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PORTRAIT OF A BLUESMAN

AS a young man growing up
in the 1970s, guitarist

Lonnie Shields was part of a band
that entertained listeners in his
native West Helena, Arkansas, with
covers of the day's most popular
R&B performers - acts such as

the Isley Brothers, Earth, Wind &
Fire, and AI Green.

That is, until a legendary musi-
cian talked Shields into adding a
new genre to his repertoire. Sam
Carr, a drummer now famous for
his association with the Delta-

based Jelly Roll Kings, told Shields
matter-of-factly one day: "You need
to play some blues." Carr, the son
of blues guitarist Robert Nighthawk,
then took Shields' guitar from his
hands and showed him how to do
just that.
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~
Shields at the Pocono Blues Festival in 1998

Shields, who frequently stepped in to play rhythm guitar for
the Jelly Roll Kings himself, has carried Carr's lesson through
four blues albums. And last fall, Shields released his fifth, Keeper

of the Blues, a collection of 11 songs seven years in the making.
Stax-style horn choruses, keyboards courtesy of a veteran of the
band Blood, Sweat & Tears, and soul-music rhythms steer the
album in an R&B and gospel direction.

"I remember digging the songs because they weren't just
standard I-IV-Vblues songs," says Jay Davidson, who plays sax
on the album. "Some of them had
a Memphis vibe to them and were
definitely paying homage to soul
music." But Shields' guitar style-
influenced by B.B. King, Albert
King, Z.Z. Hill, and Jimmie
Vaughan, among others - gives
the album a blues foundation, as
do the songs themselves with their
themes of world trouble, personal
tribulation, and joy.

Keeper of the Blues marks a
comeback for Shields, who moved
from Arkansas to suburban
Philadelphia in the mid-Nineties.
He had been pulled out of the
limelight by a series of major life
events - the death of his mother
in 2000, a 2001 accident that dam-
aged his hand and elbow, and the
birth of his daughter, Kayla Mae,
now 8 years old.

Shields says he initially tried
to work out an arrangement for
Keeper with Rooster Blues
Records, which had released two
of his previous albums, in 2001.
The project was resurrected years
later with the help of Shields' guitarist, Billy Baltera, who put up
more than $10,000 of his own money. "This material needed to
be recorded," Baltera says. "Lonnie said, 'I want to make a
comeback.' And once I realized he was for real, it was an easy
decision to make."

Greater Planet Entertainment, a small company based in
Sellersville, Pennsylvania, recorded Keeper. Baltera performs
along with Shields' regular bandmates, bassist Jimmy
Pritchard and drummer Chris Sherlock. Besides saxophonist
Davidson, the album features two guest performers from
Blood, Sweat & Tears: keyboardist Glenn McClelland and
trumpet player Steve Jankowski. "I liked what Lonnie had
done," says McClelland, who played gigs with Shields five
years ago. "So when Billy asked me to do the project, I was
more than ready."

Shields believes the extra players on Keeper enhance what
he's doing without making the album sound overproduced. "You
don't have to do all that if you don't want to - that's why some
people stay with a three-piece or a four-piece band," he says.
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"But some people like to have horns and keyboards, and there's
nothing wrong with that."

The strategy was to "allow each individual musician to play
his art, and relied on their expertise and their experience," says
Michael Henegan, Greater Planet's founder. "But you're always
pleasantly surprised when it comes together."

Thematically, the album reflects recent experiences in
Shields' life. "Kayla Mae" is about his daughter, and the slow
blues number "Dark Cloud" deals with Shields' depression fol-

lowing his mother's death.
Shields was 11 when he and

his brother found a nearly new
acoustic guitar on a bed inside an
abandoned home in West Helena.
"We were afraid to take it out,
because my mom would wonder,
where did this guitar come from?'''
he recalls. Shortly after, Shields got
his first taste of the blues - from
an uncle who taught him harmon-
ica licks. Still, Shields was drawn to
the popular music of the day, and
at 16 he became the rhythm gui-
tarist for Shades of Black, a group
that used sidewalk amplifiers
plugged into nearby homes to hold
outdoor concerts. "I was doing AI
Green stuff," Shields says. "I liked
the way he sung - so soulful. He
was always talking about love, you
know, bringing people together."

Shields says he initially scoffed
at Carr's suggestion that he play
the blues. "I told him, '1 don't want
to play that old stuff." Neverthe-
less, the two musicians formed a
bond as mentor and protege. Carr

wanted to take Shields to play juke joints, but Shields' mother
thought her son was too young. Carr eventually overcame her
fears. "Sam came over with a lot of fish," Shields recalls. "That's
what got my mom to say OK, because he brought my mom fish
every weekend."

