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Buddy
Guy
By Rob Bowman

I
n 1986, Eric Clapton emphatically declared 
that “ [Buddy G uy is] b y  far and w ithout a 
doubt the best guitar player alive.” O ver the 
years, Carlos Santana, Jeff Beck, Jimi Hen­
drix, Stevie R ay Vaughan, and numerous 
lesser lights have similarly sung Buddy Guy's 

praises. The Rolling Stones requested G uy 
and his erstw hile  partner, harm onica 
wizard Junior W ells, to open for them 
on their 1970 European tour, w hile 
everyo n e from  M ark  K n o p fler to 
B on nie R a itt and Jonny Lang has 
lin ed  up fo r  gu est s lo ts  on G u y ’s 
string o f incendiary Silvertone albums 
from 1991 to the present. A  blues musi 
pi an b y  trade and self-definition, Buddy 
G uy has had an inordinate influence on the 
shape and sounds o f  guitar-based rock for more than 

four decades.
Born George G uy some fifty miles north o f Baton 

Rouge, in Lettsw orth, Louisiana, in 1936, Buddy 
w as the third o f  five children. H is family share- 
cropped for a living, and disposable income was vir­
tually nonexistent. A  self-taught musician, G uy 
fashioned his first instruments by stretching rubber 
bands between tw o nails hammered into a wall and 
taking the w ire from the family’s screen door and at­
taching it to paint cans. He would pe seventeen be­
fore he owned a guitar that, he said, “I really could 

do something w ith.S^j
Obsessed w ith the guitar, G uy was within a few 

short years a familiar figure in the blues clubs around 
Baton Rouge. He worked as a sideman, initially w ith 
“Big Poppa” John Tilley’s band and subsequently

w ith  harpist Raful Neal, before he decided to tak e , 
his chances in the b ig  c ity  and headed north  to 
Chicago in the fall o f 1957. The W indy C ity  was ini­
tially  less than hospitable. For six m onths, G u y 
pounded the streets looking for w ork. C lose  to 
starving, he w as about ready to give up w hen in 

March 1958 a stranger accosted him on the 
street and asked if  he could play the gui­

tar he was hauling around. W h en  Guy 
said yes and backed up his claim by 
playing a bit o f Guitar Slim’s “Things 
That I Used to D o,” his new  friend 
bought him a drink and took him to 

the 708 C lu b, then one o f the best- 
known blues joints on the South Side. 

T h a t night O tis  R ush commanded the 
bandstand. A fte r  w atching Rush play a few  

songs, the stranger grabbed G uy by the arm and in­
formed Rush that G uy could blow  him o ff the stage. 
Rush’s response was simply, “Bring him on up.” 

A lth o u gh  G u y w as as dow n on his luck as he 
w ould ever be, his confidence w as buoyed by the 
liquor the stranger had plied him with. Getting up on 
the bar, G uy proceeded to play over-the-top pyro­
technic versions o f “Things That I Used to Do” and 
Bobby “Blue” Bland’s “Farther O n Up the Road.” The 
club’s owner, Ben Gold, immediately offered G uy a 
gig playing three nights a week. W ithin  days, G uy 
had met his idol, Muddy W aters, and other up-and- 
coming young guitar slingers such as Earl Hooker and 
Magic Sam. The latter would take G uy to meet Eli 
Tdscano, who owned a local independent blues label, 
Cobra Records. Before the year was out, Guy’s first 
45, “Sit and C ry  (the Blues),” was issued on the Cobra

