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  INTRODUCTION


  BLUES HARBOR is A nightclub in Atlanta’s Buckhead district, a glittering cornpone Beverly Hills on the north side of town. It’s about a mile away from Neiman-Marcus and Lord & Taylor and even closer to the Texas State Line Barbecue where a plate of ribs costs twelve dollars.


  In the 1920s, Barbecue Bob and Charlie Lincoln worked in Buckhead at another more reasonably priced barbecue stand that served Georgia pork rather than smoked Texas beef. When they weren’t cleaning windshields and serving barbecue, they played and recorded the blues.


  Back then, Buckhead was a remote outpost, twelve miles away from Decatur Street in downtown Atlanta, where Bessie Smith performed inside Bailey’s 81 Theater and Peg Leg Howell played outside, hustling tips from the crowd waiting to get in. But the blues didn’t stay in Atlanta long. Barbecue Bob died drunk when he was twenty-nine, Charlie Lincoln went to jail for murder and died in prison, and the old 81 Theater on Decatur Street was demolished.


  The blues went underground, surfacing occasionally on Auburn Avenue at such clubs as the Royal Peacock, but for the most part vanishing under the increasing commercial pressures of rock and roll and soul music. Now it has come back to Atlanta, or more properly to Buckhead, nestled between glittering discotheques and fashionable boutiques.


  I grew up in Anniston, Alabama, and the blues was as much a part of my life as spoonbread and turnip greens. Clara Fuller sang them in my kitchen at breakfast. An old blind man sat in a ladderback chair on the corner of Tenth and Noble Streets and played slide guitar for tips, as lawyers walked by on their way to the courthouse. Around the corner, near the Wilson Building, a fruit peddler called The Banana Man advertised his specials in a bluesy chant. As a child I heard the yardmen and domestics singing the blues in nearby backyards. As a teenager I hung around the two-bit studios of a radio station that specialized in the blues every afternoon. At night I would ride slowly past the mysterious Blue Light Savoy in West Anniston and hear the music drifting out on blue clouds of tobacco smoke.


  The blues was never a rich-man’s music, even after Hollywood and Broadway got hold of it. So it seemed strange that Atlanta’s new blues joint would be in a neighborhood of ostentatious wealth. It seemed even stranger that Blues Harbor offered lobster-and-steak dinners and was decorated with chandeliers, a padded bar, waitresses and waiters in Oxford-cloth shirts and wide, red suspenders.


  Against one wall there is a raised, wooden platform where real blues aficionados, uninterested in lobster dinners, can drink a beer and listen to music. It’s like sitting in the bleachers of a small high school gymnasium. The show starts at ten. I arrive at eight to get a good seat. The room is filling with people dressed as if they were attending a charity benefit. Occasionally, a woman comes in who has decided to slum it in a pink velvet jogging suit and a strand of opera-length pearls. The recorded background music is Glenn Miller. Everyone is white. On my right a man talks to his date with passion about the advantages of a gold American Express Card. On my left, a blonde pulls her head out of a table lantern she is using to light her cigarette and talks about the music she will be hearing later. “They say this is the Chicago blues. Well, I hope it’s better than what they’ve got to offer in the Chicago art museums. When I went up there, they had a picture of a leaf. Just a regular leaf and it cost two hundred dollars. It wasn’t even in pretty fall colors. Can you imagine that?”


  After a while, the band, most of them in their fifties or sixties, comes in and walks past the patrons to the back. Outside the rest rooms is a padded bench. That’s their dressing room and their lounge between sets.


  “Oh,” says the blonde as she puffs on her cigarette, “are those the boys we’re gonna hear tonight?”


  A half hour later the band is onstage playing steamy, Chicago blues. No one is paying attention. The audience treats the musicians as live background music. The band members look at each other and shrug. They begin to vamp. The audience doesn’t notice. Finally, in desperation, the band starts singing dirty songs filled with double entendres. A few drunks laugh at the nasty lyrics, but the room is still filled with the buzz of conversation. After a forty-five-minute set, the band retreats to its bench for a twenty-minute break.


  My God, I thought, is this what the blues has come to? Where’s the electricity? Where’s the emotion? I remembered what one woman from Louisiana once told me: “On Saturday night, we all let our hair get a little bit kinky.”


  I paid for my beer and left. Surely this is not all there was. On my way home, I decided that I would find out. The greatest migration in America took the blues as baggage—from the Mississippi Delta to Chicago and from Louisiana and Texas to California. I decided to recreate the trip. I imagined myself in an old blue Cadillac, fish-tailing it down Highway 61 with a tape recorder in the backseat, waiting to discover American music that had never been heard before. But I realized those days were gone, too. Folklorists and record executives had already mined those fields. Still, I could not get the idea out of my mind. What happened to the blues in the decades after the civil-rights movement? Was that music nothing more than a memory? I knew I couldn’t make the trip in an old Cadillac. My Honda would have to do. I went home, packed my clothes, and got out a map. Tomorrow I would leave the memories of Blues Harbor behind me and set out on The Blues Route.


  1.


  IT’S A LONG, uneventful drive from Atlanta to Mississippi. The highway winds past the rusting steel mills in the Appalachian foothills near Birmingham, then flattens out after Tuscaloosa for a straight shot to Jackson, interrupted only by an interchange at Meridian and an occasional billboard. There’s not much to do but watch the road and twist the radio dial.


  I drive past Villa Rica and Temple, Georgia. The early blues have become synonymous with the Mississippi Delta, but in 1915, Ma Rainey of Columbus, Georgia, “The Golden Necklace of the Blues,” was singing in a tent show called Fat Chappelle’s Rabbit Foot Minstrels. Her warm-up act was a Chattanooga street singer named Bessie Smith. Maybe I should stay in Georgia. Then, as I cross the state line, I remember a Florence, Alabama, composer named William Christopher Handy. After moving to Memphis and writing songs about Boss Crump, Beale Street, St. James Infirmary, and St. Louis, he became known as “The Father of the Blues.” Maybe I should turn north.


  As I drive through Pell City and Leeds, I remember something I read in Handy’s biography years before. He wrote about waiting on a train one night in 1903 at Tutwiler, Mississippi, in the heart of the Delta. The train was nine hours late, and as Handy dozed, he was awakened by a black man playing a guitar and rubbing the blade of his knife against the strings. It made a sound Handy thought was “weird.” He opened his eyes and heard the man sing about going “where the Southern crosses the Yellow Dog.” “What,” Handy asked, “does that mean?” The singer explained that he was from Moorehead, where the Yazoo and Mississippi Railroad, known as “The Yellow Dog,” crossed the tracks of the Southern Railroad. He was singing about going home. Eight years later, Handy published his first blues, based on what he heard that lonesome Mississippi night. I push down on the accelerator. I haven’t made a mistake. I need to go to the Delta.


  Of course the blues means different things to different people. To some it’s early New Orleans jazz, to others it’s after-hours music played in a smoky jazz club at three in the morning, or the Kansas City jazz of Count Basie or Jay McShann; to still others it’s the plaintive and sometimes mysterious guitar and singing of such Delta bluesmen as Robert Johnson, or the barrelhouse piano of William Bunch, aka Peetie Wheatstraw, aka The Devil’s Son-in-Law, aka The High Sheriff from Hell. There are people who associate blues with such vaudeville singers as Ma Rainey, Ida Cox, or Bessie Smith, who played in the Silas Green, from New Orleans, or Rabbit Foot, minstrels shows; or with such Chicago musicians as Muddy Waters or Howlin’ Wolf. In a way, they’re all right.


