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BOSTON — For those who
claim to be avid fans of rock gui-
tar, heading eastward on Route 2
to Boston on either Aug. 25 or 26
or both those days should find it
to be an easy trek, especially
when one realizes who will be
making an appearance in The
Hub.

Eric Johnson, probably most
acclaimed for his work on the
“Ah Via Musicom” album
recorded in 1990, which earned
him a Grammy, will open for the
Steve Miller Band at the Bank of
America Pavilion on those two
days.

As a location, the Bank of
America Pavilion will be a famil-
iar sight for Johnson.

“That’s a huge outdoor facili-
ty where I’ve opened the show
for a number of people, and
that’s a pretty nice place,”
Johnson said.

The guitarist has been on tour
since last month, as part of the
“Return of Big Texans from
Outer Space” Tour, promoting
his latest release, “Bloom,” an
ecclectic wide-ranging collection
of 16 new songs.

The tour, which began July 15
in Tinley Park, Ill., had Johnson
opening that night for Sammy
Hagar, the singer best known as
having more than capably
replaced David Lee Roth for so
many years as Van Halen’s lead
crooner.

For Johnson, the one-night
experience was particularly
memorable.

“Their show rocked out of
control...I thought I was
Lawrence Welk opening up the
show, and it was great to be able
to be rocking with them by the
end of the night.”

Of the songs that Johnson did
that night, there were a few that
he noticed particularly caught the
audience’s attention.

“My brand new tune,
‘Austin,’ that got a good reac-
tion, and ‘Cliffs of
Dover’...which people love I
guess...as well as the remake of a
Jimi Hendrix tune, called
‘Angel,’” he said.

From that night outside
Chicago, Johnson then had to
take a couple of weeks off to
work and rehearse with new bass
player Roscoe Beck, before
restarting his tour on Aug. 4.
This is hardly new territory for
Beck, though, as he was part of
Johnson’s rhythm section for 11
years, beginning with Johnson’s
debut album, “Tones” in 1986.

As part of a tour, which spans
22 days, Johnson will spend
parts of 18 of them on stage, first
with a number of dates down
south, until recently heading
north with three shows in New
York state, one in New
Hampshire (at Meadowbrook
Musical Arts Center in Gilford
on Saturday), and the tour’s final
dates in Boston. Of the 22 tour
dates, five will be to open for the
Steve Miller Band, including
both Boston dates.

Working with the Steve Miller

Band will be nothing new for
Johnson, who has toured in sup-
port of Miller since 1991.

Commenting about the sched-
uled stops on the tour, Johnson
said, “We’ve tried to go to places
we haven’t been before, and we
were also trying to work around
(Steve Miller’s) schedule.” 

While some concertgoers may
just want Johnson to play his
most heralded tunes from years
past, the guitarist who just turned
52-years-old, of which he said 40
of them have been occupied by
playing guitar, sounded particu-
larly satisfied with the results of
his most recent work, completed
in late 2005.

“I kind of like this one, it’s the
first time I’ve gotten a Grammy
nomination for a complete
work,” Johnson said referring to
Bloom’s nomination in the Best
Pop Instrumental Album catego-
ry. Picking up a second Grammy
wasn’t meant to be, though, as
Burt Bacharach’s “At This Time”
ultimately won in that category.
“Usually I get it for one song, so
it was nice to rebalance things,”
Johnson added.

Even with the critical success
of “Bloom,” Johnson was
nonetheless very candid in his
past struggles to try to complete
his albums in a year or two, as
many other musicians regularly
are able to do.

In particular, Johnson detailed
his problems in completing a fol-
lowup release to “Ah Via
Musicom,” entitled “Venus Isle,”
which was eventually released
six years later, in 1996.

“I recorded the whole record
(Venus Isle) and then started
over. I tried to figure what to do
to follow up ‘Ah Via Musicom,’
since it was so successful,”
Johnson said.

In the end, the decision to
scrap the first incarnation of
“Venus Isle” might have not been

the best decision, Johnson admit-
ted.

“I’ve got tapes of the original
‘Venus Isle’ that I think were bet-
ter, since they had more vibe,” he
said. “It’s a lesson that one has to
learn, and some people’s reaction
was kind of ‘What the hell?’”

Despite his recognition of
those past struggles, Johnson
reiterated how things are differ-
ent with “Bloom,” his fourth stu-
dio release.

“That’s all hindsight, but with
‘Bloom,’ while that also took a
lot of time, it was recorded a lot
faster,” said Johnson.
“Especially toward the end,
where it was cutting more live,
and it was nothing like ‘Venus
Isle.’”

Even though he acknowl-
edged a reduction in his produc-
tion time for “Bloom,” Johnson
conceded that there was still
room for improvement.

