Young slinger compared to greats
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Several years ago guitar ace
Eric Johnson, in discussing the
relative merits of six-string slin-
gers, made a prophetic statement.

Johnson said there’s an 18
year-old kid somewhere in the
Midwest who'’s locked up in his
bedroom practicing eight or 10
hours a day with his sights set
on being the best.

Johnson was right and wrong.
One of those kids about whom he
might have been speaking, Joe
Bonamassa, was considerably
younger than 18. And he hails
from Utica, N.Y.

“My dad was a guitar player
and he owns a guitar shop,” Bo-
namassa said from an Indiana
tour stop. “When I was about 4
years old, I expressed an interest
in guitar. There were always gui-
tars around the house so I sort of
picked it up.

“My dad showed me some
chords and I took some lessons.
When I was 6 my parents walked
past my room and I was playing
a Stevie Ray Vaughan song. At
first they thought it was a record.
But it was me.”

At 11, Bonamassa was fronting
an adult blues band. At 13, he
had an EMI record deal. Now
he’s 25 and has been through the
majorlabel whirl. But he’s still
excited about the guitar and
about making music.

Touring with his band, Kenny
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Joe Bonamassa started playing the six-string guitar at age 4 and be-
lieves balancing hard licks and good songs is a recipe for success.

Kramme (drums) and Eric Czar

(bass), and a new Medalist-label .

album, “So, It’s Like That,” Bona-
massa is set to work Sunset Sta-
tion, 1174 E. Commerce St.,, on
Thursday Gates open at 7 p.m.
Ruben V and his band are set to
open at about 8. Some of the pro-
ceeds will benefit area flood-relief
efforts.

Of course Bonamassa has been
compared to Johnson and
Vaughan and Jimi Hendrix and
Eric Clapton and practically ev-
ery other fiery guitar player on

the planet. : -

“The plus is it’s a great legacy
of music,” Bonamassa said.
“Those guys are my favorite ‘gui-
tar players. They set the stan-
dards by which everyone is
judged. They make great music
to draw from.” :

And the negative?

“The negative is theyre the
standard by which everything
else is judged, even if it’s differ-
ent. I try to steal a little bit from
everybody and add my own
thing,” he said with a laugh. “T've

carved out my own litile niche.
I've gotten my own following of
people who come to hear me play
like those guys but also play my
own songs.” ]

Like his peers, guitar aces
such as Ian Moore and Monte
Montgomery, players who could
likely play nothing but SRV, Hen-
drix and Clapton licks all night if
they so chose, Bonamassa is
working to hit the balance be-

tween the hot leads and the good -

songs.

“In that I turn to Eric Clapton
for influence,” Bonamassa said.
“He balances it out. T'd rather
have a great song and a solo that
means something than a blazing

solo in a mediocre song. If you .

would have asked me that ques-

tion 10 years ago I would have:

given the exact opposite answer.”

For you gear heads, Bona--

massa plays Chandler guitars.

“T still play Gibson Les Pauls
and Fender Strats now and then
but I've really gotten into Chan-

Joe Bonamassa

m Where: Sunset Station, 1174 E.
Commerce St., (210) 222-9481
mWhen: Thursday; doors open at
7 p.m.; music at 8

m For openers: Ru_ben Y

m Admission: $5 donation to

flood victims via the American
Red Cross

dler. I used to be the vintage-gui-
tar head but I've gotten into new
technology” he said with a laugh.
“And now I don’t have to lose
sleep wondering if my 54 Fender
Esquire is going to be OK.”

On “So, It’s Like That,” the fol-
low-up to the acclaimed “A New
Day Yesterday” disc, Bonamassa
cowrote the majority of the
tunes. He’s done a good job of
mixing the flash with the lyrics.

“Writing is something I do
when I have a good idea. It
doesn’t work if I try to force it,”
he said. “On this record I worked
with some wonderful writers.”

Bonamassa likes where he is
and how he got here.

“My parents didn’t push me,”
he said. “They wanted me to
have a normal childhood. I was
tutored for three out of four
years of high school. I never lived
somebody else’s dream. I think
starting out really young is OK
for a kid if that’s what they real-
ly want to do.”
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