  
    The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Music says the blues is: … a sort of bitter-sweet jazz song or dance song written in quadruple time, generally moving at slow speed and in more or less flowing style over an unvarying 12-bar bass. Stanzas are of three lines, each covering four bars of music.


    The third and seventh of the key are often prominent, being played somewhere between the major and minor form of the interval and are known as blue notes.

  


  Yeah, well. The standard definitions of the blues would make you think the music, always said to have come up with black people through slavery and misery, is nothing but a mournful dirge. As Ma Rainey sang, “Take me to the basement, that’s as low as I can go.” Sometimes, of course, the music is sad. But there’s another side to the blues that’s never taken into account in the dictionary definitions. The blues can drive away your troubles, not just reinforce them. It can produce emotional catharsis with frenzied dance music. As Albert Murray wrote in Stomping the Blues:


  
    The irrepressible joyousness, the downright exhilaration, the rapturous delight in sheer physical existence, like the elegant jocularity and hearty nonsense that are no less characteristic of blues music, are unsurpassed by any other dance music in the world. Still, the captivating elegance that always seems so entirely innate to blues idiom dance movement is something earned in a context of antagonism. It has been achieved through the manifestation of grace under pressure…. As to the matter of dispersing gloom and spreading glee, evidence in favor of the sorcery of Madam Marie Laveau, also known as the Widow Paris, the most notorious New Orleans voodoo queen, and the mojo hands of Dr. Jim Alexander, né Charles La Fountain, also known as Indian Jim, her male counterpart, is questionable to say the least. Testimony that the dance-beat incantation and percussion of Bessie Smith and Louis Armstrong almost always worked as advertised is universal.

  


  Or, more simply, as the Living Queen of the Blues, Koko Taylor, sings:


  Tell Automatic Slim,


  Tell Razor Totin’ Jim,


  Tell Butcher Knife Totin’ Annie,


  Tell Fast Talkin’ Fannie.


  We gonna pitch a ball


  Down to that Union Hall.


  We gonna romp and stomp till midnight.


  We gonna fuss and fight till daylight.


  When the fish scent fills the air,


  There’ll be snuff juice everywhere.


  We gonna pitch a Wang Dang Doodle all night long.


  I hit Jackson by sundown—not quite the Delta, but at least the home of Malaco Records, a money-making blues label run by two white boys who graduated from Ole Miss. It seems a logical place to start.


  The next morning I drive out to the north edge of town to talk to Stewart Madison, president of Malaco. He is in his office, down a twisting corridor and through a couple of doors, past a room where the muffled sound of electric guitar and drums can be heard through heavy burlap padding. The insistent thump of the music carries into Madison’s office, and as we talk, the muffled drum punctuates our conversation.


  Stewart Madison says, despite what anybody else tells you, Malaco is not a blues label. Blues doesn’t make money. Rhythm and blues—the rock and roll of the late fifties—does. And Malaco, he says, is in business to make money. “We don’t cut blues here,” he says as he sits behind a desk littered with racing forms, records, and contracts. “With straight blues you have a limited audience, and it ain’t gonna grow. Once in a while, we’ll drop back and cut a couple of low-downs, but we make records for black people. And the black audience for real deep blues is not big.”


  Madison is talking about the blues, but his mind is on the Keeneland thoroughbred sales in Lexington, Kentucky. He interrupts our conversation to take a phone call and make a bid on a horse. “I own about five thoroughbreds,” he says after he hangs up, “but, first of all, I’m a gambler. I’ll always go to the races—dogs, horses, you name it, I’ll be there. I can understand any racing form that’s ever come out.”


  What about Little Milton? I ask him, steering the conversation back to music, or Z. Z. Hill?—two musicians who record for Malaco. Aren’t they singing the blues? I mean, people talk about the blues today and they talk about Z. Z. Hill’s record of “Down Home Blues” or Little Milton’s version of “The Blues Is All Right.”


  “Well, of course they’re gonna categorize Z. Z. Hill as a blues artist, but he also recorded rhythm and blues. And that makes him more than just a blues singer,” Madison says. “Now, Little Milton is closer to a blues artist but the album he has out now—it’s sold about fifty thousand copies—is not a blues album either. I really don’t know these blues people. If we encouraged this type of artist we’d have ‘em up and down the aisles, but there’s just not enough volume in it to get us interested. It’s as hard to get blues played on a black radio station as it is to get bluegrass played on a country station,” Madison says. “They play it, oh, maybe once a week when they take you way back. Like bluegrass and opera, deep blues is fringe music. You have a certain audience that’s gonna buy anything that comes out, but that audience is very, very small. And it’s not gonna grow. Now you take that fellow you hear in there. His name is George Jackson and he wrote “Down Home Blues” and “Cheatin’ in the Next Room” and he also wrote “Old Time Rock and Roll” recorded by Bob Seger. These guys cross over. Blues has a limited audience, man, and it just ain’t gonna grow. Rhythm and blues is what Malaco does.”


  Truthfully, Malaco records sound less like blues and more like a latter-day version of Stax, the Memphis record company that produced albums by Rufus Thomas, Isaac Hayes and Booker T. and the MGs. Stax, along with Motown in Detroit, was the genesis of soul music. It’s no wonder Malaco has adapted that sound. Madison’s partner, Tommy Couch, who produces most of Malaco’s records, is from Tuscumbia, a west Alabama town near Muscle Shoals that’s only about a hundred miles from Memphis. There was a brief flurry of musical activity in Muscle Shoals during the sixties when Ahmet Ertegun of Atlantic Records sent people down there to record, but it’s mostly faded now. “All those guys in Muscle Shoals were my friends, and that’s how I got in the business,” Couch says. “They started out doing black music but they’re in Nashville now, doing country.”


  Then he returned to his ideas about the blues.


  “You know, the audience for the blues—I would think it would be very eccentric people who think it’s ‘in’ right now. There are very few stone-blues lovers out there who love to hear the raw thing. Now, blues do very well in the East. I think they get a lot of sales because the records go to specialty shops and make it available to the white community. But all the people I talk to all day are selling black records to black people. There’s just not enough volume in the blues to get us interested. We’re a little record company and we’re fighting for record sales to survive. Most everything we put out has got to sell fifty thousand or above. But the thing is, if you and I were sitting at CBS and you played the president of that company my product, he’d say it’s not commercial. See, they have to sell about a hundred thousand albums to make it worthwhile. We got to sell about twenty thousand.


  “The difference between Bruce Iglauer with Alligator Records in Chicago and Malaco is that he’s really into what he’s doing in the sense that he gets too involved with his artists. We put out records sometimes that are not our favorite records, but we’re putting out what’s good of its kind. I probably wouldn’t play it in my car all day, but I understand there is some demand. We’re starting to put out some beat records, street records. There ain’t no musicians at all on them. We don’t cut those records here, we license them from other producers. You know, all it is, is two machines and a guy.


  “Let’s face it, blues is a lot like opera. You have a certain audience that’s gonna buy almost anything of that, but it’s a very small group of people.


