

	In the Family Business Model : Lukas Nelson, the 21-year-old son of Willie, is embarking on his first major outing as a solo artist, and opens for his father at the Chumash Casino on Thursday
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For all intents and purposes, the talented young guitarist-singer-songwriter Lukas Nelson has performed in the Santa Barbara area before, at the Santa Barbara Bowl, no less. A whole 'nother layer of importance and focus is involved in Lukas' set with his band Promise of the Real, Thursday at the Chumash Casino. This show will be the official local debut of Lukas as a bandleader, as he opens for the man he has traveled and collaborated with since he was a kid - his father, Willie Nelson. 

Nelson the Younger, raised in Austin, Texas, and now a resident of Venice Beach, is all of 21, and has been slowly honing his artistic voice for most of his life. A potent guitarist and singer with a voice similar to his father's, Lukas has been working with his band, on a grassroots level, for two years, and is bursting forth with a genuinely impressive first full-length album, fulfilling the promise of a well-received limited-release EP, "Brando's Paradise Sessions." 

Thursday's casino show will be followed by a "Tonight Show" appearance the next night, playing the album's first single, the spicy country-rock "Four Letter Word" (with its key refrain "out here in the country / forever is just a four letter word"). That will be followed by several weeks on the road again with his father, but this time as an opening act. 

An auspicious beginning, Nelson's new album is a diverse beaut, moving from driving blues-rock to tender folk-rock turns, with a cameo and co-songwriting credits by his father. His sister Amy Niccore also co-wrote a song, and his younger brother Micah worked up the organic post-hippie CD design. 

Nelson spent the holidays in Maui, where he pursued his "other" passion - surfing - and was gearing up for the spate of dates surrounding the release of his new album. An affable man, of few but well-chosen words, he spoke on the phone about the next chapter of life in music. 

How long have you been surfing? 

Oh, since I was a little grom, man. I've been surfing since I was super tiny. I've been on and off. Once I got into the guitar, I stopped surfing for awhile. I've gotten back into it, and realize that I can do both now. It's good. I live in Venice Beach. I go out to Malibu quite often. 

In general, it sounds like things are really starting to gear up for you, with your own band. This is kind of the moment you're coming out in a bigger way, isn't it? 

Yeah, this is kind of the tipping point, I think. This seems to be a good time. I'm just trying to go with the flow and not get too excited, but also feel happy about the way we've come along as a band. It has really been great. 

This new CD is really impressive. It sounds like you put a lot of thought and energy into it. 

Oh yeah, man. I put a lot of thought and energy into it. I put a lot of love into it. It's basically a snapshot of my life in the last three years. Every one of those songs means a lot to me. It's actually a culmination of everything. It's a culmination of all of my musical experiences, and the best that I can do up to the point when we recorded it, which was a year ago. I've got a lot more songs ready for the next album now. 

The album moves through a lot of different moods and also styles, from rock to folk and country-ish pieces. You have some powerful guitar-based rock moments, but then a tender song like "Fathers and Mothers," from the other end. Was it a matter of finding a balance through the changes and directions of the song set? 

Definitely. I think balance is important, in music and in life. In fact, I think it's one of the most important things. I tried to make it a very balanced record - we, as a band, did. The song selection and the choices were made, considering the natural, intuitive flow of the way it was meant to be heard. 

I get the sense that this is really a band, with a band sound. You give arrangement credits to the band on the album, for instance, which is not a common thing to do. 

Yeah, we all produced it and arranged it together. Without them, I'd be nowhere, or it might take a lot longer to get somewhere (laughs). 

Was it always your idea that you would get into a real band situation, versus being a singer-songwriter with a backup band? 

Yeah, 'cause I've grown up watching my dad, which is the same situation. I've never felt like I could interact with people if they were just hired. You've got to be out there on the road for 200 shows a year, and you've got to have a family out there, or you'll go nuts. 

Your dad recently played a great show at the Santa Barbara Bowl, and as usual, he gave the feeling that he's really there, plugged into the moment. The way he phrases, singing and playing-wise, he's almost more like a jazz musician. 

He's a master. 

Is that spontaneity one of the lessons he has imparted on you? 

Yeah, it's through example. I've watched him a lot. I've always watched him. I feel like there are a lot of things that I think are good ideas, and I take them and apply them to my life. I definitely feel like he has been a good beacon, a good example. 

He doesn't always get enough credit for his guitar playing, which is really unique and powerful. 
He's an incredible guitar player. Every time he plays a note, you know it's him. I think that's all you can ever hope for as a guitar player. There will always be somebody who can play faster, or is technically better than you. I always try to strive for lyricism in the notes, in my guitar playing. That's what he does. So I watch him very closely in that way. 

You were talking about how the guitar took you away from surfing at some point. Did it become almost an obsession for awhile? 

It did become an obsession. I went to therapy for it (laughs). My mom was freaked out, because I didn't hang out with anybody. I didn't want to go surfing. I didn't want to do anything. I skateboarded for awhile a lot, too. I was really into that, too. Actually, I was more into that for awhile. 

I don't know (laughs). I was into everything. 

You sound like someone who took guitar playing seriously, who really did your homework. 

Yeah. I would sit in my room and play for hours and hours. I wouldn't hang out with anybody. So, in a sense, I was obsessed. I still am. 

On your album, you do a cover of Jimi Hendrix and a Neil Young tune. Were your ears pulled back and forth to different music when you were coming up? 

Yeah. I love Dylan, I love Neil, I love Hendrix, I love my dad. I love a lot of people. Ray Charles, The Beatles and Zeppelin and Pink Floyd. The list goes on. 

Did you go through a hardcore country music phase? 

Yeah, kind of. That was more recent, though. I'm still kind of going into that. I really love Hank Williams and George Jones, Tammy Wynette, Patsy Cline, Johnny Cash. I guess the list goes on there, too. 

And you have crossed paths in various ways with some of those musicians, like Johnny Cash, didn't you? 

Yeah, he was kind of an uncle to me when I was a kid. 

Where did the songwriting impulse enter in? 

That came first, actually. I was always a songwriter, first and foremost. I wrote my first song when I was 11, and it was called "You Were It." It ended up on my dad's album, "It Always Will Be." 

As a songwriter, do you have a small pile of songs in varying stages of completion? 

Usually, if I start a song, I'll finish it right there. It's never more than 20 or 30 minutes. I know a lot of people who spend way more time on the song than I ever would. But that's just my own stylistic preference, I guess. I just don't like to over-think things. 

You've been in musical motion for a long time now, but in one sense, you're at the starting gate of things. Do you entertain ideas of where you'd like to see your musical career go, or does that enter your mind? 

I try not to. I try to take it one day at a time and allow things to happen as they will, and understand that success is measured more in character. I try to keep myself grounded. My family helps me to do that. I'm just trying to sit back and wait, and have fun along the way. 

The journey's more fun than the destination. 

Words to live by. 

Absolutely. 

IN CONCERT 

LUKAS NELSON, with WILLIE NELSON AND FAMILY 

When: 8 p.m. Thursday 

Where: Chumash Casino, 

3400 E. Highway 246, in Santa Ynez 
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