►  Louisiana-born Buddy Guy, who made his mark in Chicago after arriving in the late 1950s; live at a Windy City club, circa 1963
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subsidiary A rt is tic  Records. A  secon d A rtis tic  single fo b  

low ed a year later.
T h e  A r t is t ic  sin g les, and m any o f  G u y ’s su b se q u e n t 

recordings for Chess Records betw een i960  and 1967, w ere  

fine examples o f  B.B. K ing-influenced clean-toned, straight' 

ahead blues. W h ile  C hess R ecords had been  b u ilt on  the 

po stw ar blues sounds o f  M ud dy W a ­

ters, H ow lin ’ W olf, Little W alter, and 
Sonny B oy W illiam son, the com pany 

had made the lion’s share o f  its fortune 

on the rock roll recordings o f  Chuck 

B e r r y  and B o D id d le y , and in  the- 

1960s w as having some success w ith  

soul music. Encouraged b y  the com ­
pany’s brain trust, a number o f  G uy’s 

C h ess outings lean to w a rd  the soul 

side o f  the equation. In the summer o f  
1963, he cut an instrum ental version  
o f  B obby Timmons’s soul-jaw  instrumental “M oanin’*

B etw een  his recordings as a leader at C h ess, G u y  w as 

gainfully em ployed as a session m usician at the com pany. 
C ap a b le  o f  p laying cre d ita b ly  in a w id e  v a r ie ty  o f  b lu es 

styles, G u y  can be heard on  num erous classic blues record­
ings including H o w lin ’ W o lf ’s “Killing F lopr,” K oko Tay­
lo r’s ‘W a n g  D an g D o o d le ,” and th e  M u d d y  W a te r s  Fol\  

Singer LP. T h e last o f  these w as an all-acoustic effort featur­
ing G u y  playin g  in the prew ar-country-blues style he had 

learned as a teenager.
Fine as his A r t is t ic  and C h e ss record in gs w e re , none 

came d o s e  to  capturing the propulsive in ten sity  o f  his live 
p e rfo rm a n c e s . G u y  h ad  g r o w n  u p  in  th e  e m o tio n a lly

charged m usical environm en t o f  th e B ap tist church. H is 
secular playing w as predicated on  a similar drive for emo­

tional catharsis, reflected in the falsetto cries and extended 
melismata th at dom inated his singing and his manic, sting­

ing, string-bending, d isto rted , e xtraord in arily  loud, and 
o fte n  fuzz-lad en  gu itar playing. In th e 1950s and 1960s, 

a longside O tis  R ush , E arl H ooker, 
and M agic Sam, G u y  w as part o f  the 
youn ger generation o f  C hicago blues 

g u ita rists  in te n t on  stre tch in g  th e 

lim its o f  th e  gen re, b o th  so n ica lly  

and visually.
G uy’s live perform ances w ere  char­

acterized b y  a full-on attack and take- 

n o -p riso n ers  g u ita r p y ro te ch n ics . 
W h e n  he toured Europe for the first 

time in 1965, audiences w ere  stunned 

as he played his guitar w ith  his teeth, 

behind his back, lying flat on the floor, and w ith  only his left 

hand. G u y ’s influence on  H endrix’s perform ance style is a 
matter o f  record. O n e o f  his common routines involved “pick­

ing” the guitar w ith  his handkerchief. H e w as also fond o f  rub­
bing th e  m icrophone stand against the strings o f  his guitar, 

and, at Theresa’s Lounge in Chicago, he w ou ld  wedge his gui­
tar into the heating pipes above the stage and play it upside 

down. A s  a teenager, G u y  had been mesmerized w h en  he saw  

Eddie Jones, a.k.a. G uitar Slim, w alk  right through the crow d 
and ou t the fron t door, playing all the time, his guitar con­

nected to his amp w ith  a 150-foot cord. G u y  w ould  eventually 
get a 350-foot cord. T he first time I saw  him Was in Toronto at 

