
I
n the winter of 1978, the heads
of teenage boys began explod-
ing nationwide because of
something called the “brown
sound.” You can look it up. The
guilty party was Eddie Van

Halen, who happily confessed and then
blew up some more.

The weapon was Eddie’s guitar, deliv-
ered via “Van Halen,” his band’s debut
album. No one had heard anything like it
before and, arguably, since. It was a
game-changing moment for rock guitar,
up there with Jimi Hendrix making
feedback do whatever he wanted and
Jeff Beck reinventing the wheel.

“I’ll never forget sitting down with
‘Van Halen’ and how huge his sound
was,” said guitarist Mark Maxwell of
Louisville Crashers. “It was mind-
blowing to hear him play. He’s a
freak of nature.”

David Lee Roth, left,
and Eddie Van Halen
perform in New York
last month. AP
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When I was first seduced by
music, it was an anything-goes
deal. Kids are essentially with-
out prejudice when it comes to
the arts, and the school system
hasn’t yet introduced the thor-

oughly evil con-
cept of peer pres-
sure, so you liked
whatever you
liked, without
corruption.

Marty Rob-
bins? Yes, so cool.
Dude dressed
like a cowboy and
wore a six-shoot-
er. Louie Arm-
strong? Hilari-
ous, with great

tunes. Petula Clark, The Su-
premes, Beatles, Otis Redding,
Elvis — it didn’t matter.

But in middle and high
school, you’re forced to pick
sides, and most guys pick rock
’n’ roll. And then you start to
pick sides within rock ’n’ roll, as

a way of defining yourself, start-
ing with favorite bands before
moving on to the really big ques-
tion: Who’s the best guitarist?

I’m not sure why this is such
a big thing for guys. It clearly
has something to do with hor-
mones and phallic symbolism,
but there’s also something in-
herently heroic about a lead
guitar player, i.e. the guitar
hero. The guitar is also like a
gun, and the faster the guitar-
ist the more rounds he can
fire, so all of those argu-
ments in the smoking
area during high school
invariably came down to
this: My guy can kill your
guy.

Eddie Van Halen was al-
ways someone’s guy, as you can
tell by the above story. So were
Jimi Hendrix, Eric Clapton,
Jimmy Page. The stoner
would always pick Frank
Zappa, and the
drunk would lean

tually goes away, which is in-
teresting. It’s not that people
lose interest in music, or become
preoccupied with wives and
children. It’s just that people
stop caring about whether Ted
Nugent is faster than Alvin Lee.

Over the last few years, when
getting together with friends to
spin records, the emphasis is

more specifically on songs and
vocalists. Someone will pull
out an Ella Fitzgerald album,
or a Connie Francis track.
Charlie Rich makes an ap-
pearance, and Armstrong.
People are also interested in
production and arrange-

ments, even the engineering,
and things that push enve-

lopes, like Shabazz Palaces.
But at no point does anyone,

ever, say, “Man, check out this
guitar solo.”

Maybe it’s because we’ve all

been through that phase. It has
nothing to do with not appreci-
ating the guitar — some of the
people spinning records are
actually accomplished guitar-
ists — but it just doesn’t seem
as important in the big picture.

I don’t know. Maybe we had
it right in the smoking area.
Either way, I’ll be watching
Eddie Van Halen tomorrow
night at the Yum! Center, lead-
ing his rock ’n’ roll army as only
a born hero can.

Contact Jeffrey Lee Puckett at (502)
582-4160. Or email jpuckett@couri-
er-journal.com.

Who’s the best guitarist? It’s an old question
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toward Angus Young. And there
would always be some kid who
thought he was smarter than the
rest, arguing Django Reinhardt
until he got threatened by the
drunk guy.

For most people, this all even-

Jimi Hendrix.
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TALKING MUSIC
» Jeffrey Lee Puckett and Dan
Klepal take you through a journey
of music in their weekly Talking
Music video show at
www.courier-journal.com/
talkingmusic.

VAN HALEN,
KOOL AND THE GANG

When: 7:30 p.m. Saturday
Where: KFC Yum! Center

Cost: Sold out

See GUITAR, Page D9
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