
 

  

James Burton International Guitar Festival 

By Paul McGrath | August, 2007 

Guitarists were three deep at Shreveport, Louisiana’s Municipal Auditorium between March 30 and 

April 1, and among them were slide man Lee Roy Parnell, eternal rocker-boy Rick Derringer, acoustic 

sensations Monte Montgomery and Thom Bresh, Southern-rock ambassador Dickey Betts, and Ed 

King—the man who birthed the “Sweet Home Alabama” riff. They were there to help the legendary 

James Burton host his second James Burton International Guitar Festival—a charity event that puts 

guitars into the hands of Louisiana kids who might otherwise never own one. Last year’s event 

yielded 600 guitars, a number that will likely be doubled this year. 

 

For Burton, this is payback for a lifetime spent making music. From the time he first took the same Shreveport 

stage in 1954, as the 14-year-old guitarist for the Louisiana Hayride, Burton has been the staff picker for Ricky 

Nelson, Elvis Presley, Emmylou Harris, Merle Haggard, and John Denver, and he has played on thousands of 

other sessions.  

“I’m a very lucky man,” said Burton. “God gave me this talent that allowed me to spend my life playing music, 

and now I get the chance to start some kids on the same road. There is nothing in this world that gives me more 

satisfaction.” 

Until joining Chris Isaak for the finale, Burton let the others do the work. Montgomery brilliantly interpreted 

“Little Wing” in a way no one could have imagined possible. Muriel Anderson’s “regular kind of 13/8 Bulgarian 

thing” left the audience’s clap-along attempts in the dust. Merle Travis’ son, Thom Bresh, played his roots on 

both sides of his “double-front” acoustic. And Lee Roy Parnell’s slide playing on his goldtop Les Paul was the hit 

of the show. After confessing that he copped most of his licks from Dickey Betts—“Just so that you know that I 

know,” he joked—Parnell returned to play note-perfect Duane Allman lines beside Betts on “Southbound” and 

“Ramblin’ Man.”  

“Both of those guys are in the air everywhere,” said Parnell. “You can’t avoid their influence.” 
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