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The accent’s on Atkins

Chet pioneered the Nashville Sound and spread country .far and wide

By Jack Hurst
Country music writer
het Atkins, Nashville’s most
enduringly famous instrumen-
talist, recently missed a_tele-
phone call from President
Bush because he was cating breakfast in
a nonexclusive establishment called Ar-
nold’s Country Kitchen.

This fact illustrates a couple of points
labout one of the world’s best-known
guitar players. Namely:

@ He has a stature that produces tele-
phone calls from Republican pre-
sidents.

@ He retains certain, uh, Democratic
tendencies.

A figure who Ienf has transcended
country muslc while_simultaneously

i ly responsible for its rise to

y. Atkins—scheduled to
perform July 22 at Poplar Creek with
celebrated radio emcee-author Garrison
Keillor—has played large roles as both
an innovative record executive and an
eclectically ambitious musician.

As gunansl he has performed and re-
corded with ryl:tocrc from pop pio-
neer Les Paul and the Boston Pops’
Arthur Fiedler to varying country
stylists Merle Travis and Jerry Reed
and British rocker Mark Knopfler, As
producer and executive, he has helped

ive the world such stars as Waylon

ennings, Jim Reeves, Jerry Reed and
Charley Pride. On the concert stage, he
also has given it Keillor.

His touring association with the Bard
of Lake Wobegon, begun in 1983 at
Atkins' invitation, was the first major
performance tour of Keillor’s career—
and Atkins recalls that the audience re-
sponse to the offbeat star of National
Public Radio’s “A Prairic Home Com-
panion” was gratifyingly siny

“People then had never seen_him,
didn’t know. what he looked like or
anyl i /\lklns says. “To see their

e walked out onstage was
lsomuthmg Il was like Jesus had walked
out.

Keillor, dryly responding that he
believes Jesus “would have been re-
ceived more warmly than that,” Is
that this first road collaboration oc-
curred a few months after Atkins wrote
him a fan letter offering to appear on
his radio show.

Atkins’ effect on Keillor seems to
have been as pronounced in its own
way as Keillor’s on the audience.

“He’s one of the few guitarists |
know who plays Songs o that you
don’t need the lyrics,” Keillor says.
“There’s a vocalism, a singing, to his
playing.”

As performers, both Keillor and
Atkins possess a considerable difference
from the mainstream—a quality Atkins
touts as the cardinal characteristic of
commerciality. Drilled into him by his
first boss at RCA Records, it obviously
has guided his career.

As both performer and executive, he
pioneered the once-celebrated, later-
controversial Nashvnllc Sound a
softening of country music’s instrumen-

screeches and vocal nasalities to ac-
commodate it to urban radio. Both
ultra-country traditionalists and coun-
try-rock “outlaws” have raged that it
removed some of the music’s passion,

bul Atkins sticks to his guns.
use we cl and gave the

Atkins has worked with many artists, including Mark Knopfier (left), Garrison Keillor (center) and fellow Hall of Famer Roy Acuf!

city audiences lhmgs they could like
and buy, we survived,”

music had stayed the same it would
have died, become a cult thing or
skt

Recognized as one of the world's
most famous guitarists, he might have
been an even more famous one—and a
well-known songwriter as well—had the

restigious position at RCA not fallen

is way.

“I'm sure 1 would hav: had a lot
more hit records, a have writ-
ten a lot more tunes, xf I hadn’t gotten
I]nl job,” he says. “I wrote quite a bit

re—had a couple of country hits—
b\u after 1 took that job I didn’t have

ld just go into the studio and re-
cord standards I heard that I liked, and

once in a while lhmw in an mslrumcn

y career
from |l but Mr Sholes [Slcvc
is boss at RCA] had been so

00d to me. Plus | was making a lot of

it records for other artists, which is a

A{dns‘ personality is quiet geniality
flecked with subtle ‘undertones of flin-
tiness. It seems to combine a shyness,
sense of humor and skepticism associ-
ated with his native East Tennessec
with heavy dashes of the intelligence
and independence required to produce
art.

