Red Rivers - WiShBoNe

"Red Rivers is a great talent. He's also a heck of a nice guy. His music has that genuine-from-the-heart-been-down-that-long-old-road feel to it. Makes you feel good when you hear it. I'm always looking forward to Red's next release. Bring it on Red!!!" - Charlie Musselwhite. 

"Red is one of the best guitar players I have ever had in the studio. He plays and sings brilliantly. Some people are really good early in their career, others mature later, and that's Red. 

He's maturing into an incredibly good artist." - Joe Camilleri 

"Reds about as unique a character as you can get and that's the way all the really great artists are. He deserves a shot with this record because he's got such a lot of talent." - Adam Harvey

"There are songs on Wishbone that literally give me goose bumps. Red really understands the beauty and simplicity of a great country song and how to deliver it. He's got one of the most soulful voices in Australian Country Music." - Adam Brand.

"Red Rivers is a roots music everyman. One seriously cool cat." - Jeff Apter, Rolling Stone Magazine.

As the story goes - and it is a good - one legendary blues master Charlie Musselwhite was cooling his heels in the foyer of a Sydney radio station, waiting to be interviewed, when he found his feet tapping away to a piece of gutsy, swinging, honky tonk, rhythm & blues rock called Natural Born Lover'. Taking the time to track it down, he came upon the songs of one of Australia's unique and endearing artists the hot rockin' hard boppin' looming legend Red Rivers.

Musselwhite didn't just record that song when he returned to the U.S. for good measure, he also cut Red's Drifting Boy for his Grammy nominated album, Rough News. These added to a growing tally of covers. Adam Harvey having previously titled an album after a version of Red's Sugar Talk.

As the bluesman found, getting to know Rivers music is a transforming experience. It comes at you with a gorgeous groove, a sly syncopation and a fluid finesse. Cold Chisel's Don Walker knew that in the early 90's when he recruited the guitarist to play with his band Catfish.

"My wife and I were writing bits of incidental music for television and trying to get a pop act off the ground, Red recalls. "We did a couple of singles as This Life Fantastic but my heart wasn't in electronic music roots music was more appealing. Organic stuff doesn't work with strict rhythms. Don heard me playing guitar on one of our demos and asked if I would work in with Catfish. He actually hired me because I was playing a Gretch and he wanted a guitarist who was into the rootsier sound."

Acknowledging that 'getting the gig with Catfish' was when the learning curve really took off" the maverick individual Rivers began his rise, gaining an extraordinary aura of inner city cool while also attracting the attention and admiration of the country music community. "I began to write songs seriously when I met Don", he explains. "I never wanted to play in a covers band."

" Recording with Don was fantastic. He'd say "I don't want to do any overdubs." "It put us all on the spot. I had to go home and work out exactly how I was going to approach the guitar part in each song and imagine how they would all sound after they had been recorded and try to get them as close as possible without having to touch things up."

It was a discipline which paid off. His work on Don's "We're All Gonna Die" album commanded considerable attention, and after 18-months with Walker (in whose company he would again perform, though more as a partner than a sideman) he began touring with his own band, The Rocketones' and made his way down to Melbourne where he played The Continental Club' and was exposed to the southern rockabilly community of the day (Rockbottom James & The Detonators, The Starliners, etc). As he told Australian Guitar magazine in 1999, "By this time I began to generate an interest in developing my own style. While I was playing in Catfish' I was accumulating a larder of songs for the first Red Rivers' album. Don was, and still is, very supportive of my own projects."

Born in Cairns and shuttled between Victoria and Queensland as a kid, Red fell upon music with a voracious hunger for its origins and its tentacles. On the way to being informed and enthusiastic, he moved through his parents record collection Johnny Cash, Bobby Goldsboro, Red Sovine, Mary Robbins, Johnny Horton and a bunch of country staples. Listening to Cash's Tennessee Two' he was besotted by the guitar playing of the great Luther Perkins; listening to Horton and Robbins, he was dazzled by the picking of Grady Martin. Then it all started to break over him in waves, as he delved into the work of great string benders Charlie Christian, Duane Eddy, Merle Travis, Carl Perkins, Eddie Cockran, and T. Bone Walker. 

A turning point of sorts came in 1972 when he heard the Rockpile' album by Welsh rocker Dave Edmunds, who had plainly fallen under the thrall of the very same array of guitar heroes in his own youth but was also wonderfully literate in blues and rockabilly. 

