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h e ’s t h e r e  in all those scenes in Adventures ofOzzieand Harriet in the late Fifties, when the Nelsons’ younger son, budding teen idol Ricky Nelson, would sing and the girls would swoon: James Burton was the lanky guitarist behind Ricky, an easy smile on his face as he accompanied the kid’s rockabilly and pop tunes. W ith Burton as his musical anchor and his dad, Ozzie, putting the power of prime-time tele­vision behind him, Ricky offered up a tamer-looking version of Elvis Presley. But w ith Ricky’s straightforward read­ings and his band’s solid backup, the music was authentic. John Fogerty heard it. “ ‘Stood Up,’ ” he says, “is such a great lesson in rockabilly. I still get excited just thinking about how good that song is. James starts out with his funky rhythm d e a l. . . ”



A no th er fan w as Elvis h im self, an d  in  
1969, w hen  he needed to  p u t together a tou r­
ing band, he called on Burton. In the years 
before and  since, many others have called on 
th is native of Shreveport, Louisiana. The list 
in c lu d es  such  d iverse  a r tis ts  as J e rry  Lee 
L ew is, Jo h n n y  C ash, C arl P erk ins, M erle 
H aggard , R osanne C ash, C arlen e  C arte r , 
Hoyt Axton, Roy Orbison, the Byrds, Buffalo 
Springfield, Gram Parsons, Emmylou Harris, 
N at King Cole, Frank Sinatra, Travis T ritt and 
another Elvis -  Costello.

And it all began w ith  “Suzie Q,” th e  1957 
D ale H aw k in s  h i t .  A lth o u g h  c re d ite d  to  
Hawkins, the song began, says Burton, as “a 
little  instrum ental I w ro te  w hen  I w as four­
teen  or fifteen.” Burton a t fifteen w as already 
playing gu itar on th e  Louisiana H ayride, a 
weekly country  radio show. A few  years Iat* 
er, Hawkins added  lyrics to  “Suzie Q,” b u t it 
w as Burton w ho com posed and  played the 
guitar figure th a t makes its break.

Soon after “Suzie Q” h it, B urton jo in ed  
singer Bob Luman, and  on a visit to  Califor­
nia they w ere rehearsing in a room at Liberty 
Records w hen  the label’s h o tte s t new  star, 
Ricky N elson, h ea rd  them . “T hat’s exactly 
w hat I w an t,” said  Nelson, w ho w as looking 
to form a tou r band. W ithin  days, Ozzie had  
h ired  B urton, along w ith  s tan d -u p  b assis t 
James Kirkland, to  w ork on the family televi­
sion show, as w ell as on tours and  recordings. 
Burton began by playing rhythm  on “W aitin’ 
in  School” and  “Stood U p” in  1957; then, as 
lead guitarist, he p ilo ted  Nelson through an­
o ther twenty-som e h its un til 1966.

Stationed by Ricky’s side, Burton appeared 
to be a good-natured buddy, a musical loyal­
ist, ever watchful of the singer’s moves, defer­
ring the spotlight to  the star (though w hen the 
song and the m oment called for it, he’d  allow 
himself a couple shakes of his shoulders).

But Burton w as more than  a sideman. He 
helped establish Nelson as a credible rocka­
billy artist. As Peter Guralnick noted , “Ricky 
Nelson could em ulate [rockabilly] in  Califor­
nia, b u t th e  only w ay he could begin to  ap­
proach the rockabilly sound  w as through the 
h o t  g u i t a r  r u n s  o f  J a m e s  B u r to n ,  h is  
Louisiana-born lead  guitarist.”

After leaving Nelson in  1966, Burton be­
came the lead  guitarist in  the house b and  on 
Shindig, a mid-Sixti.es show  on ABC-TV.

W h ile  w ork ing  w ith  Elvis, B urton an d  
o ther TCB m em bers found tim e for session 
w ork. One a rtis t w ho came calling w as Gram 
P arsons, th e  co u n try -ro ck  p io n e e r w ho se  
boyhood ido l had  been Presley. Parsons, w ho 
helped  steer the Byrds in to  country  music, 
m et Burton during his s tin t w ith  th a t band, 
and  in  1972, w hen  he began Work on his first 
solo album, he h ired  Burton, Glen D. H ardin 
an d  com pany for h is sessions. T hat album , 
GP, in trod uced  Parsons’s new  singing p a rt­
ner, Emmylou H arris, to  th e  w orld. Shortly 
after Parsons’s dea th  in  1973, Harris em erged 
as a solo artist. In need  of a backup band, she 
knew  ju s t w here to  turn .

Jam es B urton  w as ra re ly  o u t fron t. He 
d id  jo in  th e  legendary  s tee l-g u ita r p layer 
R alph M ooney in  1967 for sessions th a t re ­
s u lte d  in  th e  a lb u m  Corn Pickin’ and Slick

Elvis’s b lessing an d  on th e  King’s dim e.
But Burton’s finest m om ents are etched  

in  th e  w o rk  h e d id  w ith  Presley, N elson, 
Parsons an d  so m any m ore. They are m o­
m ents -  perfect opening s tatem en ts, brisk, 
b rillian t breaks an d  runs, nea t accents and  
filigrees -  th a t am ount to  hours of th e  b es t 
rock &  roll ever m ade. a

Slidin’. And in  1971, during  a lu ll in  a Presley 
reco rd ing  session  in  Nashville, he an d  his 
s id e k ic k s ,  a lo n g  w i th  p r o d u c e r  F e lto n  
Jarvis, knocked off a dozen tracks, in c lud ­
ing a couple of B urton com positions, an d  is­
sued  The Guitar Sounds of James Burton, an al­
b u m  as am iab le  an d  ec le c tic  as th e  m an  
h im se lf . T h e  re c o rd in g  w as  m ad e  w ith