Festival Express in 1970. There he rode the stage elevator and

Buddy Guy’s influence 
on Jinti H endrix’s 

performance style is 
a matter o f record

▼  Buddy Guy w ith one of his many B ritish  fans, Eric Clapton, who helped to get Guy and Junior Wells a record deal w ith Atco in 1970
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played several stories above the stage. To this day, he rou- 
tinely walks through the audience, sometimes out the front 
door o f the venue, playing sheets o f staccato, molten guitar 

licks all the while.
Fueling the sonic and kinetic frenzy that’s at the core 

o f  G uy’s perform ances is his refusal to fo llow  any pre- 
ordained program in terms o f repertoire, set length, and 
solo structure. Like those o f  A 1 Green and George Clinton, 
and to a lesser degree A retha Franklin and James Brown, 
Guy’s performances are singular, w ith  improvisation, un- 
predictability, and chaos reigning. Com bined w ith  his 
superior vocal and instrumental skills, the results are rivet' 
ing and intoxicating.

In the late 1960s, Guy signed w ith Vanguard. In 1970, on 
Eric Clapton’s insistence, he and Junior Wells recorded for 
A tco. Throughout the 1970s, G uy performed w ith  Junior 
Wells, recording for Delmark, Blue Thumb, Isabel Records in 
France, and JSP Records and Red Lightnin’ in London. A ll 
these recordings were live dates or one-day studio sessions. 
Frustrated by the conditions under which he was asked to 
record and the absence o f meaningful royalty payments, Guy 
stopped recording in the 1980s, holding out for a major-label 
contract and national distribution.

In 1972, he bought a club called the C h eck erb oard  
Lounge on the South Side o f Chicago, w hich often hosted 
rock celebrities. In 1981, after the Rolling Stones played a 
stadium gig downtown, M ick Jagger, Keith Richards, and 
Ron W ood headed to the Checkerboard, a film crew  in tow, 
and played all night w ith  M uddy W aters and Buddy Guy. 
In 1986, G uy sold the Checkerboard, and opened a new 
club downtown, Buddy Guy’s Legends, in 1989* W h en  not

working at his own clubs, G uy regularly gigged both on his 
own and in partnership w ith  Junior Wells.

His recording hiatus came to an end in the early 1990s 
w hen A n d rew  Lauder o f  the BM G -affiliated Silvertone 
Records saw G uy play w ith Clapton at London’s Royal A l­
bert Hall. Lauder had been stunned when he had first seen 
Guy in 1965. O n Guy’s first Silvertone CD , Dam n Right, I ’ve 
G ot the Blues, he was backed by a band that included Little 
Feat’s Richie Hayward on drums and Pete Wingfield on key­
boards. Beck and Clapton made guest appearances on a cou­
ple o f tracks, while Mark Knopfler and the Memphis Homs 
played on another. The disc contained a well-balanced mix of 
classics such as Eddie Boyd’s “Five Long Years” and Big Jay 
M cN eelys “There Is Something on Your Mind” and newer 
tunes such as John Hiatt’s “W here Is the Next One Coming 
From” and Guy’s tribute to the recently deceased Stevie Ray 
Vaughan, “Rememberin’ Stevie.” It was the first opportunity 
Guy had to record under ideal circumstances. It was also his 
first album to go gold, break into Billboard’s album charts, and 
garner him a Grammy Award.

The fourteen years since G uy recorded Damn Right, I ’ve 

G ot the Blues have been very good ones. In 1993, he received 
Billboard’s Century Award, and four o f his Silvertone albums 
have won Grammys, including his most recent acoustic outing, 
Blues Singer. The lot o f many blues musicians is to be feted only 
after they have died. In Buddy Guy’s case, his just rewards are 
blessedly coming while he is still alive. His induction into the 
Rock and Roll Hall o f Fame is a fitting recognition of the influ­
ential role he has played in shaping the rock-guitar styles o f 
current and future Hall o f Famers such as Clapton, Beck, 
Hendrix, Santana, and Vaughan. ®

▼  Buddy Guy, showing how it ’s done at an outdoor blues festiva l ▼  Buddy Guy and his longtime partner, harmonica player Junior 
W ells, performing at a blues festiva l (top) and at home in Chicago