Red, who was able to throw hillbilly into the mix, had worked as a welder in an alcohol distillery and was driving cabs in Brisbane, but all he wanted to do was go down the musical roads he was ever investigating. "I got the courage to move to Sydney in the late 80's," he details, "and I felt myself moving closer to what I knew it was that I had to do."

Cobbling together a modest budget, Red cut his debut album Hillbilly Heart' in 1984, co-producing it with Rondor Music's Creative Manager Graham Thompson, once bassist in the textured 70's band Stars. Released by Shock records It was well received by critics of various shades, gaining a UK release on the Demon label (run by the infamous Jake Riviera who used to manage Dave Edmunds, but that's another story). A couple of Australian independent Country Music Awards came his way, as well as a Golden Guitar nomination at Tamworth. 

It wasn't until late 1997 that the second Rivers album appeared. Produced by legendary Jo Jo Zep & The Falcons, Black Sorrows / Revelators leader Joe Camilleri, a true musical sponge. Quarter Mile Down offered, thought Age Reviewer Terry Reilly, "a labyrinth of traditional styles a mixture so enticing it could become habit forming." Rivers' does as much as anybody to blur the lines between hillbilly, country and the blues. The rocking Heart of the Honky Tonk' and the surging Rocking My Blues' deserve pride of place in the history of Australian music.

"Joe proved to be the right choice" Red would later comment."All the outboard gear he had in his studio - the old Sony, Alteck & RCA ribbon mics - really contributed to the perfect tone and colour of the record. I tried to muck around with it as little as possible. I wanted to get the stuff down quickly, without thinking about it too much so I could capture the spirit of the music. One of those touched by the spirit of Red's music was Tim Rogers, who dropped by a gig one night and extended an invitation for Rivers and the Rocketones to open for You Am I at the Enmore Theatre in 1998. "It was a great audience" Red recalls. "They didn't boo, they were really supportive. It was the same as when we opened for Southern Culture on the Skids, another learning curve." 

Low Down Twang, the third Rivers album came along in 1999 and featured Road Train, a co-write with the great Dale Watson. Self-porduced and almost entirely original, this ABC Music release was a near-pure rockabilly outing complete with crackle from Red's old Goldentone valve amp. With echoes from Ricky Nelson, Gene Vincent & his Blue Caps, Warren Smith, Link Wray and even albums that Red devoured as a kid, such as Chuck Berry's London Sessions, Creedence's Cosmos Factory, it was a wonderfully accomplished genre effort, designed to please a growing legion of fans.

"Red doesn't compromise with his music any more" observed Australian Guitar Magazine that year. "He plays with a true passion and enjoyment as only a self-confessed roots junkie could. Thank God there are people like Red Rivers." It was in that feature that Red revealed, "I remember a few things from my old days studying guitar books but what has really helped my playing is hanging around great musicians and picking up little things. You gotta hang, you gotta watch, you gotta be prepared to be a little humble to cop a new lick. If someone wants to show you a new guitar lick or chord, just soak it up. And above all, don't be afraid to ask."

After three striking, stylised albums essentially reflecting the irresistible authentic music he dispenses live, Red now delivers his most fully realised and focused work. An album that every one of his fans and admirers knew he had in him. An album to take him from a specialist niche to a wide, appreciative audience.

The man, who is as comfortable in an inner city rock pub as he is in a country music tavern, at a large outdoor event (such as Byron Bay's East Coast Blues & Roots Festival, Narooma's Great Southern Blues Festival or the Port Fairy Folk Festival), or cheek-by-jowl with the leading Australian country music stars in Tamworth at festival / awards time, or flanking Don Walker, is now stepping into a much brighter spotlight. 

Yet, for all that, he insists that Wishbone' is "the loosest record I've done and by that I mean the record that has been the most comfortable for me. I really enjoyed it. The songs remain basically the same - I mean you can never milk completely dry subjects like cars, broken hearts, trucks, bars, drinking beer, and falling in and out of relationships, can you?"

Red is who Red is and no amount of progression and evolution will alter the basics of his motivation and his incomparable charm. As he told Drum Media's Michael Smith: "I just love the tone of the 50's. I think it's got a lot to do with the fact that a lot of the gear you use to record with now is so clinically perfect that there is no colour, no tone. A lot of those records from the 50's the late 40's and even some of the 30's stuff there they were using button and carbon mic, they've got so much character and colour, and I enjoy that."