Shields describes his mentor as a showman who would
toss his drumsticks into the air in mid-rhythm and catch them
without missing a beat. "He has fewer drums than anybody and
still plays better than those people playing with a full set of
drums," Shields says.

Besides frequently playing rhythm guitar with the Jelly Roll
Kings in the mid-1980s, Shields played lead for the Unforget-
table Blues Band, a group formed by Carr that often featured
Frank Frost on keyboards and harp. (Carr and Frost had been
playing together since the 1950s, and the two eventually formed
the Jelly Roll Kings with guitarist Big Jack Johnson.) Shields
says Frost often called him "bluesrnan,' because "he knew I was
coming into the music, and he was just trying to embrace me as
a blues player and not a soul singer."



Shields started making his first album, Portrait, in 1989, four
years before it was issued by Rooster Blues. The project began
as a 45 featuring guitarist Earnest "Guitar" Roy,whose father,
Earnest Roy Sr., had worked with Ike Turner and John Lee
Hooker. "[Rooster] didn't have a studio then," Roy recalls. "I pro-
duced it, played all the instruments - keyboards, drums, guitar,
and bass - and produced Lonnie on the tracks. He just sang.
He didn't play at all. I tried to make him play." Shields recorded
completely new material for the album, with performers such as
Roy, Frost, Johnson, Eddie Shaw, and Lucky Peterson. The
album also featured horn players Anthony Royal and Dennis
Bates, who had been sidemen for Shields' idol, AI Green.

Shields made his next two albums, Tired of Waiting (1996)
and Blues Is On Fire (1997), for London-based JSP Records. "I
was approached by them through an agency," he recalls.
"They were looking for new artists, I guess, and they heard
about me." With those albums, Shields expanded on the rela-
tionship-oriented material of Portrait, taking on more worldly
themes. One song on Blues Is On Fire, "Daddy Told Me So,"
condemns street killings and other violence.

Through his friendship with guitarist Johnny Copeland,
Shields enlisted a guest vocalist for Tired of Waiting - the
Texas-born performer's then-16-year-old daughter, Shemekia.
"Lonnie talked to Johnny and got permission for her to sing
background," says Johnny Rawls, who produced both JSP ven-
tures as well as Midnight Delight, an album Shields recorded
while still with Rooster that wasn't released until 2000. "She was
very professional, just like she is today."

Initially brought to Pennsylvania by a gig, Shields became
active in the East Coast music scene. But the death of his'
mother in 2000 heralded a series of events that would affect him
deeply. "I didn't care about music no more. I didn't care about
nothin' no more," Shields says of his mother's passing. "I
couldn't get a grip."

The following year, while Shields was driving to a New Jer-
sey gig, a car rear-ended his van on an entrance ramp. He was
unable to turn his neck for two years and needed surgery on his
hand and elbow. ''That was one reason I wanted to come off the
road," he says.

Then came the birth of his daughter - a positive develop-
ment that nevertheless gave him another reason to stay close
to home. "I wanted her to know who I was before I did some-

. thing like this again," says Shields, who repairs houses when
he's not playing.

After the 2001 demo, Shields didn't return to the studio
until the summer of 2007, when he, guitarist Baltera, bassist
Pritchard, and drummer Sherlock laid down rhythm tracks for
what would become Keeper of the Blues. The band finished all
11 songs in one day. "We had rehearsed it before, and every-
one kind of knew what they were going to do, and we nailed
it," Pritchard says. "The studios cost a lot. You don't want to
waste time."

Production continued in early 2008, with Greater Planet's
Henegan sending rough mixes of the album to sax player
Davidson, who added horn tracks and sent the recordings
back. "We actually had to go back and change one bass part,"

Pritchard says. "Once they did the keyboards and horns, [the
bass line] was getting in the way a little, so I went back and
made it a little sparser."

Breaking his low-profile' pattern, Shields has played some
gigs in the past year, including one in July 2008 at the Briggs
Farm Blues Festival in Nescopeck, Pennsylvania, an event he's
returning to this summer.

Shields has found yet another way to give back to his men-
tor, Sam Carr, who lost his wife, Doris, last fall and has been
beset by health problems himself. In July, Shields will hold a
fund-raising jam at his home in Media, Pennsylvania, with the
price of admission a donation to help Carr.

Carr says he appreciates the assistance. "I helped him when
he was young," he explains. "Now he's trying to help me." ~
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