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Cutline: Jerial Henderson, a PM specialist in the Facilities Repair and Renewal Branch, with the
Installation Support and Programs Management Directorate, holds his six-string bass guitar.
Henderson has been playing the guitar for more than 30 years.

Project management specialist finds joy in making music for more than three decades

By Jo Anita Miley
Installation Support and Programs Management Directorate
U.S. Army Engineering and Support Center, Huntsville

Jerial Henderson grew up in Guntersville, Ala. He graduated from Crossville High School, and spent
three years in the U. S. Army as a combat medic. He has worked for the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers and Huntsville Center for more than 28 years. He worked several years as an engineering
technician, prior to becoming a project management specialist in the Installation Support and
Programs Management Directorate.

When you meet Henderson, your first impression of him might be that he knows his job. Seemingly,
using his analytical side is an important part of his job. As a PM specialist, Henderson processes
shop drawings for technical reviews, progress payments and invoicing for the Facilities Repair and
Renewal team. Making sure progress payments and invoices are all paid on time, closing out task
orders on contracts and providing support to project managers are a normal part of his workday. He
likes his job. But, it’s his after-hours “gig” using his artistic side that gets him most excited.

Henderson is wild about playing the bass guitar. He said he can play any type of music on the
instrument — Gospel, contemporary Christian, jazz, country, bluegrass, blues or rock ‘n’ roll, to
name a few. He is able to tell you almost anything you want to know about the instrument and how
to get the best sound out of it. He can even distinguish whether a musician is using a four-, five- or
six-string bass guitar in a song by just hearing a couple of notes.

However, what he fails to tell you is he is a musician who has played bass guitar all over the
Southeast.

Henderson’s uncle introduced him to the bass guitar.
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“I would go to hear my uncle play, and he’d let me try my hand playing in front of a large group,”
Henderson said. “I practiced with them for awhile, and after a while, playing became natural to me.
Eventually, I started playing on my own.”

He took on other music jobs and played guitar for local bands in Guntersville and Arab for several
years, and decided to take music classes to learn more about music.

While he liked playing other guitars, Henderson always returned to the bass guitar.

“| played a little bit on the regular guitar, but always felt more comfortable with the bass, especially
the six-string one. | just fell in love with the “THUMP” (sound) the instrument makes when | play,”
he said.

Excited by his talent for playing, Henderson learned to read music in the seventh grade and continued
to play anywhere he could during his school years at Crossville. He played in one group for more
than 17 years and played all over the Southeast until they got tired of playing together.

The military played an important role in Henderson’s music career as well. He played with different
groups while serving in the Army. He played the bass guitar for the local USO. He played shows for
Soldiers stationed at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, and Vietnam during the mid to late sixties.

“l was proud to be a musician playing for the local United Service Organization. My most memorable
shows were the ones in VVietnam where troop morale was at an all time low because of the war going
on. We (musicians) always tried hard to lift their spirits with our music, and would often *spice it up’
for the Soldiers,” Henderson said. “I knew how important these shows were to the troops who were
fighting the war with me. It was the music that kept us going.”

Henderson’s playing for the military wasn’t limited to the time he served as a Soldier. During his
more than 28 years as a Civilian at Huntsville Center, he’s had an opportunity to play for his co-
workers during organizational day picnics.

In spite of his many years of experience, Henderson remains modest about his musical talent. He
finds the most joy playing music for the folks at his local church. On any given Sunday, you can
find him and his bass guitar at the First Baptist Church in Guntersville. He and three other musicians
accompany the seven-member praise team during contemporary worship service.

Henderson said his bass guitar playing isn’t limited to contemporary music, and is an important
musical instrument for church orchestras too. Each year he and other musicians join with the choir at
First Baptist Church, in Arab, to put on the production “The Singing Christmas Tree.”

“The Singing Christmas Tree production, headed by Dr. Randy Stewart, is the greatest outreach and
the most rewarding venture of all my playing days,” he said.

According to Henderson, practice makes perfect during these type programs.
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“Each musician in the production endures many rigorous practice sessions that begin in August and
culminate just before the presentation in December,” he said. “The musicians are given a CD to use
at the kickoff, and listen to it as they practice over and over again. By the time December gets here,
most of the musicians can play the songs from pure memory.”

Henderson insists he doesn’t have bragging rights when it comes to his playing bass guitar, and said
he is never satisfied with his playing.

“There is always room for improvement for any musician, and you get this through lots of practice.
There’s only one way to play music — the right way. After playing my music for more than 30
years, | think practice doesn’t make perfect, but perfect practice makes perfect.”

Henderson has passed down these strict standards for making good music to the next generation in
his family. His daughter, Brandi Burns and her 15-year-old son, Blake, are both musicians. His
daughter, currently a school teacher, was an accomplished musician who played the flute, piccolo and
saxophone during her high school and college years.

“My daughter did well as a musician, but chose to become a teacher instead.”

Henderson’s grandson, Blake Burns, has followed his grandfather’s musical footprint by making the
bass guitar his instrument of choice. He plays for the largest youth organization in the Southern
Baptist Association at Long Hollow Baptist Church in Hendersonville, Tenn.

“My grandson has become an excellent musician. Blake needed only a small amount of instruction
because he has such a natural love for the bass and a passion to play. He’s been taught by two
generations and can pass it on,” he said.

Henderson’s son, Brett Henderson, decided that playing music just wasn’t for him and chose to
become a policeman.

Although nearing retirement, Henderson hopes to continue playing the bass guitar for many years to
come. He said he’ll play the instrument until his health no longer permits him to do so. Henderson
attributes much of his success to his wife, Sue. She has been supportive of him throughout his music
career.

“Without having the continuing support of my wife of 43 years, it would have been tough,” he said.

Henderson said playing the bass guitar is not for everyone, but it has always been the instrument for
him.

“l have a passion for the bass guitar. I’m lured by its off beat,” he said. All the other musicians play
on beat, but the bass is always off beat. “I had a God-given talent for playing, and I’ve worked hard
at making it perfect for most of my life. After so many years of practice, if | can hear it (music) in
my head, | can play it on the bass guitar.”
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