



	CONCERT REVIEW : Kinfolk in tow - Returning to the area after playing the Bowl this past summer, the great American musician Willie Nelson again captivated
By JOSEF WOODARD, NEWS-PRESS CORRESPONDENT 
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Lukas Nelson opened for his father, Willie, Thursday night at the Chumash Casino Resort in impressive, precocious fashion. 
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Most veteran singers, still doggedly touring after decades and going strong at age 77, tend to slip into oblivion. Willie Nelson, lest anybody should forget, is not like most veteran singers. He's a great American musical phenom and an old soul in a now old body, with a young spirit. That much rang true when Mr. Nelson made one of his regular visits to the Santa Barbara area, Thursday night at the Chumash Casino. When he sang "On the Road Again," for the thousand-somethingth time, it sounded like he meant it. 

Surprisingly — or not — this Willie Nelson encounter was no less moving than his last appearance in these parts, at the Santa Barbara Bowl only in late September. He seems to pass the test of freshness every time. It has partly to do with his possessing one of the most instantly recognizable and endearing voices/vocal styles in the world. He treats a melody or a guitar solo with the blessing of elasticity and spontaneity. He embraces the moment, in other words. 

But another factor making this show special was the thrilling presence of his opening act, his son Lukas Nelson. Young Nelson, decidedly a chip off the old block but with a different palette of influences, has sat in with his dad's band for years, and was an understated second guitarist during his dad's set this night. But this is a momentous time for the son of Willie Nelson, having just released an excellent new album with his band Promise of the Real, and Thursday's short but impressive opening set was partly a warm-up for an appearance on the "Tonight Show with Jay Leno" which aired last night. 

Any suspicions of undue nepotistic influence in bringing Lukas to the stage and to the world's ears are quickly dispersed in the presence of this young musician's three-way talent. He has an unpretentious, high, limber and vibrato-laden vocal style reminiscent of both his father and Jimmy Dale Gilmore, and a fluidly commanding way with electric guitar playing, sometimes recalling Stevie Ray Vaughan, another guitar great from his original hometown of Austin, Texas. 

Over the course of 20 minutes, Lukas handily won over the crowd, singing the idealistic song he co-wrote with his father and sister Amy, "Peaceful Solution," and the most remarkable piece of songwriting from his new album, a hypnotic lost love ballad, "The Sound of Your Memory." His father sings harmony on the record: he ought to cut his own version of it. 

To cap off the set, Lukas whipped off his cowboy hat and glasses, fittingly, for a Hendrix-ian flourish of acid blues-drenched guitar-playing, replete with picking with his teeth and playing upside down, with picking hand draping under the guitar body. All in all, Lukas made a powerful impact. 

Amidst the Texan pride of a giant Texas flag backdrop and a silhouette of the state's shape on a guitar amp, Nelson the Elder came on without fanfare — but his own dressed-down brand of fanfare, of course, with his hat and bandanas, black attire and the aura of a down home sage. Of course, part of the Nelsonic charm is his well-worn, world-traveled gut string guitar, beautifully battered with use and with a gaping gash beneath the sound hole, which he grabs with his pinkie for leverage in the midst of his licks. 

On Thursday, Mr. Nelson's set list traversed much the same terrain we've come to expect, including the giddy singalong "Beer for My Horses" (heard sung in this very room not long ago by its writer, Toby Keith). He visited the music of his favorite icons, including Hank Williams, Django Reinhardt (whose guitar style Mr. Nelson approximated, in his gruff but loveable fretboard way) and Hoagy Carmichael (via Mr. Nelson's classic version of the song "Georgia on My Mind"). 

With age and seasoning, Mr. Nelson's treatment of poignant ballads like "Funny How Time Slips Away" and "Always on My Mind" assume a deeper patina of meaning. 

Although Mr. Nelson gave up the bottle years ago (golf and cannabis are his vices/fancies now, reportedly), he framed the set with booze songs "Whisky River" and, 90 minutes later, "Bloody Mary Morning." That song, a fast two-beat country raver, came equipped with an unusually extended, jam-alicious instrumental mid-section. Maybe it was the father's son's exerting some inverted generational influence. 