▲  Buddy Guy’s Checkerboard Lounge in Chicago, on the night of Muddy Waters’s funera l, 1983, a fte r word got out the Stones might stop by

The Second Generation of the Chicago Blues
By Robert Santetti

A fter  M uddy Waters, H ow lin’ Wolf, L ittle  Walter, 
and W illie D ixon, cam e a new crew  o f  b rillia n t artists who 

p u t their own stam p on the W indy City sound



▲  Surrounded by wanna-be blues g u itarists , Buddy Guy holds class at the Blue Monday Jam Session at his Checkerboard Lounge, 1974

C
all it a passing o f  the torch, or simply the nat­

ural evolution o f  an A m erican  music form. 

Either w ay, electric blues emerged from its 

golden age in the 1950s w ith  a crop o f  young 

artists eager to  make their ow n  mark on the 

music and take it dow n  brand-new paths. 

M ostly , th ey had come o f  age in 

C hicago, w h ere  th ey  learned first­

hand from the likes o f  such legends as 

M uddy W aters, Little W alter, W illie  

D ixon, Sonny B oy W illiam son, and 

H owlin’ W olf. First b y  listening and 

w atchin g, th en  ja mming, and later 

occasion ally  recordin g w ith  these 

seminal bluesmen, young bulls such 

as B u d d y G u y, O tis  R ush , M ag ic  

Sam , and E a rl H o o k e r ga in ed  an 

education that w ould  prove vital in 

carrying on the city’s rich and long­

standing blues tradition.

T he 1950s w as a decade o f  unprecedented advancement 

for the blues. W ith  the increased use o f  the electric guitar and 

the overall amplification o f  the music, the blues entered an 

exciting new  realm. Chicago became the hub o f  this creative 

thrust. A  n ew  record company, Chess, started b y  brothers 

Phil and Leonard, began recording many o f  the blues artists 

w h o had recen tly  migrated to  C hicago from  M ississippi, 

Memphis, and other Southern blues centers.

M cK inley Morganfield, a singer/guitarist from the D elta 

better know n as M uddy W aters, proved to the Chess broth­

ers he could play an electric, rather than acoustic, guitar in 

the studio and retain the music’s authenticity. W aters’s blues, 

while forging ahead w ith  a new  sound, w as still foil o f  M is­

sissippi grit and deeply connected to dow n home. T he early 

records W aters recorded for Chess 

began a new  chapter in blues history.

O th e r s  fo l lo w e d  in  W a t e r s ’s  

footsteps in reinventing the blues: 

h a rm o n ic a  m a ste rs  S o n n y  B o y  

W illiam so n  and L ittle  W a lte r  Ja­

cobs, b o th  o f  w h om  created  n ew  

harp  soun d s b y  u sin g  th e  m icro­

phone as an extension  o f  their in­

strument; guitarists Jimmie Rogers 

an d  E lm o re  Jam es, w h o s e  so lo s  

s o a re d  w it h  e le c tr if ie d  p o w e r ;  

singer H ow lin ’ W olf, w h o kept the 

edge o f  the blues razor sharp and its soul midnight black; and 

jack-of-all-trades W illie  Dixon, w hose songs and smart ears 

did more to create the “Chess sound” than anything else.

Chess and other blues-focused independent record com­

panies in the 1950s, such as Sun, A tlantic, M odem , R P M , 

and Excello, carried-this n ew  electric blues beyond tradi­

tional markets, making the music more accessible than ever 

before. B y the early sixties, the blues had made its w a y  to Eng­

land, where it influenced the decade’s greatest rock musicians,

In Chicago, the blues 
kept pace with soul in the 

sixties; it endured and 
even thrived there



A  Otis Rush performing in Chicago, 1998; Hound Dog Taylor and his bottleneck slide; Junior Wells at Theresa’s Lounge, 1975 (from le ft).

including Eric C lap ton , the R olling Stones, Jeff Beck, R od 

Stewart, and Jimmy Page.

