In various rooms on one wing of a nondescript building just north of the Perimeter, middle-aged-and-up men strap on electric guitars to practice their modest repertoire of chords and licks.
They are doctor and engineer, accountant and consultant, business owner, and salesman, most shelling out a five-spot shy of two grand for a short weekend here.  Some are toiling over one of pop music's instantly recognizable riffs --- the head-bobbing intro to Lynyrd Skynyrd's "Sweet Home Alabama”.  


Across the way, out of earshot, those same notes are getting reproduced bull's-eye by their patent-holder.  Skynyrd alum Ed King, fresh off the band's induction to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, is loosening up as a celebrity instructor at Camp Jam EXP, a business concept that taps into the disposable income of aging amateur musicians who have never unplugged from the dream of becoming a rock god.  The Atlanta company behind such camps --- which also cater to kids and corporations --- says it brought in nearly $1 million last year.  


The model is a logical extension of sports fantasy camps: graying, balding guys with growing paunches or prostates, reliving their youth by digging deep to pay for hitting a fastball or a jump shot in the presence of their former heroes.  

Day 1: (I've got) Friday on my mind 


Jack Tyler of Memphis is typical of the just-arrived campers in the midst of rock dignitaries.  Tyler, 55, remembers fist-pumping at Skynyrd concerts while in his 20s, then bequeathing the passion to his sons.


"I'm still a little too much in awe to go over and talk to them," Tyler says.  Others confess to apprehension, even intimidation: After all, it's been a long time since they rock 'n' rolled.

How 18 campers came together last weekend had two basic origins.  Some heard it from a friend who heard it from a friend and anted up the $1,995 out of their own faded jeans pockets.  Like Paul Dopp, 51, of Alpharetta, who says, "I grew up listening to these guys.  It's such a high, the closest you can get to playing with the stars." 


Or the tab was picked up by a spouse, the excuse being a special occasion.  You say it's your birthday.  "Most of us are March birthdays here," says Tony D'Ambrosio, 43, who flew in from Jackson, N.J., one of many out-of-staters blessed by their better halves.  "She got tired of me moaning about not playing music anymore." 


Karen Neal of Kennesaw bought a stairway to heaven for husband Tom, surprising him with a 24th wedding anniversary ticket to camp --- thus raising the bar considerably for her present.  "I don't think he's going to be able to top this," Karen Neal says.  She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah.  


Tyler opened his fireplace stocking last Christmas morning to find a newspaper clipping about an earlier camp, symbolizing the gift from his wife of 34 years.
The agenda begins at suppertime with a remarkable nine-song set culled from the impressive catalogs of the instructors, i.e., the Camp Jam All-Stars: King; guitarist/songwriter Jeff Carlisi, formerly of 38 Special; Starship bassist Jeff Adams; longtime Billy Joel drummer Liberty DeVitto, and Jimmy Hall, vocalist from Wet Willie.


The intimate setting --- a bare-bones performance room with cinder block walls and a few dozen folding chairs --- figuratively breaks the ice.  Literally, too, the decibel level rattles coolers of soda and beer.  


After the showstopper, "Sweet Home Alabama”, Carlisi mills about, encouraging the campers to ask anything of the instructors, even fan worship stuff. 

"These guys are so down-to-earth," Norm Herron, 43, of Suwanee says.  "I expected them to be standoffish." 


In a previous life, Carlisi, 52, strummed and wrote smash hits.  Now he's a Type A entrepreneur --- even if "I can't spell it" --- though far afield from his initial career choice.  He earned an architecture degree from Georgia Tech in 1974.  


Having graduated into an economic recession, Carlisi returned home to Jacksonville, and assembled his musical pals from high school to launch the band that trudges on today without him, 15 million records sold.  


Carlisi, who drafts instructors from a large roster of past-their-prime rockers, partnered a few years ago with Dan Lipson, 47.  The native Atlantan and career sports marketer's interest in kids (he has four) and rock (he plays in a local band) coalesced into Camp Jam. 


The pair recognized that a musical generation gap once dividing parents and their offspring has vanished.  Your mama do dance and your daddy do rock 'n' roll.  

Day 2: Saturday's all right 


The campers are scheduled to plug in around 10 a.m. but, operating on rock ' n' roll time, gear up around 11 to hone a handful of songs with each other for an onstage performance Sunday in front of families, friends and a video crew.  


One of them delves into Van Morrison's "Brown Eyed Girl”, and is joined by others for a musical pre-exercise stretch.  Gradually, they fragment into clusters on their own --- a few with ears stuffed with cotton or plugs.  


