The Problem with Playing Music with Kent Johnson
by Peter Stromquist

The problem with playing music with Kent Johnson was that he was too damn good.  Kent, as you may remember (certainly Gretchen does), was from Lindstrom, Minnesota, and was a talented guitarist, vocalist, and composer.  Being a new boy so late in life, I missed the bulk of his Shattuck music career, which all of you will remember included the “Moose and the Antler” years.
Making music with Kent kept me sane at Shattuck.   Kent, Dolliff and I would retire to the band room and blow our brains out, getting high on riffs, not smoke (at least sometimes).  Occasionally, crazy Mike Millea would join us.

But Kent was too damn good.  No matter how “apt” you were on your own instrument, Kent was better.  He wasn’t arrogant about it; he just showed you a better way to meld in with his leads.   I played in a lot of bands, and with a lot of different people of all levels of skill.

Kent didn’t have skill.  He was born with music in his head.  If any of you remember the scene in the movie Amadeus, where Soliari was listening to Mozart’s music and you could see pain in Soliari’s face at the realization how beautiful the music was, how deep the talent was?   That’s the way I felt when I listened to Kent play.  Soliari’s look was driven by envy; mine by adoration.
We made plans together, as young people that share a passion so often do. To make a life of music.   But first college would have to come and go.  We set about exploring that potential experience together, and made a blood pact back at a kegger one weekend at St. Olaf.  What better place to launch, than a bona fide music school?

That summer, between Junior and Senior year, Kent worked for a relative at the bank in North Branch, Minnesota.  I’d drive down from Duluth on occasion, and we’d hang out.  I had made friends that year with a Minnesota concert promoter, and had played Kent’s 45 for him.   The 45, if you remember, was supposed to be a project of the band incarnation before I arrived at Shattuck, but mostly it was Kent, and I believe Kemp Skokos went to the studio, as did Dolliff.  I remember that studio, even tho I wasn’t there with them.  I had been there before, on South Hennepin, in Minneapolis, it was called UA – no relation to United Artists.   The 45 “A” side was a song called “Freedom”, and the “B” side was a cut called “Natural Man.”  My recollection is Johnson and Skokos shared composing credits.   There’s only one miss in either composition  - a slightly off pluck on the 12 string, which most wouldn’t hear.

The promoter assembled a band for us, and we did a couple of typical Minnesota summer gigs, National Guard Amorys, that kind of thing.   But something in Kent’s life at the time kept him from wanting to chase it.

Our plan to go to St. Olaf together fizzled as well – I went, but Kent’s family decided he would be better off at Gustavus.  I’m not sure of what he studied, or how long he stayed.

A few years passed, my music was relegated to the closet as I pursued a career in radio, which, for me, became a passion as deep as I had for music.  I was home visiting my parents in Duluth one weekend, and by coincidence, Kent called my parents house.  He had moved to Duluth as a place where he thought he could pursue his art, be alone, find a muse maybe, and work at music as a career.   I saw him that weekend, and he played a bit for me, and talked about what he had been doing since we were last together.  
The last time I saw him, he was standing in a line for a movie in downtown Minneapolis – just one of those life coincidence things, running into him there.   He told me he had just auditioned to play in Olivia Newton John’s touring band.  He was optimistic about his chances to tour with her.

I never heard from him again.   Tho I think someone said he had joined the forest service or some such.   A man of Kent’s talent and passion probably hears music every where he goes.   Where ever he is, I hope he is still hearing it, and on occasion, has the opportunity to pick up a guitar, or sit at a keyboard, and let it flow out as easily as he used to.

Soliari would be jealous.
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