  “You take Mississippi Fred McDowell. We used to have him on Malaco and all these blues people you’re talking about loved Fred McDowell. Everywhere we would go there would be this group of people, a very small group but a loyal group. They’d be in almost every urban area. So, Fred thought everybody all over the world was like that. He thought there were masses of people who loved him. But there were just a handful of liberal whites. For a liberal white it was sort of fashionable to like that. But for the masses, they just go for the popular stuff.


  “We recorded Fred in 1969 and I think he died in 1970. He was just a nice guy, an old guy, an old black gentleman. His world was really kinda small other than every year or two when he went on tour. You know, he even played with The Beatles. But at the same time, he’d get real impressed when he came to Jackson. He was from Como, Mississippi, and he’d worked in Stuckey’s up there for years and years. He had a good understanding about everything. He would talk about how to make sure he got a tip at Stuckey’s, about how to always clean the windshield when a car drove up. He’d even clean the headlight. He was smart. We’d be in the studio and we’d record a song and he’d mess up and we’d have to do it again. And every time he’d change the lyrics. It would be a different song, basically the same but a verse here and there different. He didn’t know any better. He didn’t care. There are a few old guys left playing the blues, but it’s probably gonna be all over in the next few years when these guys die. The young people who are playing the blues are mostly white, because the young black musicians see how much Michael Jackson is making.”


  Mississippi may be the home of the blues, but at Malaco the native music isn’t profitable. Maybe that’s why they put the music in a museum in Clarksdale, a few hours up the Delta from Jackson. I planned to spend some time there after I stopped for the annual blues festival at Greenville.


  Originally, I intended to drive from Jackson to Greenville on the fabled Highway 61, but a secretary at Malaco persuaded me to change my route. “Go up Highway Forty-nine,” she says, “It’s scenic. You can see ‘em harvesting the catfish and the cotton is open.” Ira Gershwin said the same thing over fifty years before in Porgy and Bess: “Fish are jumpin’ and the cotton is high.” Who could resist it? As I check out of the Holiday Inn to travel down Highway 49 through Yazoo City and on to Greenville, the black bellman drops the copy of Blues Who’s Who, by Sheldon Harris, which I carry everywhere. As he picks it up and puts it on the backseat he says; “You know, I hear people say that every black man has the blues. And it’s like a cancer. It’ll eat you alive if you don’t let it out.”


  “Do you believe that?” I ask him.


  “Oh, hell no,” he answers.


  In its vastness and silence, there is something awesome, even eerie about the Mississippi Delta. It may be the only part of the region where Atlanta journalist Henry Grady’s talk of a “New South” fell on deaf ears. By the side of the road and back across the enormous expanse of cotton, there are small row houses that look no different from the black-and-white pictures Walker Evans shot in the midst of the Depression. Small towns like Louise, Midnight, and Anguilla—tiny crossroads settlements with a general store, a gas station, and a post office. But there is one difference. In the days of Walker Evans the small cafés that dotted the side of the road were unpainted shacks called juke joints where you could hear the blues every night. They are still there, but now the small buildings are brightly painted and called discos. There are few columned antebellum houses of the type mythically associated with the cotton South. The northern Delta was little more than a snarled expanse of canebrakes and forests during the Civil War. Cleveland, a Delta town of thirteen thousand, is not even a hundred years old.


  While the blues were everywhere in the cotton South—in Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas as well as in this rich agricultural area—the Delta is the place the blues is said to have been born.


  The roots of blues are the rhythms of Africa. In Africa, long before the first black man came to America, music involved drumming, call-and-response group singing, hand clapping, falsetto singing, and moaning. But the blues is not African music. Samuel Charters went to Africa to find the origins of the blues. And while he found some music that was similar, he came to the conclusion in The Roots of the Blues, An African Search: “Things in the blues had come from the tribal musicians of the old kingdoms, but as a style the blues represented something else. It was essentially a new kind of song that had begun with the new life in the American South.”


  The first real antecedents of the blues came from days of slavery—the field holler, work songs involving call-and-response patterns, the black string bands that formed on plantations to entertain the whites in the Big House. And, of course, there’s the influence of the church and early spirituals—often standard hymns transformed when they encountered an African tradition.


  But it took freedom to birth the blues. After the Civil War, black musicians were free to travel, develop their repertoire, and combine their traditions with those from other areas. They could also use drums, something that had been forbidden on most plantations. These traveling musicians were called songsters, musicianers, or physicianers. They played black versions of minstrel songs and white country-music ballads. By the turn of the century, a distinctive black form called the jump-up had developed. And the jump-up begot the blues as surely as the blues begot jazz and rock and roll.


  In Alabama and Georgia, the blues tradition was more melodic with a heavier emphasis on ballad structure and the faint beginnings of the boogiewoogie. In Texas and Oklahoma the blues started to swing, giving birth to groups as diverse as the Count Basie Band and Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys. In Mississippi there was a raw sound that would spawn such musicians as Charley Patton, the first recorded blues singer, Son House, Robert Johnson, and, ultimately, Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, and even Elvis Presley.


  Somewhere near Louise, I stop at what looks like a double-wide mobile home with a couple of gas pumps out front and a dented Coca-Cola sign on the roof. Inside, a middle-aged man with a face the color of lightly tanned leather sits and looks out the window. Behind him is a woman of indeterminate age, who sits in a wheelchair and stares stoically at a small television.


  “What part of Georgia you from?” the man asks.


  “Atlanta,” I say as I pay for my gasoline.


  “I just come back from Georgia,” he says. “I was an ironworker. Worked down near Savannah. Been doing it maybe forty year. But my baby here,” he nods at the woman in the wheelchair, “it was hard on her, living in hotels and all. So we were over here visitin’ and I told somebody that me and Baby was tired of traveling and if this store was for sale, I’d buy it. Well, it was, and I did. That was about two months ago. I guess we’re settled now, ain’t we, Baby?”


  Baby smiles in silence at the television.


  “What you doing over here?” he asks.


  “Looking for the blues,” I answer.


  “Oh, you’ll find ‘em. No question about that. You’ll find the blues in the Delta.” He watches me as I drive off toward Greenville.


  There should be no problem finding the blues this weekend. The seventh annual Delta Blues Festival is scheduled to take place in the middle of a cotton field in a new community near Greenville called Freedom Village. Unlike most festivals, this one is sponsored by a black community group. They’re interested in the traditions born in Mississippi, but they have to make certain concessions to commercialism. Early Saturday morning, the crowd begins to gather. The salt-and-pepper crowd, heavy on the pepper, swells from about five thousand, when the festival opens with the primitive strains of the Mississippi Fife and Drum band, to thirty thousand by the time Albert King finishes playing around midnight. For the first time, the T-shirts and posters advertise the DELTA BLUES—RHYTHM AND BLUES FESTIVAL.


  Bo Diddley, one of the headliners, shows up early. He’s not scheduled to play until that night, so he spends most of the afternoon being photographed in his size-fifty-nine Italian police hat, doing a modified cancan with blond co-eds and giving interviews. Once, years ago, Bo Diddley the gunslinger was bad. The thrill an Ole Miss white coed would have had rubbing up against him would have been akin to driving ninety miles an hour down a dead-end street. But he is older now and safe. So the sorority girls give him chaste pecks on the cheek and press discreetly against him when pictures are taken.


