



	Secret classic man has other tricks : Johnny Rivers was a strong-sounding 68-year-old in his debut show at Chumash on Thursday
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As an atmospheric tease of an intro to the Johnny Rivers show at the Chumash Casino on Thursday, his band opened with a slithering vamp on the theme of the deathless Rivers hit "Secret Agent Man," but in sultry slow-mo. The man himself appeared, looking and sounding strong at age 68. He strapped on a guitar and a get-down-to-business attitude, launching into one of his many hits, "Midnight Special," and quickly serving notice that there's much more to this "legacy" artist than his fluke ode to secret agent culture. 

This was Mr. Rivers' first performance at the casino and his first Santa Barbara show in too many years to count, and far from seeming like the going-through-the-motions act of a used-to-be star. Mr. Rivers delivered a powerful, no-nonsense set of music, affirming his role as a secret treasure and/or weapon amongst "classic rockers." 

For whatever reason, Mr. Rivers has never gotten his close-up and spotlight due, despite a remarkably hit-laded repertoire, especially in the '60s. As seen on Thursday, as a performer, he sings and plays his guitars with bold assurance, but resists extroverted performance styles or mystique-making tactics: it's just the facts and the riffs, ma'am, and that's plenty enough. 

No less an icon than Bob Dylan has sung Mr. Rivers' praises, and recently. In his acclaimed book "Chronicles, Volume 1," Dylan lavished approval on Mr. Rivers for his cover of "Positively 4th Street," writing "of all the versions of my recorded songs, the Johnny Rivers one was my favorite. It was obvious that we were from the same side of town," later adding "it was obvious that life had the same external grip on him as it did on me." The elusive and exclusive Dylan then invited Mr. Rivers to open for him at the Hollywood Palladium two years ago. 

Mr. Dylan is onto something with his interest in Rivers lore. Early rock 'n' roll and blues-soul impulses culled from his upbringing in Baton Rouge, La., matriculate around the Rivers' catalogue. His greatest hit, from his own pen, is probably the poignant, pained love song "Poor Side of Town," and he put his unique stamp on the soul covers "Tracks of My Tears" and "Baby I Need Your Lovin" - both high points of the Casino set. 

It helped that he had an ideal band, featuring versatile keyboardist Skip Edwards (who added the hearty sound of "real" Hammond B-3 organ, a classic American sound if ever there was one) and the excellent Bay Area-based guitarist Doug Hammond, issuing tasty solos and colorful slide guitar bits along the way. Rivers the Younger, drummer Michael Rivers, sat in on "Rockin' Pneumonia." 

In this set, Mr. Rivers covered most of his hit bases, but his creative forward drive is hardly in neutral these days. He also tapped into newer material, from a crafty slow-fast waltz version of "House of the Rising Sun" to a cover of "You Put a Spell on Me" (sounding more grittily spellbound than Screamin' Jay Hawkins' theatrical original) and a fine, rootsy new original, "A New Home." 

It wasn't until the penultimate encore, sandwiched in between Chuck Berry's "Mabelline" and Muddy Waters' "Got My Mojo Working," that Mr. Rivers got to "Secret Agent Man," slyly sliding into the song's signature guitar riff with a loose, open jam. All these years later, as successive generations revive the song's popularity, it remains a novelty anomaly in the Rivers songbook, but is still good fun. It's a fine cash show that keeps on giving. It's the window dressing to bring folks into a much richer, deeper, musical world of his devising. 


