Eric Hansen—Singing for Life
 
By Linda J. Morris
 
On the easternmost shore of Newport, Rhode Island, along a hiking path known as Cliff Walk, is a handmade rock archway, an entrance to a small tunnel. Graffiti above the arch carries the
gentle message: Love is Life. Within this shelter is a natural echo chamber of stone. It was here, on the last Sunday afternoon of summer, that Eric Hansen paused. Awed by the perfect acoustics, he leaned against the inner wall, guitar in hand, and in a gorgeous, sensual baritone, began to sing:
 
Heave a deep sigh of relief
Do your best child to believe
That it's over now, it's over now

A woman and a young man lingered motionless, enchanted by the singer in the tunnel. Seabirds circled, and waves broke against the rocks. But under that archway, time stood still. Life affords few opportunities to stop, to reflect and restore the spirit. But Hansen's healing words, the sincerity and delicate beauty of his music, provided just that respite. Over the past several years, this singer/songwriter has faced life's challenges with courage, yet his constant message has been one of joy, hope, and the life-affirming promise of new beginnings. 
Take a good look around
At the new world you've found
See the smiles of the people who love you . . .


Those who first encounter Eric Hansen, whether in a church, at a concert, or at their hospital bedside, make an immediate connection to this artist. First, there's the voice—you can lose 
your soul in that voice. Thoughtful, perceptive, he is the stranger speaking to everyone, but, somehow, only to you. Hansen's natural instrument flows effortlessly over ballads, love songs,
blues, and folk-rock. His lyrics portray the simple truths—of life, love, and relationships—what it means to be strong, what heroes really do. And in his whimsical children's songs, is a
gentle wisdom: in a steadfast little frog who loves his home or a Navajo girl bidding all to “walk into beauty.” But Hansen also can be a little naughty, maybe . . . and funny . . . extolling the charms of a “Big Bodied Woman” or the pseudo superiority bestowed upon those who possess a “Sun Tan and a Cellular Phone.” And, when the occasion demands, this guy can really rock! 
Hansen hesitates to label his music. “One time I was trying to define it by saying it was folks-music, because it's usually about people and situations,” he said, “but folks-music is too hard to say. I don't feel gifted, not like some really smart person or some really talented person. I feel like I have a purpose on earth just to impart some little message, this little piece of humanity in songs and performances, and that's it. I can't explain it, and I probably don't want to. It's very fragile.” 
Hansen's dynamic performances belie the fact that he is living with Alpha-1. In his vocal quality, no compromise can be detected, even though his lung function is an estimated 35 percent. He didn't know himself until he was diagnosed in 1997. His skill as an artist came as a result of his natural gift, excellent training, hard work, and many dues paid along the way. 
Born in Highland, Indiana, he received his first guitar and began playing, singing, and even writing a few “crummy songs” at age nine. “My mom loved to sing and play piano. She would take us on trips to Chicago. She really wanted us to be part of a larger world.” By the time he was 12, the family had moved there, and Hansen began studying acoustic guitar. In high school, he made his live radio debut, on an open-mike show at 2 A.M. “I was pathetic,” he recalled. “I'd been sitting there since eight o'clock, 'cause that's when you had to sign up. It was just nerves, just terror, just totally not knowing what I was doing.” Still, he decided then that he would some day earn his living with his guitar.
After high school, he entered Chicago Musical College, where he studied voice, classical guitar, and music theory and composition. But the theater bug soon bit him. After two years, he left the conservatory and joined Chicago’s Free Street Theater, founded and directed by the legendary Patrick Henry.” We traveled, even into bad neighborhoods, and we brought theater to people who wouldn't normally go to the theater,” Hansen said. Free Street formed the basis for Hansen's personal performance style. “You know, we rarely used the 'fourth wall.' Engaging the audience is what it is all about. Patrick gave us that—love for the audience.” He wrote songs for the company,
and studied dance and acting. “Patrick came to me one day and said, 'Eric, you write wonderful songs, why don't you just do that?' It took me almost 20 years to realize he was totally correct.”
After four years with Free Street, Hansen won the role of Jake in “I’m Getting My Act Together and Taking It On The Road,” which took him to New York City, where he continued to pursue a career in musical theater, showcasing at The Bitter End, playing bit parts in soap operas, and even working as a singing telegram actor. 
All the while, he was searching for his own voice and performance style. “It really just came through the school of hard knocks in New York, wanting to be better, and
wanting to not be limited.” But he soon realized theater was not his calling. “It was like 94, 95, when I decided to quit theater. I decided that I wanted control of my life, and I was going to pick up my guitar again and start playing, 'cause I wanted to do what I wanted to do instead of think about doing what I wanted to do.” 
Those were good times. In 1996, and again in 1998, Hansen received Bistro Awards, given by critics from Back Stage magazine for outstanding singer/songwriter and outstanding song. In 1997, he recorded his first CD, Lucky. But he was working sick all the time, with frequent bouts with fever, pneumonia, and a wheezing cough. For years, he had gone from doctor to doctor, wondering why he was always short of breath. Finally, in June, he was told he had Alpha 1 Antitrypsin Deficiency. “If they had diagnosed it sooner, I would still have 50 percent function, and I'd be climbing mountains.”  