But despite the popularity o f  electric blues, it faced a daunt' 

ing challenge at home in the sixties. A lthough the music w as 

richer and more exciting than ever before, its core audience — 

young blacks -  w as not embracing the music like earlier gener- 

ations had. Times had changed. B y the early part o f  the decade, 

the civil rights movement w as in full swing, affecting almost evr 

erything in black culture, including mu­

sic. M an y young blacks heard echoes o f  

Jim C ro w  in the blues and thought the 

music w as too linked w ith  a past mired 

in  racism . A  n e w  m usic form , soul, 

w hich featured fresh sounds and ideas, 

sw ept through black urban areas in the 

. N orth  and the South. Borrowing heav­

ily  from  th e  b lu es and gosp el, soul 

m usic gave you n g blacks a sound o f  

their ow n  and released them  from  a 

past they’d just as soon forget.

But the blues was too essential a music form in black Am er­

ica to be throw n onto the w aste heap. In Chicago, the blues 

kept pace w ith  soul in the sixties, despite the fact that death had 

taken Elmore James, Sonny B oy W illiamson, and Little Walter. 

T he blues endured and even thrived in du bs on the South and 

W est Sides o f  the city, while many o f  the city’s blues stalwarts 

looked beyon d C hicago to w ard  rock and w h ite  audiences. 

M o st important, not all o f  Chicago’s young and bright black 

musical minds jumped the blues ship for soul.

Buddy G u y w as b o m  and raised in Louisiana and played the 

blues in the Baton Rouge area before coming to  C hicago in 

1957. A  guitarist w ith  a seemingly unlimited reach and a knack 

for creating driving, emotionally intense solos, G uy signed w ith  

Chess in i960  and quickly became a top session guitarist, w ork­

ing w ith  W aters, W illiamson, Little W alter, Dixon, and others 

and establishing himself as one o f  the hottest n ew  talents on the 
Chicago blues scene.

A t  Chess, however, G u y  w as still in the shadow o f  his men­

tors. It w as only after he left the label in 1967 that he became a 

blues star in his ow n  right. Signing w ith  Vanguard Records, 

G u y  released such acclaimed albums as A  M an  &  the Blyes, 

This Is Buddy Guy, and Hold That Plane! These albums and his 

equally powerful live performances made G uy the rising blues 

star in Chicago.

A roun d the same time, G u y  began teaming up w ith  harmon­

ica player Junior Whlls, whom  he had known and occasionally 

p layed  w ith  sin ce  his e arly  days in 

Chicago. W ells had come to the W in d y 

C ity  from Tennessee in the mid-i940s 

and p layed  w ith  the F ou r A c e s  and 

M ud dy W aters, among others. W ells 

and G u y quickly became a formidable 

blues force, w ith  W ells’s wailing harp 

and soulful vocals and G uy’s hellbent 

guitar solos and equally potent voice.

A n  acclaim ed 196 6 Ju n ior W ells  

song, “H oodoo M an  Blues,” th at fea­

tured G u y  on  guitar, cem ented their 

relationship. Together, W ells and G u y  crossed over into the 

m ostly w h ite  b lues-rock m arket, enlarging th eir audience 

and making fans o u t o f  everyone from  Eric C lap ton  to  the 

J. G eils Band, and especially the Rolling Stones, w ith  w hom  

th ey toured in 1970.

Buddy G u y wasn’t the only blues guitarist in Chicago des­

tined for greatness. O tis Rush played achingly expressive solos 

w ith  careful attention to tone and texture that made him one o f  

the city’s best blues-guitar stylists. Hailing from M ississippi, 

Rush came to Chicago in 1948; b y  1956, he w as recording for 

C obra Records, releasing a seminal version ofW illie  D ixon’s “I 

Can’t  Q u it You Baby.” A  short stint w ith  Chess followed, but 

it resulted in little headway for Rush. It wasn’t  until a number 

o f  O tis Rush tracks w ere  released on the classic mid-1960s 

compilation Chicago/The Blues/Today! that Rush began to at­

tract serious attention outside local blues circles.

