. It makes me think of the Low Country and how much I love it here.”

CFT: Is that a song you feel could be commercially successful?

TM: “Nashville told me it wasn’t. I had a professional songwriter listen to the song and he wrote a critique. He said he didn’t think it was commercial enough to be successful. But that doesn’t really mean that much to me, you know they have a certain formula. If it doesn’t fit into that formula or that niche, it’s not going to work.”

CFT: Do you have any regrets about your music career?

TM: “Yes of course I do. I would like to be in a place where I traveled around and did my own songs and that’s all I did. I guess the biggest regret is that I didn’t educate myself on songwriting as a craft until later on in life. I wish I had done it a lot earlier.” 

CFT: Who has had the most influence on you as a songwriter and musician?

TM: “Lately it’s been Tom Waits, Steve Earle, and Cole Porter… Bob Dylan, certainly some of my wilder things that I’ve written he kind of inspires me. I like the way Cole Porter puts music together, melodic lines. For the jazz songs that I write, I kind of like it.”

CFT: What advice do you have for young singer songwriters just starting out?

TM: “I’d just say listen to a lot and try a lot of different things. You know I do a lot of different genres of music and I write in every genre because I get bored with the same one all the time. It’s like I run out of ideas, then if I go to something else, it renews my inspiration to the one that I just left. Now I’m in another genre, that kind of works…for me. I think everybody’s different.”

In regards to the craft of songwriting and the Nashville formula for a commercial hit, Ted points out that creative writers like Tom Waits and Steve Earle have ignored all the rules and still found success. In his own style, McKee’s prolific songwriting seems to flow as effortlessly as the ocean breeze. This verse from one of the new Swing Soup songs will touch the cowboy in every music lover’s heart:

“There’s a feelin' I get when I look to the west,

And I still hear it callin' to me





With landscapes painted as big as the sky,


The clouds are horses with wild in their eye.


The soft scent of a cactus flower,

 

Blends with the still of the wind,




The melody of a coyote's call





Haunts me like a long lost friend

Call it a fantasy, call it a dream

Call it a campfire tune

Riding along singing cowboy songs

Howling at the desert moon”

From “Desert Moon” By Ted McKee © 2005




 Creating imagery in the minds of listeners with lyrics like those has brought national recognition to McKee and his Western Swing band, “Swing Soup” for their self-titled CD released in 2002, co-produced by Rodney Stone, recorded at Charleston Recording Studio and mastered at The Kitchen in Chapel Hill. Ted was nominated for Best New Male Vocal by The Academy of Western Artists and the band received multiple nominations in 2002 & 2003.  “Swing Soup” (www.swingsoup.com) played live at The Boone Hall Bluegrass & BBQ Festival in July and will play at the upcoming PGA tournament on Kiawah. A CD Release party is being planned at The Charleston Music Hall with a local charity in the spring. McKee’s party band, “Sneakers” in tuxedos and black high top Converse is the favorite of “brides to be” around the city. “Bojamma Blues” is a rockin’ blues band regularly playing gigs at Freshfield Farms on Kiawah. 

The band members consist of the very kicking rock and roll piano player, Ronnie Williams, and one of Charleston’s most talented musicians, Rodney Stone, on bass guitar, vocals and percussion. Other members of the band include expert drummer, Frank Cothran, talented saxophonist, John Phillips, and Allan Thompson master of the fiddle, mandolin, harmonica, Dobro, & banjo. This group of guys has played with the likes of BTO & Kansas to name a few. All have paid more than their share of dues in what can be a grueling life of load-ins, nameless faces, crappy food, cheesy hotel lounges and long nights on the road…all for the love of music.

As a solo act, “Teddy Midnite” can be heard rippling the ivory every Thursday at Sunfire Grill & Bistro singing jazzy covers and originals. The eclectic new grass trio “Boss Hawg” with Allan Thompson & Rodney Stone is playing Festivals regularly. The popular acoustic island duo, “McKee & Stone” play Wednesdays at all summer at Coconut Joe’s. Their following of long-time fans love to sing along to Ted’s song “Rhythm of the Islands” about leaving the corporate world… “No thanks I’m cool, I got a buzz that’ll floor a mule and I’m kickin’ right back waitin’ on my brain to chill”.  Cruise by and check it out, chances are your brain needs to chill with some good time island music.

Note:

The Nashville Songwriters Association International meets monthly to go over different techniques and tools for writing songs. The Association is not just for country music writers, it’s for all kinds of writers. They meet the 2nd Monday of every month at Sunfire Grill & Bistro at 6:30. Writers welcome.
Ted McKee’s CD’s are for sale at Cat’s Music, Monster Music, on-line at www.cdbaby.com and www.teddymidnite.com. 