Hansen is controlling the disease by receiving augmentation therapy. But the condition meant a
lifestyle change—pacing himself, no more smoky bars. His next “gig” would reveal another side of his talent, nurtured by the children of New York's Hudson Guild. There, he wrote and taught the music curriculum for 140 pre-kindergarten children in the poor and working-class neighborhood of Chelsea. “It was one of those life-changing experiences,” Hansen said. He discovered he had another gift—a talent for working with children. However, in 1999, after a bout with pneumonia, he decided to move to Arizona in search of better air quality, but not before recording “I Am I” with the Hudson Guild children for his CD Real Slow. The title song reflects a turning point in his life. “I was thinking about death because I was feeling so bad. I had gone through such sickness and
pain. I remember the moment that I read the article about the Indian Ocean, (to which he refers in the lyrics), and that's the moment that I chose to live.” 
Hansen now happily lives in Tucson. He has been a featured performer at the Tucson Folk Festival, and, in 2001 and 2002, he won Tammy Awards (Tucson Area Music Awards) for acoustic guitar. He was a 1999 Kerrville New Folk finalist, and in 2003 his song “Hero in the Dark” was a finalist in Kerrville's Music to Life competition. Hansen released two albums in 2001, Hero in the Dark and his children's CD, Nobody Knows. His fifth album, A Lover's Lullaby, is due out this spring. 
He sometimes sees himself as a man on a mission—to open the American West for independent artists. To that end, he has logged more than 60,000 miles his faithful van, The Beast. He keeps a journal on his web site, which often reflects his frustration whenever Alpha-1 imposes limitations on his life. However, his overriding philosophy is: “Life is hard, but life is good,” and he fills the pages with awesome descriptions of favorite places, wonderful people he's met, and humor. “I call them Singing for Life tours because that's what I feel like I'm doing,” Hansen said. “Pretty much wherever I go, I can just talk to people. Alpha-1, it's made me more of a seeker—to a deeper sense of God and spiritualism.” 
At home, Hansen teaches voice and guitar students. “I knew I had Alpha-1, and I knew that eventually I would have to do something  else. I just had this fantasy of someday being kind of a famous teacher that works with folk singers.” He has a vision of himself in his later years: long, flowing gray hair, flip flops, tank top, most likely wearing oxygen, maybe sporting a goatee . . . “And people would come from all over to Tucson to study with me. 
"I worked really hard to gain some skills, and I think I have a lot of information to
pass on . . .It doesn't matter if you're rich or poor or sick or whatever, you have to
keep using that gift, 'cause that's the deal. For more information about Eric and his music,
you can log onto www.erichansen.net.
 

Editors Note: Eric's music will be available for purchase during the conference in Atlanta. 
© Copyright 2004 Alpha-1 Association. All rights reserved.
