— Fingerstyle Guitar

THE GENIUS OF
LENNY BREAU |

—

By Chet Atkins

The state of Maine frroduced more
than one greal guitarist whose career
was cuf short, fronfcatly, Clarence
White { seepage 12 ) and jazz greal
Lenny Brean |Frets, Mar, '82] were
born only @ few years apart in the
neighboring citfes of Lewision and
Awebaarn. Like White, Brean came into a
muesical fanmily; be was the son of
countryentertainers Hal Lone Fine
andd Betty Cride, But while White grea?
ufrto revolutionize flatpicking, Lenny
Breau became one of fingerstyle gui
tar's miost innoveaiive lafents. His -
il prrowdiecer, bils mrentor, and ane of
his closest frfends weas Chet Alkins.,

— Exiftowr

NI'.ARI."I" TWO YEARS have gone by
since Lenny Breau left us for that
guitar convention inthe sky. 1 thought
in this column [ should tell you some
stories about him before they are
forgouen,

Paul Yandell [Frets, Jan. "82] first
brought Lenny to my attention around
1966, | immediately knew that here
was one of the great players of this
world. He had taken some of my frag-
mentary ideas, and gone onand on intao
musical areas [ had never dreamed of.
With each tune [ found myself thinking,
“Yeah, yeah, et s what I meant! That's
the direction | wanted to go, before 1
got bogged down into producing
rescords,”

At Lenny's first RCA session, | in-
nocently thought he might be more
inspired if [ sat next to him, like an
audience of one, as he played. Aftera
while, I asked if it bothered him for me
towatch. Tactfully he said, “Well, like.
man—it's an experience.” { As Lthink
back, that is the period when he was
playing with the greatest technical
facility of his carcer. )

In the late "70s, when Lenny was
living in an apartment on Music Row in
Mashville, | went by to check onhim
one morning, Obviously 1 had awak-
ened him, because he came to the door
sleepy-eyed, wearing only his pants,
with his little round belly hanging over
hisbele Afierashorn greeting, lasked
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Lenny Breau's '.‘-stf!ng,llitetr haed a high 4
string on the treble end.

him if he had sent a certain tpe o AdM
Records, concerning a recording con-
tract. But he couldn’tunderstand me,
hecause as [ alked a cat was rubbing up
against his leg and meowing loudly.

After asking me, “What's that,
Cher® several times, and being inter-
rupted by meows, he suddenly threw
out his arms, twisted carthward to the
cat, shook his hands, and velled, " Cood
it The cat disappeared into the
hedee, and [ broke out laughing, Lenny
looked at me like | was crazy; and then
he started laughing, too. [t was one of
those funny moments which vouvow
to remember always,

He would come by my office almost
every day. When somenne was around |
waould have him play, and he never
ceased (o amaze me. [Fhe plaved “The
Way We Were” three days in a row, he
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would play it differently every time.

Iremember that once we worked
up an arcangement of 'Danny Boy ™
Later on, after he had moved to Califor-
nia, he did “Danny Boy” for one of his
columns in Frefs' sister magazine,
Gruitar Player. | anxiously looked it
over—and it wasan entirely different
arrangement. Playing a different single-
string chorus cach time you do a tne is
something; bur playing completely dif-
ferent accompaniment as well is un-
belicvable,

When we made our duo album,
Standeard Brands ( RCA AYLLI-4191 ),
over i two- or three-year period, Lenny
was going through one of his worst
times of methadone and alcohol abuse.
'he methadone lefi him lethargic and
slow. Inspite ofit, he could astound
you on the guitar, and he was still the
best. | tried to keep him straight, but it
was a battle Teoaldn't win: Not long
ago a fricod confided to me that during
that whole time, Leany always kept a
bottle stashed in my garage. [ had a
good inward laugh at that, thinking.
“You clever little Frenchman, you did it
again!”

[ dicln’e want Lenny o get maarricd a
second time because Dwas concerned
about hisability to support a wife and
handle all the responsibilities of family
lifee, 1 macke him promise he would call
me before taking the plunge. A little
later [ got in from a few days on the
road, and Lenny came by the office. He
was laughing “Well, Chet,” he chuck:
led, "1 tricd to phone you but you were
out—so Lwent ahead and got married.”

Lenny was a spiritual man. One day
in my office, as the phone was ringing
and folks were talking, he sanga little
prayer while strumming some beautiful
chords. People used to switch on cas
sette recorders whenever Lenny was
around, and I'm happy that Lew Potter
had a recorder handy at that moment.
Lenny samg:

Drecer Loved,

Wt yore belfr me,

Please belp me (o undersiand
It vl rtcilee the @ betler man.
Al 1 s is 1 play s guiitar
The very best [ really can.
Decr Lowdd,

My lifie is in your bands.

There are many, Nany More storics
about Lenny Breau. Somet ime we
should collect all of them and writc a
book ahout Lone Pine Jr., my litte
friend that | loved and admired —and
miss—s0 much =