  A lot of television cameras and radio microphones move in on Bo and Mrs. Diddley, so he holds an impromptu news conference:


  “The rich man, the richest mother on earth has got the blues every day when he goes to bed at night. He’s got the blues. When he wakes up in the morning, he’s got the blues. And he’s got all the money, ya dig it? ‘Cause he’s trying to think about how to keep you from getting it. A lot of the younger generation is trying to interpret blues as what they think it is without going to the roots,” Bo Diddley says, “without finding out from the older cats, you know, without finding out what inspired them to do down-home country blues. I’ve had cats tell me, ‘Say, hey, man, that tune you do called “Who Do You Love,” that’s a blues number.’ That’s not blues. That’s what I call a comical rhythm-and-blues song. It’s not just plain blues. Now, I don’t play the blues. I play rhythm and blues. And there’s a difference. The source for me is that I created my own sound. I didn’t have to have a source because I don’t play blues. I didn’t copy after anybody because I don’t sound like nobody else. They all try to sound like me. The current black musicians like Michael Jackson, they don’t have no direction.


  “You listen to the radio right now and you don’t hear much blues or rhythm and blues because you don’t have a lot of black kids who’s interested. They’ve been poisoned with this other bullshit. And it’s ruining a lot of potentially good musicians. OK, it’s making money. But how can this go down in the history book of music if it’s done so shabby? They gonna wake up and realize that the stuff they’re playing is not gonna be standard tunes. You know with a lot of that stuff you can’t jump back and say, ‘Oh! That was a legendary tune.’ Now tunes like, ‘Bo Diddley’ and ‘I’m a Man’ is in the history books. The best songs, they tell a story. A sucker gets up on the stage and hollers, ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah’ for twenty minutes and then at the end of it he hollers ‘I do.’ To me that ain’t nothing. We got problems in this business. And nobody knows which way to go. OK, you got the disco that’s trying to hang on and you got rhythm and blues that’s trying to stay in there and you got what they call rock—which ain’t rock and roll—and they’re all trying to find a slot. It’s a rat race. Nobody has any identity. It’s the record companies that are doing it. You turn on your radio right now and you’ll hear the deejay say, ‘OK, we’re gonna get back to some good old rock and roll.’ Shit. Call it new music, call it anything you want to. But it ain’t rock and roll. I call it leak over from the acid-rock days.”


  As the reporters drift away, he sits on the fender of a pickup truck and talks in hushed tones to Mrs. Diddley.


  I could argue, I guess, about whether Lynn White from Mobile sings the blues or not—she certainly sounds bluesy enough, and she’s the sexiest woman I’ve seen on stage since Tina Turner was in her thirties. Her music is earthy and she bumps and grinds to the heavy beat, with a red dress molded to her body. The dress is slit up the sides and her long legs peek out, just like a stripper’s. The audience loves it, and so do I, but from time to time it begins to sound like soul music.


  Out in front of the stage, the crowd mills about sampling the barbecued ribs for sale, buys T-shirts with the festival logo painted on them, or walks to the smaller stages that feature a blues alternative to the big acts up front. There are long lines at the portable toilets, a testament to the volume of beer sales. The festival has a country, down-home flavor to it. I listen and mill for a few hours but then the music develops a sameness about it. It’s like whiskey.


  After the second or third drink, it’s hard to tell rotgut from Jack Daniels. I decide to leave Freedom Village and go down to Nelson Street.


  Blues historians made Nelson Street famous, and Willie Love honored it in a song called “Nelson Street Blues.” For years, musicians from up and down the Delta went to this shabby block of disheveled juke joints to play on Saturday night. Every black man with a guitar or harmonica, famous or unknown, claims to have been there at least once. Jim O’Neal, editor of Living Blues, told me he was hustled in a Nelson Street bar by a two-hundred-pound black woman truck driver. Nelson Street is not a country club.


  It does, however, have a Playboy Club, a former used-furniture store emblazoned with spray-painted rabbit heads on the wall. The Playboy Club is not part of the now-defunct Hefner chain and there are no bunnies inside; it is the home of Booby Barnes. His family lives in the back, often oblivious to the raucous weekend behavior in the area that once displayed sofas, chairs, and box springs and mattresses. Women have been thrown out of the bar for performing what one writer delicately called, “bedroom maneuvers” on the dance floor or stripping to beat the heat. On Saturday nights, the party continues until five in the morning, with the clanking of beer bottles acting as percussion for Booby’s blues band. From time to time, Barnes’s children walk in sleepily from their bedroom in the back, presumably in search of a parent or a glass of water.


  I wandered up the street past other bars and lounges and eventually ended up in Nelson Street’s one white joint, Doe’s Eat Place. It’s a shotgun house near the levee that opened as a grocery store for the black community in 1903. Doe’s Grocery Store was owned by the Italian parents of Dominic “Doe” Signa. Times got hard during the Depression, and Doe had to hustle for money. He turned the front room of the store into a honky-tonk specializing in hot tamales to accompany the bootleg liquor he served to his black customers. By the end of World War II, the joint’s reputation had spread to the white gentry of Greenville and they began to sneak into the back room for a libation and a tamale or two. After broiled steaks were added to the menu a few years later, black customers were barred. Any man with skin darker than a brown paper bag wasn’t allowed in Doe’s until after the 1964 Civil Rights Act was passed.


  The night I was there, the back room was filled with a bunch of Ole Miss graduates. They talked mostly about football, and occasionally expressed bewilderment that so many people would show up in town to hear the blues. Doe’s looks like a run-down country store, but it is famous for steaks, not decor. The slabs of beef are more than an inch thick and big enough to satisfy the appetite of even a three-hundred-pound man like Big Joe Turner. The deep flavor comes from careful tending over the old gas stoves and banks of ovens. The Old South may be a thing of the past, but the charm and tastes from Doe’s made me wish that fast food had never intruded into the Delta.


  The next day, I drove to Leland to see Son Thomas, who lives on Sinclair Street, across the railroad tracks, down a gravel road, around a corner, and on the right in a three-room, unpainted shotgun house. It was a warm, sunny day, and we moved straight-back wooden chairs out of the front room and onto a small porch. A German shepherd was sleeping under the house, oblivious to the flies and gnats that buzzed around its head. Son played “Catfish Blues” for me, singing unexpurgated lyrics. His voice was light and lyrical. Children wandered up and down the street, stopped for a moment to listen, then walked on, occasionally glancing back as they turned the corner. It seemed no different from the way it must have been fifty years ago when folk-music collectors streamed out of the North to capture the blues on tape for posterity and scholarship. The music hung in the air, its melody curling back on itself like wood smoke from an old stove.


  Son Thomas had deep scars on his nose, thin, graying hair, and no front teeth. He was only fifty-eight, but he seemed old enough to remember singing to W. C. Handy about the Southern crossing the Yellow Dog. Between songs, as he tuned his new Martin guitar, he talked about himself and his music.


  “I moved here in 1961 from a place called Eden. I used to farm over there, but I couldn’t ever make no money farming,” Thomas says as he twists the pegs on the neck of his guitar. “I moved here to help my grandfather dig graves. Every time somebody died and they’d be buried around Leland here, he’d get fifteen dollars. But when I first come over, they wasn’t dying fast enough and I thought about moving back. My grandaddy only had one arm and he wanted me to stay on. ‘Somebody’s gonna die,’ he said, but I had been here three weeks and ain’t nobody died yet.”