By afternoon, guitar and drum sounds are blasting through the double-Sheetrocked walls of the building's numbered rooms.  The Rolling Stones' "Jumpin' Jack Flash" emanates from behind door No. 2, the Beatles' "Get Back" in 7, Black Sabbath's "Paranoid" in 8.  Instructors rotate rooms, sharing intelligence.  


Earl Johnson, 47, of Raleigh feels embarrassed when DeVitto peers over his shoulder and says, "No, you're doing it wrong”.  Soon, Johnson, a drummer since first grade, is relaxed and laughing.  


Alec Hirsch, 45, a native Georgian, came from Baton Rouge, La., with the least experience among guitarists, none with a band.  After a few hours, he gravitates toward vocals, sans instrument.  


"Nobody wanted to sing," he says during a break, poring over a lyric sheet and speaking softly to preserve his tender voice.  "Or could sing." 


Settling on a set list for Sunday's gig is painstaking for some.  There are suggestions that organizers ask campers in advance for a list of familiar songs, the better to reduce trial-and-error.  It is the only comment approaching a complaint heard all weekend.  


Nerves ratchet up.  Some got the shakes in the knee bones.  Not Lou Bernstein from Peachtree Corners, a self-described "not terrible" guitarist.  


"I've been beaming for two weeks," says Bernstein, 54.  "All my neighbors want to play golf.  I just want to play the blues." 


No shakes, either, for bassist Glenn Zimmerman, 53, of Roswell.  This is old hat --- his third camp, all paid for himself.  


The day for campers ends over dinner, instructors telling tales from the long and winding rock 'n' roll road.  Tyler phones his wife and thanks her for "the best gift ever”.  


Camp Jam for grownups has few competitors.  The most prominent, in New York, charges $8,499, though it runs five days and offers a deeper lineup of glittered guides.  


The adult experience is an offshoot of Camp Jam's youth format.  Two years after its humble birth here, the week-long Camp Jam Kidz ("No Canoes, Lots of Rock") has infiltrated 10 cities, with up to twice as many targeted next year.  Possible future sites are as far away as the United Kingdom and Japan, to keep things rockin' in the free world.  


Emboldened by the success of Kidz, which pulls in $499 per camper, the company last year expanded to corporate team-building sessions ("Work Hard, Rock Harder").  At the first employee retreat, in Dallas, only two of 41 participants could play an instrument.  By 5 p.m. that day, all could, sort of.  



Day 3: Sunday, bloody Sunday?  


Ed King quit Skynyrd in 1975, two years before a plane crash wiped out much of the consummate Southern group.  He travels by ground exclusively, having motored to Atlanta for the weekend from his home in Nashville.  And this bird you'll never change.  


"Some of these guys here have never played in a band," he says, drawing on a cigar.  "I'll show them basic concepts, like four variations for a drummer to start a song.  They see that and go, 'Oh, wow!’  " 


Jack Tyler approaches and asks King to demonstrate his lick on another staple of the band, "Saturday Night Special”.  


"That's kind of difficult," King, stogie clenched in his teeth, tells him.  The engineer by trade approximates the riff in due time, looks up and says, "This guy has been teaching me for 30 years.  He just doesn't know it." 


Other instructors are jamming in a small room when Lou Bernstein saunters in, plugs up and rocks on with the pros. "Now, that was fun”, he says afterward.  It's all part of his rock ' n' roll fantasy.  


Final rehearsals over, the performance room fills with 80 witnesses, from indifferent children, to teens casting grow-up-Dad looks, to intrigued, amused or admiring peers.  


The All-Stars warm up the cozy crowd with three classics.  Then Alec Hirsch fronts the first makeshift band, Pork Belly Futures --- joined by King, who comes in handy with the Skynyrd-song opener.  They knock off three tunes, Hirsch standing wooden while singing bravely.  


Offstage, Carlisi, ever the encouraging cheerleader, tells Hirsch kindly, "You smoked." Hall, a gifted singer, offers a high-five and a promise: "We'll work on it next time." 


"Fantastic”, exhales the relieved Hirsch, a surgeon.  "I haven't had so much fun since . . .” That triple bypass, perhaps?  The others get their moment, each musically accompanied by at least one pro.  


On occasion, a spectator suddenly realizes her loved one is rocking with a luminary --- "Oh, that's the guy from Wet Willie?”  --- and beams.  Glenn Zimmerman's posse --- wife, kids, neighbors --- flash handwritten signs of encouragement.  


"Unbelievable”, sighs drummer Earl Johnson after his stint.  "To play three songs with Ed King --- that made the weekend." 


Bernstein's wife worries, half-seriously, that he might dump his computer training company and hit the road, Jack.  Lou had packed away the six-string for 28 years --- family, mortgage, career to blame --- and recently dusted it off.  


Don't worry, baby.  "This”, he says, "is a nice distraction from real life."