B y 1970, Rush, n ow  managed b y A lbert Grossman, w h o also 

handled Bob Dylan, the Band, and Janis Joplin, broadened his

H is powerful live 
performances made 
Buddy Guy the rising 
blues star in Chicago
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▲  Queen of the Blues Koko Taylor, who had her f irs t  h it w ith “ Wang Dang Doodle,”  performing at the Chicago Blues Festiva l, June 10,1988

appeal w ith  w hite blues-rock fans. A  year later, Rush recorded 

Right Place, Wrong Time, a potent w o rk  that Capitol Records 

oddly chose not to release. T he album finally came out in 1976 

on the tiny Bullfrog label, but much o f  the buzz  around it had 

been lost.
I f  fate w as cruel to O tis Rush, it w as even more cruel to M a­

gic Sam and Earl Hooker, tw o great blues guitarists w h o passed 

aw ay before their time, Sam in 1969 and H ooker a year later. 

B om  Sam M aghett in M ississippi, M agic Sam, like Buddy G uy 

and O tis Rush, helped form the “W est Side” school o f  blues. 

Sam’s impeccable phrasing on guitar and vocals made his brand 

o f  blues irresistible. Throughout the 1960s, he w as a regular 

performer in Chicago clubs and recorded for the C h ief label.

A  few  perform ances outside Chicago, particularly in San 

Francisco, turned young, w h ite  blues-rock fans on to  M agic 

Sam’s guitar genius. Then, in the summer o f  1969, he played the 

Arm A rbor Blues Festival, a performance that not only set Sam 

up for blues stardom but also ranks as one o f  the most memo­

rable blues perform ances o f  the period. Unfortunately, Sam 

w as not able to capitalize on his n ew  potential. Shockingly, he 

died o f  a heart attack that December at the age o f  thirty-three.

Yet another young bluesman b o m  in M ississippi w h o had 

come to Chicago w ith  his family in the 1940s, Earl Hooker w as 

supposed to be the successor to Elmore James, the great blues 

guitar player w ho had died in 1963, leaving blues fans w ith  an 

unquenched thirst for his slide-guitar brilliance. H ooker w as 

nearly James’s equal w hen it came to creating screeching slide 

solos soaked w ith  passion. His mentor w as another legendary 

slide guitar player, Robert Nighthawk. W h a t H ooker lacked, 

though, w as a strong voice to go w ith  his obvious guitar talent, 

w hich is w h y  many o f  his best songs w ere instrumentals.

Hooker recorded in the 1960s, sometimes playing a double­

neck guitar, but his albums never really broke him out o f  his cult 

status. Tuberculosis robbed him o f  the chance to broaden his 

audience and achieve the fame m ost o f  his fans and guitar­

playing colleagues thought w as due him. Earl H ooker died in 

1970 at just forty years old.

H oun d D og Taylor enjoyed even  less atten tion  outside

Chicago blues circles in the 1960s, despite being a regular club 

performer in the city and sporting a blues sound that w as noted 

for its raw, uncut intensity. Taylor, too, came to Chicago from 

M ississippi in the 1940s. He played bars and small clubs on the 

South Side, recording sparingly but providing slashing, wicked 

slide-guitar solos in front o f  his band, the H ouse Rockers, to 

anyone w ho cared to listen.
O ne such blues fan w as Bruce Iglauer, a clerk at one o f  the 

city’s top blues record stores, the Jazz Record M art. Fascinated 

b y  Taylor’s riveting sound, w hich came in part from Taylor’s 

having six fingers on each hand, Iglauer w as moved to start his 

ow n record company, Alligator, after Bob Koester, the ow ner 

o f  Jazz M art and its related label, Delmark, turned dow n the 

chance to record Taylor.
Hound Dog Taylor and the House Roc\ers w as released in 1971; 