  He plucked each string to see if it was in tune and then continued: “My grandaddy told me I didn’t have to worry about eatin’ and sleepin’ if I’d just stay around and help him dig graves. But I wanted me a drink of whiskey and didn’t have no money. And I told him, ‘The thing about it is, ain’t nobody dying.’ Then somebody had a wreck up the road and you could see the ambulance come and then the drivers for the funeral home just going right on out there. And my grandaddy said, ‘Whooo, that’s liable to be one right there.’ I held that job as long as I could. But then they started dying too fast and I couldn’t hold it no longer. My back started giving me trouble.”


  Thomas learned to play guitar in his late teens, after listening to his grandfather and uncle. “They played mostly blues,” he says, “but my grandfather, he used to play country-and-western music because that’s what the white peoples wanted to hear. And I used to listen to the Grand Ole Opry out of Nashville and the radio station out of Cincinnati, Ohio.” When he wasn’t digging graves, Thomas said, he played in juke joints like the Easy Pay House on Highway 49 between Yazoo City and Eden. That’s where he knew legendary bluesmen Elmore James, Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup, and Sonny Boy Williamson. “I used to play Elmore James’s guitar some on Saturday night. Elmore, he would take a break and he’d let me play his guitar. And that old harp player with him was Sonny Boy Williamson. And old Sonny Boy would get mad because I was playing Elmore James’s guitar. The peoples in there seemed like they enjoyed it, but it would sure make old Sonny Boy mad.


  “People playing the blues nowadays are copying behind B. B. King. But not me. He only plays one string. I have all six strings to play. But B.B., he doesn’t have to play six. He’s got that background that will pick it up. If I’d had somebody to back me up down at the festival yesterday, I wanted to show Albert King he wasn’t the onliest somebody that could make runs like that. Some of ‘em, they don’t play different tunes like I do. Of course, that’s the way it is in country music like the white folks used to play. Today, all these fellas plays all their records to the same tune. But, see, I do a change-up.


  “You know, I been to festivals everywhere. Texas, Washington, D. C, Boston, but I ain’t never wanted to move out of Mississippi—and I been in lots of places. The only place in the North I seen I thought I could get used to was Washington, D. C. Chicago—I don’t want to live there. It’s too large a city for me. And I don’t like New York. I could never get around there. You really get mixed up in New York City.”


  As I sat on his porch, listening to him play, Son Thomas conjured up the ghosts of Delta bluesmen like Charley Patton and Robert Johnson, Big Bill Broonzy and Mississippi Fred McDowell. Johnson, of course, is the most famous and—with songs like “Crossroad Blues,” “Hellhound on My Trail,” and “Me and the Devil Blues”—the most mysterious. He was born in Hazelhurst, Mississippi, which is south of Jackson, on May 8, 1911. At first he was called Robert Dodds. But Charles Dodds, his mother’s husband, fled to Memphis to avoid a lynch mob and in his absence, Robert was fathered by Noah Johnson. Robert and his mother, Julia, moved to Memphis a few years later and lived with Charles Dodds and his mistress. That didn’t work out. After hanging around Memphis a couple of more years, Robert moved to Robinsonville, Mississippi, to live with his mother and new stepfather. In his teens he got interested in music, moving from the Jew’s harp to the harmonica to the guitar. Johnson met and learned the blues from Son House, who had learned from Charley Patton.


  Robert Johnson recorded only twenty-seven songs, but his reputation was so great that almost any Delta bluesman who recorded after 1937 listed him as a major influence. And surely phrases from his songs like, “Hello, Satan, I believe it’s time to go,” “Me and the devil both walkin’ side by side,” “I can’t keep no money, Hellhound on my trail” added a touch of supernatural mystery to his legend, which is the basis for a screenplay, Love In Vain, by Alan Greenberg, and a completed movie, Crossroads, by John Fusco. Johnson died in 1938 from poisoned whiskey given to him at a houseparty. There were always stories about Johnson selling his soul to the devil at a Delta crossroads to gain his mastery of the blues.


  Although Johnson may be the best-known branch in this blues family tree, another man was its trunk, if not its roots. That’s Charley Patton, who in 1930 made the first recordings of the Delta blues. In Blues Who’s Who he is listed as a major influence on the music of Kid Bailey, Dick Bankston, Willie Lee Brown, Honeyboy Edwards, Son House, Howlin’ Wolf, Tommy Johnson, Robert Johnson, Floyd Jones, Bertha Lee, Fred McDowell, Johnny Shines, Henry Sims, Roebuck Staples, Eddie Taylor, Muddy Waters, and Bukka White. That’s almost as many begats as you’ll find in the Book of Chronicles in the Old Testament.


  Patton, who was born in either 1881, 1885, or 1887, was a scrawny, light-skinned man with wavy hair and Caucasian features. In 1897 his family moved to Dockery Farms, one of the major cotton plantations in the Delta. Patton first learned guitar there. He played with the Chatmon family, who performed mostly dance music for white people. But he also learned from Henry Sloan, a guitarist with a more primitive, gritty sound. It was from that sound that the blues developed. Patton spent a lot of time on Dockery Farms—most of it playing the blues, drinking whiskey, and chasing women. Occasionally, he’d repent and preach a few sermons, but he was always tempted by a guitar and a good time and, in the end, the blues won out. It’s hard to trace Robert Johnson—the hellhound on his trail kept him moving—but Patton’s roots are easy to find. All you’ve got to do is follow the Sunflower River to Dockery Farms. When I left Son Thomas I decided to drive over to Dockery, about twenty miles from where the Southern crosses the Yellow Dog, and see what’s left from the old days.


  Dockery is near Cleveland, about eight miles down Mississippi Route 8, between Highways 61 and 49. Most historians say the Delta blues was born on or near this huge, five-thousand-acre plantation. It’s where Patton worked and regularly disappointed his father, a sometimes preacher, by siding with the devil and playing the blues. When Patton lived on Dockery in the 1920s, there were as many as a thousand black people working the cotton fields that curve gently around both banks of the Sunflower River. The plantation was carved out of the canebrake in 1895 by Will Dockery, who became one of the most successful planters in the area. In 1936, Joe Rice Dockery, Will’s son, took over. Joe Dockery died in 1983, and his widow, Keith Sommerville Dockery, is in charge now. Mrs. Dockery and I talked in the back room of a defunct gas station with rusted pumps. It serves as the plantation office on the edge of the property. There is a giant sailfish her husband caught mounted on the wall, next to a flag for a New Orleans yacht club. She is an attractive, gracious woman, and she apologizes for her lack of knowledge about the music that originated on her land.


  “The first time we started giving much thought to the blues was when some people telephoned Joe and said they understood from reading in the Tulane Library that the blues started here,” she says. “Joe said, ‘Well, really?’ And, I don’t know, people just began to call us and this has been going on about twenty years now. It was a revelation even to my husband, Joe, who spent his boyhood here on this plantation. And he used to hunt and fish with these people and they went to school here.”