He initially “got fired an awful lot”
by radio stations around the Midwest
and South, he recalls. When Sholes of-
fered him the security of $7,500 n7yw
and a telephone credit card in 195

had been recording his own albums for
RCA for a decade, yet was making
most of his living playmg (m mhcr ar-
tists’ Nashville recording sessi

He accepted Sholes’ oﬂ“:r wnh little
trepidation.

“As a sideman, 1 knew I could pro-
duce records, because I was working
with a Io\ of people who couldn’t,” he
says. “I knew I could at least do a lot
better than were doing.

of them came to town and

You have to get in there and suy,
‘Now, help me out here, boys.”

The job obviously also required per-
sonal courage. When Sholes appeared
on the verge of firing him because he
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produced no hits during his_first few
months on the job, Atkins® didn't play
it safe. Rather, he became more radi-
cally different.

He recorded Don Gibson without a
fiddle or pedal steel guitar, a radical
deparlnrc in Nashville in the late

, and emerged with the two-sic
ccumry and pop smash “Oh Lonesome
Me”/“I Can’t Stop Lovin’ You.”

In the early *70s, Jerry Reed’s blind-
ingly fast guitar- phymg ‘was in a much
bluesier mode than mainstream Nash-
ville’s, but under Atkins’ supervision
Reed vaulted to the forefront of both
the country and pop scenes with such
hits as “Amos Moses” and “When
You're Hot, You're Hot.”

At the helyn of the civil rights ten-
sion in the mid-"60s, Atkins put RCA’s
muscle behind the makmg of country
music’s first black superslar Charley

. He acknowledges that that look

ts.

“I t:tm:w % only v;la to xccohznplsh
anything is ferent,” he says.
“Bulwewemm Welhou t those
people in Mississippi mig ht bo cott
RCA or something. We 't know
what would happen. But we did it.”

tcm\med experimenta-

n characterizes his own musical ca-
reer He has played and/or recorded
with a diverse collection of some of the
best-known musicians and other per-
formers on the planet, and most of
these projects probably came about be-
cause he himself was determined to
havc them do so. At least, we know

. He wrote Keillor a fan letter, then
invited him out on a tour he no doubt
sensed would add to both their reputa-

tions.

@ He telephoned Mark Knopfler, gui-
tarist and head man of the British rock
group Dire Straits, and invited him to
play on a cut of his 1985 duets album,
“Stay Tuned,” which has led to a forth-
coming whole_album of Atkins-Knop-
fler collaborations to be titled “Neck
and Neck.”

@ Even the call from President Bush
was prompted by a call from Atkins
wishing Bush a happy birthday.

Having just celebrated a birthday of
his own (his 66th) and recorded hi
64th album (not ooununq n.-packaged
ones), Atkins scems less interested in
the past than the future. The projects
with Knopfler, Keillor and others un-
derscore an obvious intention to re-
main relevnm 1o a wide audience.

pressed into reminiscence, he
zvmds scnumcmnhly He remembers,
for instance, that some of the stars he
helped birth later “turned on me. Like
Gibson, he turned on me for a while,
and Wnylon A lot of people did.

“But 1 knew all the time that Lhcy
loved me; they just turned on me be:
cause I was closest to ‘em. That'’s what
people do, Fou know, when they get
paranoid from pllls It's always
somebody real close to 'em. They knew
1 knm and they didn't like it that 1

knew.

Asked about the longstanding report
that he took lessons from renowned
Spanish gunnnsl Andres Segovia, he
says no, implying Segovia wouldn’t
have considered such a thing.

Segovia seemed “kind of surly” dur-
ing the shooting of a press photo that
got them both a lot of publicity, Atkins
says, but another time, at a Klaslmllc
luncheon in which Atkins sat next to
Segovia and then played the guitar in
front of him, Segovia was nicer,

“He didn't throw up on me,” Atkins
says. “I thought he would, and he
didn’t, He was nice to me, so I can’t
put him down too much. But he was
the biggest ego I ever met.

Atkins picks out
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his favorites. .. sort of

ctting Chet Atkins to choose
favorites among his career’s
63 albums is a little difficult.

