

    

      [image: ]

    


  

  

     
 Mississippi

Blues & Civil Rights

Leo Platvoet

 



Publishing Information

© 2021 Odyssee Travel Guides

© 2021 Leo Platvoet

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in an automated database or made public in any form or by any means, whether electronic, mechanical, by photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

 

First edition: 2021

 

Text: Leo Platvoet

Translation in English: Cecelia Guinee and Doug Cooper

Editor: Martin Schäfer

Series editors: Bartho Hendriksen and Leo Platvoet

Maps: UvA Kaartenmakers | www.uva-kaartenmakers.nl

Printing: Patria, Amersfoort, the Netherlands | 
www.drukkerijpatria.nl

Photos: Leo Platvoet and Frank Roose

The photo on page 68 was taken by Ernest Withers and made available to us by the Withers Collection Museum & Gallery in Memphis.

The black-and-white photos in the sidebars are license-free as far as we have been able to ascertain.

Photo cover paperback: Lucious Spiller plays in front of Cat Head Delta Blues & Folk Art in Clarksdale

Photo title page: Street musician in New Orleans

Page 5: Mural in Clarksdale

 

Odyssee aims to keep the information provided as current and accurate as possible. However, there may be imperfections and errors in the text. Odyssee accepts no liability for this.

 


www.odysseeguides.com | info@odysseeguides.com

 

Help us update

We are happy to receive reactions from critical readers. Are there incorrect entries, changes in opening hours and prices? Let us know! Or do you have any tips about restaurants, hotels, etc.? We would also like to hear that! Send an email to: info@odysseeguides.com

 

ISBN 9789461231291

Introduction

Mississippi, The Magnolia State, situated in the Deep South of the United States, is an intriguing destination. It is a state where African Americans suffered heavily from the slave trade, their exploitation on the countless cotton plantations, the terror invoked by the Ku Klux Klan, and the government's segregation policies. It was in Mississippi that the blues was born, the music that has had such a big influence on all the popular music that has come after it. This Odyssee Travel Guidebook,  Mississippi: Blues & Civil Rights, considers the state's history of slavery, racism, the struggle for civil rights, and the music that bears witness to those struggles. While traveling, you will experience the past, present and future of the blues in museums and historical places, but also at festivals and in clubs, cafes and juke joints where the blues is alive and attracting a new audience.

Civil rights museums, demonstrations, boycotts and sit-ins in small towns and large cities tell the story of resistance and hope, a story that resonates in the blues. This guide also describes New Orleans, Louisiana and Memphis, Tennessee, two other cities associated importantly with both Mississippi's blues and the struggle for civil rights.

 

About this guidebook

Mississippi is described in four chapters:

▪ the vast Delta with its cotton fields and Clarksdale;

▪ the wooded and hilly North and bustling Memphis;

▪ the Southwest, with Vicksburg, Natchez and the capital Jackson;

▪ the coast with its white sandy beach, seaside resorts and swinging New Orleans.

 

The guidebook contains sidebars with biographies of the most important blues musicians and Black activists. The bios conclude with a reference to videos on YouTube (YT) and, as far as the blues is concerned, suggestions for (available) albums.

The guidebook starts with a short outline of Mississippi (landscape, population, politics and government, and Odyssee's Highlights) and ends with the chapters Background Information (history of Mississippi and of the Delta Blues) and Practical Information (transportation, sleeping, eating and drinking, and other practical considerations).

The addition {FB} in descriptions of clubs, festivals, etc. means that actual information can be found on their Facebook page.

Road numbers are indicated between braces {}.

 

As a bonus, the Spotify playlist  Odyssee Mississippi Blues provides you with four hours of fantastic blues from Mississippi. This playlist doubles as a musical tour guide when you are on the road in Mississippi, or just traveling there in your imagination.

 

I hope you enjoy this Odyssee Travel Guidebook!

 

Leo Platvoet
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  Mississippi

 Exploring Mississippi
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 The state of Mississippi is named after the mighty Mississippi River which defines the western border of the state. The river is also responsible for the characteristic landscape of the state, the wide river delta marking the western part of Mississippi. The Delta plays an important role in Mississippi history: its fertile soil fed extensive cotton fields, cultivated by enslaved people originally brought from Africa. This set the stage for the birth of the blues as well as many landmark events in American civil rights history. 

 

 Mississippi has approximately three million inhabitants and covers an area of ​​over 48,430 sq miles/125,433 sq km. It is part of the Deep South of the US and is surrounded by the states of Louisiana, Arkansas, Tennessee and Alabama. 


 Landscape

The Mississippi Delta extends on both sides of the river, as it passes through Mississippi, Arkansas and Louisiana. In the north it forms a wide plain from Memphis to Vicksburg. Between Vicksburg and Natchez, the Mississippi Delta narrows and recedes into a slightly hilly landscape.



The rest of Mississippi also consists of lowlands, although the northeast and east are characterized by green, often forested hills: the  Hills and  Pines regions. The highest point in the state is  Woodall Mountain (807 feet/246 meter) in Northeast Mississippi. In the Northeast, around Aberdeen and West Point, the black fertile soil is called the  Black Prairie and is part of the  Alabama Black Belt.

