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BLUES BEAT

The Next Thing Smokin’®

CHRIS

by Sharor Schnelder

r several years now, we've been watch-
F-:g Chris make incremental steps towards

Sfull-fledged blues artistry. Someone else
was watching, too. His first CD, Barwalkin’,
was recently released on the respected English
label, JSP, which also has in its catalogue
Jamed artists like Champion Jack Dupree,
Hubert Sumlin, Buddy Guy, Carey Bell, Jimmy
Dawkins, Professor Longhair, Lefty Dizz, and
many more. This release was produced by
Johnny Rawls and features the rhythm section
of the late, great Johnny Copeland.

Chris didn’t have to go very far to catch up

with the blues; he heard them nearly every day,
as his father is Joe Beard, who has, in a long,
round about way, finally gathered the acclaim
that should have been his much earlier. “I grew
up in a household with blues—Muddy Waters,
Lightnin’ Hopkins, and that kind of stuff—
that's what was heard on records all the time.
My father is a traditional player, and he’s real
picky about keeping it really simple. I inherited
some of that, even though my blues are more in

amodem style and at a higher energy level than
his. The idea of keeping it simple still rings
true. Dad is proud that I picked the blues to

play, but he'd probably be more content if |

BEARD

stayed more traditional. My father's really,
really laid back, and I'm more outspoken with
my playing, more aggressive. | grew up in the
Matown era, and | can't help but be influenced
by some of the music. When [ was younger, |
used to play real fast, real mannish, and he'd
say, ‘Slow down some there, boy." 1 guess
that’s still with me.”

Borm in Rochester, New York, in 1957, he
remembers Chnstmases when “we would all
get instruments. There was a piano around the
house all the time. | play a little piano, drums a
bit, and bass guitar. | learned to play my first
song when |
was five
years old; it
was Green
Onions. 1
think I kinda
picked it up
myself.”
One day his
mother was
listening:
“Joe, look
he's playing
" something.”
into the His father
wasn'l
amazed
though, he
what  do
think, the
boy's five
years old!™

Also
through his
father, Chris
met famed
bluesmen up
close and personally. “Son House lived right
next door, I mean in the gray house right next
door, I didn't know who the hell he was at first.
At that time, I guess, Son House had been
through so much through the years. He was an
alcoholic, and I'd see this old man sittin® on the
porch drinkin® and playing his guitar. My father
used to practice with him and tape on his reel to
reel. He's got lots of reels with him and Son
House. My father's been offered a lot of money
for those tapes, but so far, he's refused to sell
them.” When he was younger, the family paid
visits to relatives in Chicago, as well as con-
necting with others in Ashland, Mississippi, the
birthplace of his father, and Memphis,

“r've learned
that I have to

put as much

positive as |
once did into

the negative.”’

Blie, Beat
Featined Band

Tennessee, the birthplace of his mother. “1 m
some guys that my father grew up with that a)
so great on guilar; they just didn't get tt
opportunity or weren't in the right place. Whe
Buddy Guy would come to the area, he and m
father would always get together. There used 1
be a real hot blues club on Clarissa Street, that'
still there, called Shep's; it's been there forey
er. My father would play at the club with hir
or would go to where Buddy was playing. | wa
about 12. Buddy used to show me differer
things. Buddy and my father have always bee
close. There were always different musician
coming in and out of my house like Ma
“Guitar” Murphy; he grew up with my fathe
Matt used to go to bed with the guitar and wak
up playing the guitar. He always told me that |
doesn’t matter how much you know about th
guitar, you can know everything about it, but |
you don’t know how to put the right thing in th
right place at the right time, it don’t make n
sense. He also told me sometimes a little bit i
a lot. He was always an inspiration for me. E
B. King has always been a big inspiration fo
me, too. I've played with him on stage at dif
ferent times over the years with my father, an
every time B. B. comes to town, he alway
inspires me. In his show, he mentioned tha
he’s been doing this for 50 years; the man's 7
years old. I said to him, ‘B. B. it took you 5/
years to get to where you are.” And he saic
‘But it ain’t gonna take you that long." Thos
were real inspirational words coming fror
someone like himself™ When he playe
Buddy's club (Legends) last March, he notice
that Buddy was present much of the time. “On
night I asked Buddy, ‘Why do you hang aroun
here at the Club, 1 know you must have a lot t
do?" He said to me, ‘How else am I supposed t
get better, unless I'm watching you guys
Here's a man who's been rated one of the be:
blues guitarists for years, so if he's continuin
to learn stuff, what makes me think that I coul
ever stop. He told me to keep doing what I d¢
and don’t let anyone tell you differently.”
Life has not been an unobstructed patl
“My life is an open book; I have no secret
Everything that’s happened in my life is a mi
acle and a blessing from God. The reason I sa
that is because, for 15 to 20 years of my life,
kinda put the guitar to the side. I got involve
with drugs, that life-style. Just like any oth
kid growing up around your peers, you ju
wanted to do what everybody else was doin