Iglauer sold most o f  his copies from the trunk o f  his car. But the 

album’s stripped-down, bar-band sound that featured blister­

ing solos from Taylor brought attention to  Taylor, as well as to 

Iglauer’s fledgling label. Taylor w en t on to put out three more 

albums for Alligator, gaining acclaim as one o f  Chicago’s best 

slide guitarists o f  the 1970s and helping Iglauer’s record com­

pany become one o f  the city’s most important outlets for local 

music since the glory days o f  Chess.

It took another Taylor to bring an even brighter spotlight 

onto the good w ork o f  Alligator Records in the 1970s. Koko Tay­

lor, a Memphis singer w h o moved to Chicago in the early 1950s, 

got a taste o f  blues fame w hen she recorded the W illie  Dixon 

song “W ang Dang Doodle,” turning it into a bestseller in 1966. 

But Taylor w as little more than a blues one-hit wonder until she 

signed w ith  Alligator Records in 1975. W ith  her rough-hewn, 

gravelly voice and wild, unabashed delivery, in w hich she coaxed 

every possible feeling out ofher heart, Taylor quickly established 

herself as the Queen o f  the Blues. Albums such as I  G ot W hat It 

Taftes and The Earthshaker made her a genuine blues star.

A lthough she has been slowed dow n b y  age — she turns sev­

enty this year -  Taylor continues to celebrate her blues-royalty 

status in the studio and on the stage. A n d  Chicago remains one 

o f  the most important hubs o f  the electric blues. •
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The Blues That Never Left
The founder o f Fat Possum Records describes the unique talents o f the hluesmen 

who stuck to their roots, forgoing the thrall o f the big city

By Matthew Johnson

A
ll the blues artists originally signed to Fat 

Possum  had stayed in M ississip p i w h ile  

their friends and family migrated N o rth  in 

p u rsu it o f  b e tter jo b s in factories and a 

sh ot at th e A m e rica n  dream . A lth o u g h  

their musical personalities and styles dif­

fered, ju st as their temperaments varied, these guitar-playing 

bluesm en shared certain characteristics. R.L. Burnside, Ju­

nior Kimbrough, A sie  Payton, andjohnny Farmer w ere  all ex­

trem ely charismatic, smart, and athletic -  the kind o f  people 

yo u  w anted to  be around. T hree o f  the four had sought-after 

jobs: Junior Kim brough w ork ed  as a mechanic at the H olly 

Springs John D eere dealership. Johnny Farmer began road­

w o rk  swinging a pickax and w o un d up 

driving $150,000 bulldozers. A p p a r­

en tly , A s ie  P a y to n  d id  so m e th in g  

right -  the man he drove a tracto r for 

n o t o n ly  refused to  give him a mes­

sage to  call me b u t to ld  me straight- 

o u t th at P ayton  w o rk ed  for him and 

I h ad  n o  b u s in e ss  b o th e r in g  him .

B u rn s id e , a lw a y s  th e  e x c e p t io n , 

m oved  to  C h ica go  w ith  his fam ily, 

b u t in  the course o f  a  year, his uncle 

w a s  th ro w n  o u t  a f ifth -flo o r  w in ­

dow, his father and three brothers w e re  all either shot or 

stabbed to death, and R .L . retu rn ed  to  M ississip p i.

I met these musicians b y  spending a lot o f  time ro aming 

around M ississippi. M ore  often than not, I found m yself in 

towns where the population had steadily declined for the past 

fifty years. T hey were isolated, desolate, lonely places — known 

for producing the w eirdest and loudest howls. These artists 

w ere stuck in time; their musical influences w en t no further 

than the early 1960s. T hey w ere listening not just to-the exact 

same performers -  M uddy W aters, Howlin’W olf, Little Walter, 

and Clarence C arter—when the northern migration began, but 

to the exact same 45s in the exact same Seeburgs and Rock-Ola 

jukeboxes. Those old Chess 45s that Junior played over and over 

sounded like ghosts—the grooves had been w orn down to noth­

ing. I’m sure the machine didn’t  have the right needle on the car­

tridge, but w hat did it matter? Everybody in the joint knew  the 

words to every song b y  heart and had known them decades ago.

