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More than a bluesman   

By Doug Janz 
Press Tempo Writer 
djanz@johnsoncitypress.com 
 
He’s been part of the local music scene for 25 years, and Lightnin’ Charlie 
Dolinger is one of the few who’ve found a way to make a living solely as a 
musician — no small feat in this locality, where almost all artists struggle to 
survive on their art alone. 

A bluesman by trade, Dolinger has become much more than that. Now he 

Lightnin' Charlie Dolinger. (Contributed / Charlie Dolinger)  
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plays solo acoustic (“my bread and butter,” he says), gospel with his wife and 
her mother singing harmony, as well as his trademark rockin’ blues with the 
three-piece band Lightnin’ Charlie and the Upsetters. He has been known to 
take solo requests and play for hours, as sort of a human jukebox.  

Charlie has settled down in Johnson City with a family, a neighborhood home 
and a regular schedule of churchin’.  

He’s more selective about his gigs, avoiding the late-night, smoky-saloon 
scene. He often plays shows for good causes, like the Go Red Music 
Festival supporting the American Heart Association (with the Upsetters), or 
the Oct. 20 March of Dimes Wine Tasting at Bristol Motor Speedway. And 
when people tell him, well-meaning as they may be, that they don’t 
understand why he never “made it big,” he’ll point out that happily raising a 
family and playing music, in his mind, is indeed making it.  

Dolinger plays a solo show tonight at the Kingsport Renaissance Center, 
1200 E. Center St., as part of the “Arts Nights, City Lights” series sponsored 
by Birthplace of County Music Alliance and the City of Kingsport’s Cultural 
Services Division. Showtime is 7:30 p.m.  

The New Roanoke Jug Band will also perform (although they won’t be 
performing with Charlie.)  

The show will feature his smooth, strong and soulful vocals that, some 
believe, have even surpassed his guitar skills. That’s a result of natural talent 
and years of work, including six years with the blues band Southside Sheiks.  

The latest album, “A New Leaf,” was produced by Dolinger on Blue Chip 
Records. It includes his wife, Beth, and his mother-in-law, Lynda Barrett-
Hargroves, singing background vocals with Dolinger as the trio Charisma.  

Here’s what Lightnin’ has to say at this stage of his career:  

On his musical influences: “Elvis, Sam Cooke, Muddy Waters, Hank Williams 
as a songwriter, Marty Robbins and Johnny Cash, Otis Rush, Stevie Ray 
Vaughan and Magic Sam musically. A lot of people, really.”  

On the many combinations and permutations of The Upsetters he has 
fronted: “That’s some exponential equation I don’t have the head for.”  

On his start in live music in East Tennessee (he came from Florida to East 
Tennessee State University in 1979 and never left): “My first performance 
was at a Christian student center, and the first paid performance was at a 
strip club. Talk about the yin and yang.”  

On his last full-time job outside of music: “Oh, man. At least 20 years ago. 
Delivering pizza, I guess. There was one point when I was living in Bristol 
that there wasn’t much work (musically), we were living in a duplex, my wife 
was expecting, and that’s when I went out and applied for work at all kinds of 
places, like at the Jiffy Lube or in restaurants. Thankfully, before anybody 
called me back, we sat down and decided it was much better to pray harder 
and work harder for me to play music. And the gigs picked up.”  

On his latest album: “I decided early on not to cut any corners. It’s certainly 
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not perfect in an objective sense, but it’s absolutely what I wanted, from 
vision to fruition. Not one iota would I change musically, artwork, sound, 
everything that it is. The originals are, as a whole, by far the best I’ve ever 
done.”  

On Charisma: “We sing three songs on the new album, and we’ll play 
churches and assisted living centers. The next album is going to be gospel. 
It’s come full circle — my kind of music, but with the ultimate subject matter. 
It’ll include covers of people like Sister Rosetta Tharp and Blind Willie 
Johnson, but the most fun thing has been the songwriting.”  

On being Mr. Mom during the day, raising two boys, Sidney (4) and Sam (3): 
“I’ve been doing radio shows and TV spots all week. I take the kids, and 
when it comes time for me to play, I break out the Pop-Tarts for them. ... 
Thank God for Pop-Tarts.”  

On what style of music he plays now: “It’s American music — blues, rock ‘n’ 
roll, soul, gospel, acoustic, electric — the common thread being American 
styles.”  

Charlie loves an audience, and he will tell stories and sing songs for a long 
time. For more stories (most of them true) plus merchandise and photos, visit 
www.lightnincharlie.com. 

© 2001-05 Johnson City Press and Associated Press All Rights Reserved 
This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed. Johnson City Press

204 W.Main St.
Johnson City, Tennessee 37605

423.929.3111
Got news? Send tips to newsroom@johnsoncitypress.com. 
For problems with the Web site, please contact the Webmaster at webmaster@johnsoncitypress.com. 
For all other inquiries, please consult our Contact Us page for department listings.

 
Home Page | Local News | Insight | Obituaries | Sports | Business | Tempo | Entertainment 

Outdoors | Classifieds | Subscriptions | Local Information 
 

Back to Top

Page 3 of 3Johnson City Press - Entertainment

10/22/2005http://johnsoncitypress.com/default.asp?SectionID=DETAIL&ID=51581