  The small, unpainted houses where the workers lived were away from the Dockery home, across the Sunflower River in some cases, and it’s easy to see how the Dockerys could be unaware of what was going on in them. “We never had the black people in to play music for us, the way some plantation owners did,” Mrs. Dockery says. “We felt that would be, well, sort of demeaning.” During the twenties, Dockery Farms had its own railroad—the Pea Vine that Charley Patton sings about—a general store large enough to employ five clerks and sell everything from groceries to coffins; a dock for steamboats; a cotton gin; and two churches.


  Most of the “quarters,” where Charley Patton grew up and learned to play the blues, have been torn down and plowed under now, and the massive general store is overgrown with kudzu. Mechanized agriculture has reduced the need for field labor. The farm survives, but many of the workers moved north and the old land of cotton remains only in the imagination.


  “It all just changed gradually,” says Mrs. Dockery, “when the mechanical cotton pickers came in and the tractors began proliferating. Then the workers became unhappy. They began to realize that the situation wasn’t any good for them here. I remember my mother and I used to talk a lot about the black situation and how treacherous we felt it was. We didn’t feel it could go on like that and we believed it should not go on. There was an unrest and they began to go north—to Detroit and Toledo and Akron and Chicago—anywhere they could just to get out of Mississippi. That was in the thirties. Joe and I were married in 1938 and I think the place had begun to get smaller then. He farmed it all, although we did have one big general manager and four or five what we called straw bosses. Of course, the term plantation manager has a bad connotation because this person was a go-between between the owner and the worker. And this man was here to enforce what he thought was the owner’s desires. And with these people, there was not that quality of noblesse oblige. That might not be so good, but maybe some of it’s not so bad. The educated people had that and wanted to help the underprivileged and realized the situation. I guess the big exodus was after World War Two.


  “But now back to the music. You know, I remember those Saturday nights. They talk so much about Saturday-night brawls and all of that. Now, I remember that. Even as a child. Because my father was a small-town lawyer and he would get these calls in the middle of the night to come and get somebody out of jail and all. He did a lot of charity practice with the blacks. If they got in trouble, he’d go and get ‘em out, and chances are he either didn’t charge them or charged them very little.


  “Now, here on Dockery there were lots of black people. It was a real big community. We would meet people all during Joe’s lifetime—people in Memphis or Jackson or New Orleans—and they’d say, ‘Oh, I know you, Mr. Dockery, I know you, Mr. Joe. I grew up on Dockery.’ And they always said it with kindness and joy. We’ve always prided ourselves that Joe and his father were kind to everyone and fair. I’m certain that there must have been some plantations where the feeling was not so good. It’s just one of those things we don’t talk about very much.”


  Most of the field workers left, but Charley Patton’s nephew, Tom Cannon, still lives on the plantation. He’s seventy-three, and works as a family retainer. Mrs. Dockery and I drive from the defunct gas station, past the gin and up to her home, a large, rambling bungalow with a swimming pool and tennis courts on the side. Tom Cannon is in the yard, trimming hedges.


  “Tom,” says Mrs. Dockery, “this is Mr. Merrill from Atlanta, and he wants to talk to you about the blues here on the plantation. Didn’t you say you knew Charley Patton?”


  “Yessir,” Cannon says as he opens and closes the hedge clippers with a nervous rhythm. “Charley Patton, that was my uncle. He went to puttin’ out these blues records after he got to be a man and he stayed round here all his days and he was buried down here at Holly Ridge. When he died I was about sixteen years old. He made up his own songs and started off with a guitar and ended up puttin’ out records. I never figured he’d be famous until he started puttin’ out those records, but he started off as a boy. His daddy moved here from Boulder, Mississippi. Charlie was about ten years old when they moved. My mother was older than he was.


  “He was just a blues singer and he’d go ‘round and play for these different places. He loved to argue about things. He got cut up over there one time too, for talking to a man’s wife. All the ladies loved him. He was light-skinned and he had a real good head of hair, you know, a light-skinned colored man.


  “Charley stayed right over north of the place, over there in a little house with his daddy. He just took up music himself.” He pauses, shifts his weight uncomfortably, continues to make the rhythmic noise with the clippers, and finishes his story. “They say everything about him, say the devil taught him to play. He sat down and made his own songs, even made a song about Mister Jeff, the plantation manager. He played lots of music around here, played for different white people. Then some people from over in Robinsonville came to get him and they got him to move over there for about a year, but he wouldn’t stay long. Charley and his wife would have rounds, but I don’t know if you could call it a fight. I saw him hit her, but she wouldn’t hit back. He hit hard. And then she’d leave and he’d go get her or he’d get him another woman. I don’t know how many wives he did have. After he got to be a man, he left here and went to Milwaukee and was puttin’ out blues records, but he moved back to Holly Ridge. Then he took sick and passed. If ain’t nobody messed with his marker, it should be right down there.”


  “Tom,” Mrs. Dockery asks, “how many people do you think lived here when you were a boy?”


  “I think there was more than a thousand. I know Mr. Dockery had a hundred cars over on the other side of the river. Back when these Model-T Fords were coming out, I heard Mr. Dockery’s daddy bought over a hundred tags for the other side of the river. There were houses all over the place. Yessir, those houses weren’t as far apart as from here to that house you see yonder. You see, your house was over on your block of land and you worked thirty acres. I was a little kid, but I remember those boats on the Sunflower River and my dad talkin’ about how they brought in so much stuff. My daddy worked in the brick store.”


  After we finish talking to Tom Cannon, we drive around the plantation in Mrs. Dockery’s Mercedes and inspect this year’s crop. “You know,” she says as we drive across the Sunflower River and back toward the remnants of the once-sprawling quarters, “I had a note from a man who visited us, and he went back to Memphis and he wrote us, ‘These little towns, they look so pitiful, don’t they?’ And I thought to myself, I drive through these little towns every day and they do look pitiful. But you get accustomed to it. You know, the afternoon after my husband’s death, Tom Cannon’s wife came to see me and she said, ‘Oh, Mrs. Dockery, I wish you could have been here in the old days, it was so much fun.’”


  As I leave Dockery Farms, I remember an old song Charley Patton wrote:


  
    They run me from Will Dockery’s, took me off my job. Went out and told Papa Charley I don’t want you hanging ‘round my job no more. Fella, down in the country, it almost make you cry. Women and children, flaggin’ freight trains for rides.

  


  It was only a short drive from Dockery to Moorehead, the place where the Southern crosses the Yellow Dog. Both Dockery and Moorehead are in Sunflower County. So maybe this really is the Tigris-Euphrates Valley for the blues. Moorehead is a sleepy little town and in mid afternoon when I arrived, it was almost deserted. I drove around the square and nobody seemed to be out. But in the center of the square was an abandoned railroad station. I parked there, got out, and walked around. I was about to go ask somebody in one of the stores if they knew where the Southern crossed the Yellow Dog when I saw a historical marker.


  In the South, most historical markers commemorate the Civil War. Every battle, march, and retreat are memorialized with one of these plaques. In Selma, Alabama, for example, there are markers all over town certifying that Union or Confederate troops passed this way more than a hundred years before. But there is no mention of the great civil rights march. So I expected this marker to tell me that someone’s raiders had marched through when Moorehead was only a canebrake. I was wrong.