These men also shared a purity, i f  you will, a complete lack 

o f  musical-career ambition, w ith  the exception o f  Junior. M ost 

o f  these guys-had been cut o ff  at the knees in terms o f  oppor­

tunities offered to them. N one o f  them ever picked up a guitar 

because he thought it might lead to a career. Johnny learned to 

play because there w ere tw o songs he w anted to hear.

M ost important w as the fact that they had all practiced and 

played b y  themselves for so long that their t iming w as com­

pletely screwed up and none o f  them could play w ith  other mu­

sicians. Junior Kimbrough’s band consisted o f  his son, Kenny, 

and Burnside’s son, Gary. Junior w as great w ith  Kenny, but he 

sounded o ff w henever he tried to play w ith  anyone else.

I think a lot o f  the music’s originality w as quickly lost in the 

cities. I’ve heard guys w ho were good but, after going to Chicago 

and playing w ith  so many different combinations, had to lower 

the bar and turn everything into a standard twelve-bar blues -  

the kind o f  stuff that’s been imitated for so long nobody can re­

member w ho he’s copying anymore. Their timing w as perfect, 

they never played a bad note, they tried to make a living at it, and 

somewhere along the w a y  compromis­

es w ere made. Kimbrough, Burnside, 

Farmer, and Payton w ere  playing fo r 

themselves, getting wasted at 65 and 70 

years o f  age, w ith  a Peavey amp turned 

all the w ay  up for companionship.

N obody at Fat Possum ever kidded 

himself; w e  all knew  our mission was 

something o f  a  lost cause. B ut for an 

underfinanced blues label w ith  a ros­

ter o f  nontouring artists w h o had to be 

coaxed out o f  M ississippi, w e ’ve done 

okay. I failed to realize to w hat extent our cause w as truly lost, 

though, until my last meeting w ith  Johnny Farmer. W e  had 

taken a track from his record to Organized to do a remix o f  it, 

w hich I took to L A  and played for M ichael M ann. He loved it 

and used it for a scene in his movie Alx. M y  journey from the 

Organized N oize camp in A tlan ta  to the H ollyw ood sound- 

stage w as one o f  the shittiest experiences imaginable. H o w ­

ever, back in Oxford, Mississippi, I began to feel that the whole 

ordeal w as w orth  it. I made tw o $7,000 withdrawals from the 

bank and w as looking forward to Farmer’s reaction w hen he re­

ceived his first installment o f  $14,000. W e  w ere sitting on the 

couch in the studio w hen I tried to hand it to him. “Look at me,” 

he said. “I’m 70 years old. M y  life is all over. W h a t the hell am I 

going to do w ith  that at this age? W h e n  I w as young and could

have enjoyed i t —man, oh, man__You might as w ell keep if.”

A s  I insisted he take the money, w e  got into the car to take 

hum home to Greenville. Somewhere along the way, he asked if  

w e  could pull in to a B P station so he could bu y beer. I watched 

him through the glass doors. H e w as half-drunk and causing the 

normal commotion -  nothing seemed unusual. Then I noticed 

the customers w ho had been in line in front o f  him. T hey w ere 

w aving to him, trying to finish their w ords before the doors 

shut behind him. Their hands w ere full o f  money. •

Burnside, Kimbrough, 
Payton, and Farmer 
were a ll charismatic, 
smart, and athletic

4  R .L . Burnside is among the greatest and most well known of North M ississippi’s contemporary bluesmen; photographed here in 2004.