“I don't listen to cm‘ he
says. “After | make 'em, I can't stand
to hear ’em anymore. You have m play
ulenmaandplxy ‘em and play 'em
while you're getting ready to record,
and then recording, so you get sick of

But o his secre-
tary at CGP ("Cemﬁed Gunar Play-
er”) Enterprises, and she sends up a
thick, bound volume of work to date,
as cammled by some meticulous
musicologist-fan.

From it, he quickly comes up with
one of his “least favorite” albums, an
carly one titled “Hum And Strum,” on

which he imitated the then-popular
“sing along” collections of Mitch Mill-

er.

“I played ‘ur choruses in between
the verses of things like “The Good Old
Summertime,” trying to be a Mitch
Miller, and it didn't work out all that
wel] he smd adding that the album

ted by the record cor
pn':ndcm. “l d.ldnl care for it, bul l d.h:l
|lexdalmofﬂun§lshouldn 't have

Of recor he feels better about,
he comes , up with the ollmvm; list:

1980s: “Stay Tuned”; s and the
current “C.G.P.” 19705 “Me And
Jerry” and “Me And Chet,” both with
Jerry Reed; “Chester And Lester” and
“Guitar Monsters” with Les Paul; and

“The Atkins String Compan!

1960s: “Chet Atkins Plcks on the
Beatles,” “Solid Gold '68” and “Solid
Gold '69.”

1950s: “Finger Style Guitar,” “A Ses-
sion_with Chet Atkins,” “Chet Atkins
in Three Dimensions” and “Chet
Atkins in Hollywood.”

Of this Atkins Top 15, which in-
cludes several Grammy winners, the
first three are on Columbia Records,
while the rest are RCA—and, he men-
tions, “out of print.

“But you mn ﬁnd 'em at sales
and flea " he adds in his un-
dclslaled way. “l‘m real hot at garage
sales.”

Jack Hurst

—= . s
As a recording executive and producer, Atkins (top) helped launch the careers of
such greats as Willie Nelson (left), Charley Pride (center) and Waylon Jennings

“No, Les Paul was the biggest ego |
cever met. Les Paul was the Ty Ce of
the guitar players. You'd get onstage
with him and couldn’t get a note n
edgeways. He was raised to go into
joints and play other gnlunsls off the
stage, and he still does it.

Through such remarks, Atkins seems

determined to show his attention is on
the present, not the past, and on his
craft as a musician. Keillor said that on
their tours, “everything Chet does is
aimed toward his performance. He’s
very quiet backstage, very reserved. His
feelings are directed toward his music.”

e depth of Atkins' emotions, so
hidden most of the time, is unmistaka-

bly discernible onstage. H: perform:
such selections as 1 Still Can’t Say
ve,” a song about his father, so
Powcrful]y that their impact still

‘amazes” Keillor after many hearings.

“He told me he discovered carly on
that he couldn’t play as fast as other
guitarists—this was back in the days
when a guitarist was expected 1o play
fiddle tunes and put the guitar up be-
hind his head and, you know, play like

Clark—but he also discovered that
u xdn‘t matter,” Keillor goes on.

He discoy that it was really the
slow things, and the feeling in them,
that people responded to, that made

m get quiet and tun and look at

Atkins, however, ducks
attention. His office on Nashville’s
Music Row sports his name nowhere
on its exterior, and its interior, crowd-
ed with guitars, sheet music, memento-
es and books, seems arranged more for
%nvnlc work than public entertaining.

ven its telephone number appears
only under the less than world-known
title of CGP (fcr “Certified Guitar
Player”) Ei

Atkins® honkc unllkc those on the
shelves of most Music Row offices, ob-
viously have been read, and his conver-
sation reinforces this impression. Dis-
cussing the national tension at the time
Charley Pride became a star, for exam-
ple, Atkinc says that today’s compara-
tive racial harmony is_attributable to
the fact that white politicians want to
avoid being labeled racist and thus
losing a lot of votes and government

fung mi
ey could get votes saying the
posite, they would,” he adds, with a
chuck]e "“Mark Twain, you know, said
the only real criminal class in this
country is the (unq,rm of the United
States. And it's true.
Hmm. Maybe it’s just as well Presi-
dent Bush missed him.
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