  WHERE THE SOUTHERN CROSSES THE YELLOW DOG, the lettering said. I looked beyond the marker a few feet and saw, on the ground, a square of railroad track, obscured by weeds. This was it, the earliest known location for the blues. I listened carefully. There was a little rustling of the wind and then, faintly, in the distance, I heard the sounds of Michael Jackson’s music from an old radio near the train station. The trains no longer run on the old rusted track that gave the blues a home. And the blues have moved away, too. I got back in the car and drove up Highway 51, past Parchman Farms—the state pen and the subject of a lot of old blues—to Clarksdale.


  I checked in at the Holiday Inn.


  “How you?” said the desk clerk. “I want you to know that I served the first cup of coffee at the first Holiday Inn in the world when it opened.”


  “Is that so,” I answered, picking up my room key and heading out to the car.


  “It sure is. The first one. Just think of that. The first cup of coffee ever served at the first Holiday Inn in America. ‘Course I didn’t think nothin’ of it at the time. It was just another job. But now there’s Holiday Inns everywhere. And I served that first cup of coffee.”


  From the motel, I drove over to the Clarksdale Public Library. Upstairs, there was a blues museum. There were pictures on the wall, taken by an Ole Miss professor of Southern studies named Bill Ferris. Around the room were a lot of books, some old musical instruments, and stacks of records. A decade before, a museum of black history on the Delta probably wouldn’t have existed. So even though it was small and reminiscent of an old collection of abandoned stuffed birds, it was a start. I applauded silently and went downstairs to see the librarian.


  Willie Lee Brown, Little Willie Foster, Tony Hollins, Earl Hooker, John Lee Hooker, Johnny Moore, Little Junior Parker, Brother John Sellers, and Maxwell Street Jimmy Thomas were all born in Clarksdale. But that’s not what makes the town famous in blues history. This is the town where Bessie Smith died, out on Highway 61. The Empress of the Blues was in a review called Broadway Rastus, a carnival tent show that had played Memphis the night before. She was to open the next day in Clarksdale. But instead of spending the night in Memphis, she headed south. Just outside of Clarksdale her Packard slammed into a Uneeda biscuit company truck. Her right arm was almost severed, she was bleeding like crazy, and soon after she got to the hospital, the greatest blues singer of all time was pronounced dead.


  Bessie’s death was as controversial as her life, which was filled with brawls, booze, and lovers both male and female. John Hammond, the Columbia Records producer and sometimes journalist, wrote in Downbeat magazine that Bessie Smith had died because she was denied treatment at a white hospital. The 1930s, of course, were the days of institutional racism in the South and the story seemed plausible. Twenty-three years later Edward Albee wrote a play, The Death of Bessie Smith, based on Hammond’s story. Racism, it seemed, not an automobile accident, caused Bessie’s death.


  I decided to ask the librarian to help me find the truth. He was a quiet, shy man who looked at me with a hint of suspicion. I introduced myself, explained what I wanted and snapped on my tape recorder. He glanced first at me, than at the recorder.


  “Is that a tape recorder?” he asked.


  “Sure is,” I said.


  “Turn it off. Please, turn it off. Just turn it off, if you don’t mind.” Suddenly he was as pale as Dockery cotton.


  Sure, I told him, and switched it off. Then I asked him to tell me the details of Bessie Smith’s death. I said that since he was the town librarian and the curator of the Blues Museum, and since Bessie Smith died here, surely he must know the truth.


  “I don’t care to comment on that,” he said. “If you want to know how it happened, I can refer you to a number of books and you can read what various authors have said.”


  “Look,” I said, “I’m not here for scholarship. Surely you can tell me. I mean, was she taken to a white hospital and refused admittance?”


  “I’ll get the books for you,” he said.


  As it turned out, Hammond’s account was mostly fiction. The doctor who treated Bessie Smith said it was unthinkable, in 1937, that a black woman would be taken to a white hospital. But, he said, the hospitals were only about a half mile apart. So racism didn’t kill Bessie, after all.


  “Where was that old hospital?” I asked. “And where is the spot on the highway where Bessie Smith was killed?”


  He never told me. After a minute or two I left. The fear of past racism and the history it might have made runs deep in Clarksdale. As I left the museum, I picked up a chamber of commerce brochure. Clarksdale, it said, was proud of its blues heritage. In addition to the museum, there was a barbershop in town where an old barber doubled as a blues singer and occasionally served whiskey from his back room, which was a sort of juke joint. I drove by the barber shop but it was closed. I ate a barbecue and drank a beer and went back. Still closed. The next morning, before I left for Helena, Arkansas, I checked again. Closed. The blues in Clarksdale was not open for business.


  Charley Patton made his last record in 1934. Seven years later, seventy-five miles away, across the Mississippi River in Helena, Arkansas, a new radio station, KFFA, broadcast the first King Biscuit Time—a program that for the next forty years would have almost as much impact on the blues as The Grand Ole Opry had on country music.


  In the forties, the only way across the river was on a ferry run by Harold Jenkins, country singer Conway Twitty’s father. On most days when he piloted the boat from his home in Friar’s Point, Mississippi, to Helena, Arkansas, some of his passengers were the musicians who would appear on King Biscuit Time, performers like Sonny Boy Williamson and Robert Junior Lockwood. Helena became less remote when a bridge across the river was built in the mid-fifties. Although most of the King Biscuit Time performers are dead, Sonny Payne, the staff announcer for the show, is still in Helena, working for KFFA.


  Sonny meets me in the radio station on the top floor of the five-story Helena National Bank building, the tallest in town. Short and stout with dark hair only lightly streaked with gray, he was a big-band bass player with the Charlie Spivak and Ted Weems orchestras, a native of Helena, and the great repository of the lore of King Biscuit Time.


  “In the thirties, people used to look forward to going down to the train depot to hear the blues,” Sonny says. “Back then we had a streamliner—they called it the Doodlebug—that went from here to Memphis. People would gather around the depot to watch the train come in and listen to the blues. The musicians would all be down there or on the seawall, singing and playing. People would gather around to listen and pitch them a sack of marbles, or maybe a sack of Bull Durham tobacco. We had no idea back then what the blues would become—we thought we were the only ones who enjoyed it.”


  Sonny Boy Williamson usually played in one of a score of nightclubs and restaurants that dotted downtown Helena. When KFFA started, he saw an opportunity. So he and another musician went to see Sam Anderson, who owned the new radio station. Anderson liked the music, but told the two they’d need a sponsor. He sent them to Max Moore, owner of Interstate Grocery. “And Max agreed to sponsor them,” Sonny Payne says. “He was the owner of King Biscuit Flour and he had white cornmeal, too. He took a picture of Sonny Boy sitting barefoot on a big tow sack. And they put that picture on the package and it became Sonny Boy Corn Meal.”


  The show began with Sonny Payne announcing, “Pass the Biscuits! It’s King Biscuit Time! Light as air! White as snow! That’s King Biscuit Flour, the perfect flour for all your baking needs. And remember friends, for the cornbread with the old-fashioned taste appeal, treat your family to Sonny Boy Corn Meal . .. it’s white and just right and it’s extremely fancy, too!”


  King Biscuit Time was on the air Monday through Friday from noon until twelve-thirty. “We had some of the highest-class people in society in Phillips County listening to King Biscuit Time,” Sonny Payne says. “I’m talking about bankers and bigwigs like that. They loved the blues, just loved it. And if we didn’t go on the air right on time, they called and wanted to know what’s going on. Some of your ladies in the beauty shop, they’d call and say, ‘Hey, get Sonny Boy to play so-andso.’