And here it is now - one of the most honest and appealing Australian albums in years. The good humoured performer who hung out for 'months and months' waiting for a Coogee guitar shop to lower the price of a 1955 Gretch Country Club guitar to more affordable levels; who knows all about pick ups, players and pre-reverb, tremolo and techniques, slap-back and single coil Gibsons, also knows about how to source and structure an album that hits you where you live - melodic, harmonic and guaranteed to bring a smile to your face. 

The multi-hued Wishbone sees the return of Graham Thompson, who has also produced number one, award winning albums by Adam Brand, Melinda Schneider and Brendon Walmsley. Graham signed Red to his successful and prominent compass Brothers imprint. "I really wanted to give him a balanced album that was more accessible because as a fan, I was becoming a bit frustrated that after three strong albums, he was still having to scrape together recording budgets and do it on the cheap. He deserved better."

And he got better. "We achieved a balanced set of songs without compromising Red's edge one bit", says the plainly pleased producer. "In some ways it was a very different experience from 1994. Red was so relaxed this time and very trusting with the people he was working with. He was comfortable not shouldering a lot of the studio responsibilities he had in the past and that enabled him to stretch out more. For me, there were some incredibly exciting moments when he was playing solos, like the one on Baby Blue Buick. Each day I was able to witness all the elements of what I think makes him brilliant".

Wishbone kicks off with the sprightly How Long Am I supposed to Wait For You?, writers Jeff Steel and Al Anderson, which gives way to the original You've Got No Heart, a sassy piece that, Red reveals, "Was always meant to be a good time song about two people with some issues to sort out. I wanted it to be a duet from the start and we were tossing around the names of a number of singers but when Anne Kirkpatrick expressed an interest we knew it would come together perfectly. She was just what it needed."

"Western Girl is very real to me - my girl Carol was born at North Star near Texas, NSW and she does have black hair that shines like a deep sea pearl. I've got an old Buick and I'm a member of the Buick club so I suppose it's not hard to work out what inspired Baby Blue Buick."

The wafting, floating I Still Dream Of You, from the pen of British writer ( and former Emmylou Harris husband) Paul Kennerley, which could easily have found its way to Steve Earle (for one of his heartbroken moods), has a delicious Roy Orbison-meets-Chris Isaak tone; a feeling echoed in Red's own ballad New Fool. The loping tone of Jimmy Work's Diggin My Own Grave, with a well-plunked double bass, has the feel of early acoustic rockabilly with a dash of delta blues.

Red describes the song Wishbone as "a working mans lament." Everyone harbours dreams about doing something better with their life. "Steve Woods, leader of the Whiteliners, provides Big Wheels, one of a set of meaty trucking songs (the others being Red's Freight Line Blues) and the string-zinging instrumental Diesel Smoke. And on that subject Dave Dudley, the man who once wrote the daddy of all truckin' songs, Six Days On The Road, contributes the playful closer, Cowboy Boots.

Wishbone is unquestionably the most accessible of Red Rivers' four albums. Immediately evident is the enhanced lustre of the lead vocals, with some surprisingly seductive tones throughout. "At these sessions it was generally on to two takes on the guitar side and three to four takes on the vocal side. With singing I have to be in the mood for it but Graham seemed to be able to get me in that mood fairly often. These songs I really enjoyed singing."

No more than we'll enjoy listening to them. "I'm struck by the way that Red has such a great technique but always sounds so raw and exciting" says Thompson. "It's rare to find an artist with the whole package."

Wishbone is destined to be seen as a pivotal album in what is shaping up to be a career of length and depth. His is a future that definitely bears watching.

"I love all kinds of roots music, but I just can't get past my love of great country guitar playing and a great country song", Red insists. "But having said that, there's still a lot of music that I haven't got to yet!"

Early 1998, album number two "Quarter Mile Down" was released. Produced by Joe Camilleri it attracted much acclaim. Red's appeal was broad and equally diverse with acts such as You Am I and Southern Culture On The Skids inviting Red to tour as their special guests.

Red's third album "Low Down Twang" was released in 1999 and featured Roadtrain a real audience favourite co-written with American Dale Watson.