“It’s totally possible to put out
an attempt and put it out in more
of a timely manner. I realize I’ve
got to be more efficient and stay
more on track,” said Johnson. “I
worked on the ‘Bloom’ record
for a couple of weeks, then took
a few months off, and I know I
have to do better.”

Johnson already has concrete
plans on how to try to accom-
plish that goal on his next studio
release.

“I want to start recording this
fall, and want to shift myself to
try to get more of a live vibe on
the record,” he said.

In looking at his most current
work, “Bloom,” Johnson chose
to break the album into three
stylistic sections, Prelude,
Courante, and Allemande. In
becoming familiar with the terms
from dance classical music,
Johnson said, “I wanted to seper-
ate sections of the record, instead
of mixing them all together.”

In those different sections,
Johnson explained that the album
contained a wide array of music,
starting with the first six songs,
for which Johnson cited fans of
the song “Cliffs of Dover,” from
his “Ah Via Musicom” album
would likely enjoy, to, for exam-
ple, “Tribute to Jerry Reed,” a
country-style song.

In reference to “Tribute to
Jerry Reed,” Johnson said, “Yes,
it’s kind of out there, in respect to

the album. I chose to put one
(significantly different) piece on
the record, as it is one of my
influences, and I enjoy playing
that style. It’s definitely as real as
I can get it for the moment.” 

Then Johnson mentioned “My
Back Pages,” a song first
released by Bob Dylan in 1964,
that Johnson performs on the
album.

“I’ve always liked that tune,
and loved the lyrics, and chose to
fool around with it,” Johnson
said. “I try to rock it out, since it
is always done as a soft tune. It
was really kind of an experiment
for fun.”

For Johnson, those two exam-
ples were simply about dabbling
into a variety of musical tastes.

“I am the most happy when I
keep the door open and try differ-
ent styles,” Johnson continued.
“My focus is guitar and not rock
guitar.”

That last comment may dis-
turb a number of his core fans,
who particularly like his hard
rocking style, but that didn’t
seem to concern Johnson signifi-
cantly. 

“I don’t think it can hurt (play-
ing the various
styled songs). I
think with ‘Bloom,’
I’ve been trying to
get more eclectic.
It’s what people
really appreciate.”
he said. “They will
bring in different
kinds of fans, and
that will corner
some new interest.
Aside from that, it is
for the artist to summon up some-
thing new and refreshing and it’s
my responsiblity for me to do
that.”

In having glanced at some
album reviews and comments
regarding “Bloom,” though,
Johnson acknowledged that his
concept of offering a number of
different styles may not have nec-
essarily hit home with all of his
fans.

“Some people like it all, but
some people like a part of it.
Typically, the consumer-buying
public is focused on the music
they like,” he said. “Maybe it’s
better to focus on one style of
music, then to try a mixture of
styles on one CD.”

From this corner, one couldn’t
agree more, particularly since the
first and fourth songs on the
album are by far the best:
“Bloom” and “Good to Me,” both
of which have roots to the rock
guitar excellence long expected
from Johnson after all these
years. If there’s anything unusual
about the two tunes, “Good to
Me” has an intriguing touch of
techno influence.

Another noticeable difference
when listening to “Bloom,” com-
pared to his earlier albums, is the
number of songs that have
Johnson providing vocals.

“I kind of want to write more
instrumental (songs), but I don’t
know if it’s good or not that I’ve
been writing more vocals lately,
even though I like fooling around
with the vocal pieces.”

That difference, Johnson
acknowledged, has troubled
some music reviewers.

“Most people comment on the
vocals, but other than that, I real-
ly can’t think of a bad review,”
said Johnson. “For the most part,
they’ve mostly been pretty
good.”

Johnson sounded appreciative
of being able to offer that variety
on “Bloom,” thanks in large part

to being signed onto his current
label, Favored Nations, a label
founded by another highly touted
guitarist, Steve Vai. In addition,
Johnson was mostly positive
when recounting how the album
has done in stores, but was less so
when discussing the album’s
radio play.

“While it’s been selling pretty
well, I don’t think the radio sta-
tions have been playing it,” said
Johnson. “I don’t know if it’s the
type of album the radio wants to
play.”

At the same time, Johnson
made it clear that he wasn’t about
to change his style to improve his
chances of being played on the
radio.

“If it happens, that’s great,
regardless the amount of guitar in
your music,” he said. “ I have
heard so many great records that
have not been heard through the
right channels, and with people
having heard electric guitar for
50 years, the challenge is for
them to hear something differ-
ent.”