  “I’d say twice a month we had to get Sonny Boy out of the clink. It was usually for drinking or fighting—he never stabbed anybody that I know of. Now, Sonny Boy had a heart of gold, but at the same time he was meaner than hell to his own people. There was no such thing as performing without a snootful, and every day he would have a little taste before he came up to play. But he wasn’t drunk or irrational. He was a temperamental blues musician. He never wrote down a song in his life. He made it up as he went along. Sometimes I’d ask him, ‘What are you gonna sing?’ And he’d say, ‘I dunno.’ And I’d say, ‘What do you mean you don’t know? I’ve got to have something to tell these people.’ Then he’d say, ‘Oh, I know one I went over in my head last night.’ And that’s what he’d sing. Sonny Boy made fifteen dollars a week, which was pretty good money back then. All in all, he sold enough flour and meal to make him a rich man, and he died broke. He was by far a cut above all the others. He was the best phraser in the business, the best musician.


  “Now let me put it this way. Sonny Boy was the type of person that if he loaned you a dollar or whatever—for the most part, we were always loaning Sonny Boy a dollar—but if he loaned you some money and you told him you were gonna pay it back tomorrow, he expected the dollar back the next day…. He’d sing, ‘I had a friend of mine ask me for four hundred dollars and I didn’t have but three hundred ninety-nine.’ I said, ‘What’d you tell him that for?’ He said, ‘That way, I didn’t have to loan him any money.’ That’s the way he was. He was a real rascal. One time he got in trouble with a fella who had played with him,” Sonny Payne says. “Sonny Boy owed the man some money and when he paid off, the man said he would buy Sonny Boy a drink. Then the fella changed his mind and wouldn’t. So Sonny Boy just picked up a beer bottle and cold-cocked him, just because the man wouldn’t buy him a drink.


  “We used to go down to Wahbash and Elaine [Arkansas] to promote the flour and the meal. He was straight when he went out on the promotional tours. Mr. Moore and Sam insisted on that. We used to play at the Plaza Theater, promoting grocery stores. It was an all-black theater. We’d tell him, ‘Stay straight while you’re up. When you’re through playing, I don’t care if you drink the town dry.’ And he was pretty straight for the most part. Now, as far as being in the studio up here, he’d quaff a few and that was it. He’d play his thing, get his rocks off, and then he was gone again.”


  We left the radio station and drove around Helena for a while, mostly in the black section. “There were at least eight restaurants in this section of town which I’ll show you,” Sonny Payne said. “They’re not all here now. Most of ‘em closed or burnt down. And these places would have a night club, so to speak, and Sonny Boy played in and around these places all the time. Then, on the weekends, you had your country blues singers. The black people who worked in the country came by horse and buggy and they came by Model A, and they would gather down here and set up on the corner and they would sing and play. They’d say, ‘Anything y’all want to drop in, we’d appreciate.’ It was their way of making extra money. But Sonny Boy, music was all he did. He’d play the nightclubs and he made enough to keep him going. He’d stay in this rooming house over here across the street for about two dollars a week.


  “He was the best musician in the business and he couldn’t even read a note. He didn’t even understand what a note meant. He didn’t know what improvisation meant. He didn’t understand anything about that. Sonny Boy was a creator. He was the creator of music and blues. He was a cut above the people who came from the farms, but these people were top-dog, too. These people were no slouches.


  “Speaking of these people who came to town on weekends, they were the type who would make their songs up and they would sing about their ancestors and about work on the farm. They would sing about the wagons they drove all day or a team of mules. This is what we call typical Southern blues. These people were just amusing themselves and letting it all hang out.


  “Lightnin’ Hopkins came up here one time. He’s dead now, bless his heart. He could scarcely see anymore that last time I saw him. He had cataracts all over him, on his eyes. This was ten, twelve, maybe fourteen years ago. My secretary came in and said, ‘There’s a Mister Albert Hopkins to see you.’ And I said, ‘Who? I don’t know any Albert Hopkins. Who is he?’ And she said, ‘Well, he’s real old, some black man.’ And I said, ‘That must be Lightnin’.’ And he came in and we talked about the time he played down at the Plaza Theater with Sonny Boy. He made one last appearance with the gang before they all kicked off.


  “There was only one type of Southern blues, and that’s the type we created in the Delta. You know, I was a musician, and I went off for a while and came home in fifty-three. You know, I had no idea there’d ever be this interest in the blues, no idea at all. Nobody else did either. I mean, even when Sonny Boy went off to tour Europe, we didn’t have any earthly idea about it. We thought we’re the only ones in the world who enjoy it. Surely nobody else would like this junk. Well, it really wasn’t junk. But we took everything for granted.”


  Sonny Boy became known as the best blues harmonica player in the country. Eventually he moved to Detroit, made scores of records, and toured Europe.


  “His attitude changed once he got to be famous,” Sonny Payne said. “He was still on the booze and I never knew him to be on drugs. But he was a very heartbroken man.” Then, unexpectedly, he returned to Helena in the fall of 1964.


  “Sonny Boy was a very broken man when he came home,” Sonny Payne says. “He looked like a boxer who had been through a meat grinder. You take a man—he may have been a mean son of a bitch, but at the same time he was one hell of a man—and he knows what it’s like on top and now he’s on the bottom. It just breaks his spirit. He came up to the station and he stood and looked me in the eye and I knew he was a dead man. I asked him what he was doing home, and he said, ‘Ahhh, Mister Sonny, I’m tired. I got everybody paid off. I owe Mister Sam five dollars and I’m gonna pay him right now. But I really came home to die and I’m gonna be buried at home.’ And I said, ‘Only God knows when you’re gonna die.’ And he looked at me with those big eyes and he said, ‘I know, too.’ That was so weird. He lived eight months more, maybe nine. I keep remembering those big eyes. He was just beat up and tired. People took advantage of him, particularly the agents, the people who booked him. I know one who just ripped him off all to pieces. He went to live upstairs over the Dreamland Café. And then he was dead.”


  King Biscuit Time went off the air in 1982, when Interstate Grocery closed. For the last few years, the show limped along. “The musicians started drifting away and the nightclubs started closing,” Sonny Payne says. “A lot of them were frustrated because they couldn’t make a living. So they drifted off to Memphis and up north. Robert Junior [Lockwood] has been gone fifteen years. Francis Clay, he went off to Chicago about ten or twelve years ago, but he came back and he’s working for some farmer in Elaine. Houston Stackhouse died, and his son works out here at the Country Club. About eighty percent of the musicians were dying off and the young people didn’t want to play the blues, didn’t want to capitalize on it. At the end, we were just playing records. There weren’t any people to play. There was nothing left to make it interesting anymore.”


  I leave Helena, listening to KFFA. It’s a country station now. As I drive down Cherry Street, I wonder about a theory I heard that claims everything ever played on the air can someday be captured again. If that’s true, the voice of Sonny Boy Williamson is still somewhere in the ether singing:


  Good evenin’ everybody,


  tell me how do you do?


  We’re the King Biscuit Boys


  and we’ve come out to play for you.


  We’re sellin’ King Biscuit Flour,


  money-back guarantee.


  And if you find you don’t like it,


  send it on back to me.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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