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Johnny Rivers’ career turned into gold
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Former Baton Rougean Johnny Ramistella was in the right place at the
right tirme to he shaped by the genuine sound of the American South. Like
millions of 1980s teens, the future pop star heard blues and
rhythim-and-hlues on the radio and saw the performers on local stages.

Before Johnny Ramistella became Johnny Rivers and recarded 29 pop
hits in the '60s and '70s, he saw Fats Domino thrill 2 concert in a Ryan
Airport hanger and Memphis boy Elvis Presley perform his recarding
debut at Baton Rouge High School.

Rivers recalled Domino apening his airpart show with his nes hit, "y
Blue Heaven."

"I'warked rmyway up to the handstand,” Rivers said from his long-time
home, southern Califarnia. "He sat down at a little upright piano and hit a
chord and went, "When whippoorwill call, dant-dant-dant, dant-dant-dant!’

"The place went nuts. Iwent, "o, this guy is too cool.' And then he went
into 'Going to the River' and 'Rose Mary' and 'Please Don't Leave Me' and
all that stuff. | collected all ofthose records. Fats was my main guy back

then, one of my biggest inspirations, mare so probably than Chuck Berry,

"I'was atthe age where | 'was just like a sponae, especially being a
teenager starting to play music. | heard all that areat R&B and hlues
around and all my peers were listening to that stuff, too. You couldn't help
hut hear that stuff around Baton Rouge”

A crowed at Baton Rouge High School for a mostly country show starring
Minnie Pearl and Little Jimmy Dickens reacted less enthusiastically to
Fresley.

“Inthe middle ofthe show Minnie Pearl introduces this new kid," Rivers
gaid. "They called him the Hillbilly Cat. And Elvis comes walking outin a
pink suitwith Scotty (Moore) and Bill (Black). He didn't even have a
drummer. He plaved two songs, 'That's All Right' and 'Blue Moon of
kentucky.' | said to my huddy, 'That's that guy wha did the record that's on
the radin!' Peaple around us were laughing at him. All that raw sexual
energy up there on stage, peaple didn't know what to make of it."

Rivers got a second look at Presley behind the school auditorium.

"Theywere loading up. He had like a 'a9 Coupe de Yille with a trailer
hehind it. He was standing around talking to some ofthe country acts. |
remember looking up at this quy with greasy hair and pimples all over his
face. Hewas houncing araund, he caouldn't stand still. I'm thinking this is
the coolest guy I've ever seen.”

Rivers used money he'd earned delivering The State-Times newspaper
to buy his first guitar. He learned quickly and entered the weekly Saturday
rmaorning talent show at the Paramount Theatre.

"I'won that contest about four or five times in a row," he said. "Then they
told rmy folks notto bring me hack.”

The 14-year-old Rivers farmed his own band, Johnny and the Spades, in
19457, That same year, he recorded his first recard, "Hey Little Girl " at
Cosimo Matassa's studio in Mew Orleans. ltwas a regional hit, moving
into local charts alongside hits by the young singer's music heroes.

Alocal newspaper stary about Rivers hrought him to the attention of the
Louisiana Hayride in Shreveport. Itwas there that he met James Burton,
avoung Shrevepart quitarist who was working with teen idol Ricky
Melson.

Rivers had written a song called "'l Make Believe." Evernjone he played it
for said itwould he a great tune for Melson. After his Hayride
performance, Rivers rushed home to Baton Rouge to record & demo of
the sona.

"I mailed the tape to James Burton and never thought I'd hear anything
else from it," Rivers recalled. "About six weeks later the phone rings and
my mother says, 'Johnny, some guy says he's calling from Hollywood." |
thought it was the guys in my band plaving a joke."

But it was Burton.
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