For those who choose to take
the trip to either Meadow-brook
this Saturday or Bank of America

Pavilion for its two
nights, hearing “some-
thing different” should
not cause anyone to
think that Johnson will
not offer a good mix of
the new and the old,
particularly when
expecting a solid rock
guitar performance
from him. With so
much to choose from
in respect to his earlier

albums, Johnson nonetheless did
indicate that he planned to do
four songs from “Bloom” on tour.

Aside from “Ah Via
Musicom” and “Bloom,” both
studio releases, Johnson has also
released a couple of live albums.

The one that is in virtually
every rock guitar fan’s collection
was one in which Johnson
teamed up with Vai, and other
highly acclaimed guitarist, Joe
Satriani, in a live album in 1997.

From that album, “G3 - Live
in Concert,” Johnson said,
“Everybody liked it, since we had
a spontoneity that is hard to cap-
ture on a (studio) CD.” 

While he acknowledged the
good feedback he received from
that album, Johnson said that
there were no pending plans to do
another album with the pair.

It isn’t a case of all bad news,
though.

For fans of that album,
Johnson explained how he and
Satriani recently filmed a show
together at The Grove in
Anaheim, Calif. From that per-

formance, he cited that it will be
initially produced for HDTV,
with plans slated for it to be edit-
ed into a half-hour DVD.

When the DVD is released,
don’t expect to see helicopter
video shots of Johnson and
Satriani, as The Grove is a small
dinner theatre that provides an
intimate atmosphere that only a
few select venues provide. And
with the show finishing in just
under an hour, don’t worry about
the half-hour DVD’s material
being chopped hapazardly.

Aside from Vai and Satriani,
Johnson looks to a number of
other musicians for inspiration.

“I like to listen to anybody that
plays well enough and uses that
as a vehicle to play really cool
music,” citing wide-ranging
examples from punk band Green
Day, to flamenco player Wes
Montgomery.

For all the success that
Johnson has enjoyed in recent
years, he pointed out how is able
to keep going in face of the many
accolades he receives from fans
and listeners on a daily basis.

“While there’s nobody so clear
that isn’t affected by (the acco-
lades), you have to have the
maturity so that you won’t be
destructed by it...you have to stay
realistic,” he said. 

Finishing off the tour should
provide plenty of realism for
Johnson, who said about those
who choose to make the trek to
Meadowbrook or the Bank of
America Pavilion, “Hopefully
my attempt to make the guitar an
interesting thing and to try to
plug it into music that is enjoy-
able to listen to, works. That’s the
important thing.”

‘I am the most happy 
when I keep the door open and try

different styles.’

— Eric Johnson
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Johnson to jam at Bank of America Pavilion for two nights
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Johnson works the strings on stage during a recent tour.

‘Community Auditions’ provided shot at fame for local residents 
BY MIKE RICHARD
FOR THE GARDNER NEWS

“Star of the day, 

Where could they be?”
When “Community Auditions” became

Boston’s favorite TV talent showcase,
many residents of the Greater Gardner area
had their 15 minute shot of fame on the
weekly show.

Perhaps the biggest act to make it on TV
out of Gardner was the combo Kenny and
the Night Riders, who made it all the way
to the Grand Championships in 1963.

The group consisted of Kenny LeBlanc,
Rene Goguen, Paul Murphy and Ronald
and Roger Roy, with vocalists Diane
Richard and Carmella Gosselin.

The appearance on the Sunday after-
noon Boston TV show eventually led to a

recording contract with Bristol Records in
Connecticut, where they released the single
“Andromeda” backed with “Swamp Rat,”
both instrumental tunes, in January of
1964.

Many readers responded to requests for
some of their memories from their appear-
ances on the Sunday morning TV show. In
fact, there were so many responses that we
had to make this a two-part series of its own
with the second to run next week.

Here is a look back at some of the area’s
Community Auditions participants:

Carolyn R. Miller
A native of Westminster who now lives

in Gardner, Miller was a member of the
Bluegrass band known as “Billings Gap,”
which appeared on Community Auditions
around 1982.

She was invited to be part of a showcase
of past Grand Champion winners when she
was invited by David Dick – a banjo play-

er who was the 1981 Grand Champion – to
be part of the four-piece band performing
on the show.

“David wanted all of us to appear
together as a band, and I played upright
bass with the band,” Miller recalled. “We
played many Bluegrass festivals in the
summers, covering most of New England
and New York State.”

Other members of the band included
Alton “Bear” Acker from Amherst and
Donald Provencher of Templeton who
joined in on the three-part harmonies. Aside
from the win on Community Auditions,
Dick also went on to win the 1981 World
Banjo Championship in Carlisle, Canada.

Miller, who is a registered nurse, contin-
ues to play the Martin HD-28 guitar but
noted, she “will always be sorry for giving
up my place as a bass player in a Bluegrass
band.”
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