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He started with a disclaimer, announcing to those at the Fort Noks bar that he was “sick as a dog.” 

Eldon Johnson had one of those winter bugs everyone seems to get when the temperatures plummet.

To call the 36-year-old Fargoan simply country wouldn’t quite do. Clad in a mechanic’s shirt and blue jeans, the blond-haired, fair-skinned singer-songwriter-guitarist kicked off his show with an acoustic version of “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door” (Of course, everything was acoustic. It was just him and his maple and spruce Taylor on stage.) He joked that he wrote it five years ago, but has been unsuccessful in drawing royalties from it. 

He played a little Jack Johnson, a little Sawyer Brown, a little Johnny Cash and his own stuff to boot. He even did a version of the Dave Matthews Band’s “Grey Street” that was pretty moving here and there.

“It’s really kind of a style of country that’s infused with Americana, folk, rock, pop, and a lot of energy,” he says. 

And though Johnson flows between genres, his musical compass points country. 

And right now, it’s leading him south, as country music compasses inevitably do. He’s set to compete against four other acts in the national Colgate Country Showdown on Jan. 24 in Nashville. If he wins the contest, which is hosted by country superstar LeAnn Rimes, he’ll take home $100,000 and the title of Best New Act in Country Music.

Johnson, a physical therapist by day, earned a spot in the competition in October, winning the Midwest regional in Flandreau, S.D. He competed at that level in 2003 and says he placed second.

“I was just elated when I won” this time around, says Johnson. “I let out a big two-fists-in-the-air ‘Yeah!’ ”

He respects the competition he’ll face at the national level. Still, he’s confident.

“I’m certainly going down there with the intention of winning it,” he says. “There’s nobody that I look at and say, ‘Oh there’s no chance of beating that person.’ ”

He wasn’t the only local at the Midwest competition. Area singer-guitarist Blind Joe, who makes a rule of not publicizing his last name, earned a spot there by winning the Minnesota title.

“Winning state was awesome,’ says Joe, who lives in Moorhead. “I got a thousand bucks, dude, and a lot of exposure.”

But, despite losing to Johnson at the regional level, Joe has kind words for him. 

“I hope he goes all the way, man,” Joe says. Johnson has a “presence” that you “can’t help but be captivated by.” 

And, as far as the Nashville recording industry is concerned, Joe says Johnson’s “got what they’re looking for.”

Maybe. Those in attendance at the Fort Noks show seemed to like what they saw.

“He had me at Johnny Cash,” says Beth Vacek of Fargo. She’s not typically a huge country music fan, but likes Cash and says Johnson was “just country enough.”

At the table with Vacek was Jennifer Sampson who was in town from Seattle visiting family. She was impressed, saying that if Johnson was in Seattle she’d go see him.

“I like that he looks to the crowd for requests,” Sampson says. “He’s a crowd pleaser. He’s good.”

Luke Hranicka of Moorhead bopped his head to Johnson’s music as he sat at the bar. Hranicka sings and plays guitar in the band 8th Hour.

“Oh, he’s awesome,” he says, noting Johnson’s guitar playing and sense of humor and calling his voice “great.”

And Amy Rabenberg of Hunter, N.D., didn’t come out to hear Johnson, but liked what she had stumbled onto.

“He’s very good,” she says, and “very talented.”

Her sister-in-law Cheryl Nash from Brainerd, Minn., called Johnson “outstanding.”

Johnson’s hoping the judges in Nashville are just as kind.
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