The coast, located along the Gulf of Mexico, consists mostly of an artificially constructed sandy beach, intersected by bays and swamps.

Other major rivers include the  Big Black River, the  Pearl River, the  Yazoo River and the  Pascagoula River. Large lakes, which are actually man-made reservoirs, include the  Ross Barnett Reservoir,  Arkabutla Lake,  Sardis Lake, and  Grenada Lake.


 Climate

Mississippi has a warm maritime climate with long hot summers and short mild winters. The summer lasts about four to five months, with an average maximum temperature around 84 to 93 degrees F (29 to 34 degrees C). From July to December, there is a risk of hurricanes moving from the Gulf of Mexico into Mississippi, sometimes with disastrous consequences. The enormous amounts of rainfall due to hurricanes and tropical storms regularly cause flooding. There is also an average of 27 tornadoes per year in Mississippi, a quarter of which are severe.



The most reliable weather forecast, including all kinds of extremes, is provided by the  National Weather Service:  www.weather.gov, for the cell phone: 
www.mobile.weather.gov
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 Flora and Fauna

The north and east of Mississippi are mainly covered with conifer forests. In the northeast corner of Mississippi, it is mainly hardwood deciduous trees that dominate the landscape. Swamps are common. Although the Delta was covered with forest and swamps until 1835, it is now defined by cotton fields interspersed with willows and cypresses. Nut trees, amber trees and elms are also common. There is an extraordinary variety of plant species in the state, with over 3,000 identified species on record.



Bison, cougars and wolves have disappeared from the landscape. Deer are now the largest animals still around. Foxes, raccoons, possums, skunks, marmots, and weasels can also be spotted. Crocodiles, turtles, water snakes and frogs live in the coastal swamps. The state is home to non-venomous garter snakes as well as the venomous coral snake, water moccasin and diamondback rattlesnake.

This area is inhabited by more than 400 bird species including waterfowl, pheasants, pigeons, cuckoos, vultures, storks, larks, swallows, nuthatches, hawks, kingfishers, spoonbills, cranes, owls, and eagles. The Mississippi River is an important migration route for geese, pied sandpipers, terns, gulls, and many species of ducks. Mussels and 63 different kinds of lobsters can be found in the wetlands, especially along the coast.


 National Forests

Mississippi has six National Forests:  Holly Springs (N of Oxford),  Tombigbee (W of Columbus),  Delta (SE of Rolling Fork),  Bienville (S of Forest),  Homochitto (SE of Natchez) and  De Soto (between Gulfport and Hattiesburg).



 These forests serve different purposes: ecological reserves for rare plants and animals, recreational use by people (hiking, fishing, hunting, canoeing, picnicking, camping, bird watching) and commercial use for timber. A permit is needed for some activities, including hunting and fishing. Requirements may vary with each forest and it is strongly recommended to inform yourself in advance: 
www.fs.usda.gov/main/mississippi


 Mississippi: Absorbing All Waters
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The Mississippi is the second-longest river in the US after the Missouri River (which actually flows into the Mississippi). Its source is at Lake Itasca in Northern Minnesota and the river travels for 2318 miles/3730 km where it flows into the Gulf of Mexico. The name is of Native American origin:  Misi-ziibi ("absorbing all waters") because the Mississippi is fed by hundreds of tributaries in a watershed that stretches from the Rocky Mountains in the west to the Appalachians in the east. For thousands of years, Indigenous tribes inhabited its banks. With the arrival of Europeans, the river became an important transportation and trade route. From the 19th century on, steamers transported agricultural and industrial products along and across the river. Gaining control of the Mississippi by the Union forces at the battle of Vicksburg was a decisive turning point in the Civil War. During the 20th century, the construction of levees, dams, and locks changed the wild river into a human-controlled waterway. But the elements will not always be controlled.  The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 was the largest river flood event ever in the US. The Delta was particularly affected: 27,000 sq miles/70,000 sq km was flooded, 700,000 people, mostly African Americans, were left homeless and 500 people drowned. More levees, locks and dams were constructed after the disaster but floods continue to this day.

Agriculture is the biggest polluter of the river. The numerous plantations and farms along the river make tackling pollution "from the source" difficult.

The river is the subject of many books and songs. Mark Twain is the best-known writer who was inspired by the river and its surrounding communities. The flood of 1927 inspired blues singers like Memphis Minnie (When The Levee Breaks) and Charley Patton (High Water Everywhere).


 Population

Nearly three million people live in Mississippi. In 1900, there were 1.5 million and in 2000 2.8 million inhabitants. Demographers foresee a decline in the near future due to the weak economy. The largest cities are the capital Jackson (167,000 inhabitants), Gulfport (72,000) and Southaven (54,000), a suburb of Memphis. Demographically, white people make up 58% of the population, followed by African Americans at 37%, the highest percentage of African Americans of all the states. All other groups, such as Hispanics, Asians, and Native Americans comprise around 1% of the population. The number of white people is slowly decreasing while the Black population is slowly increasing. Most Euro-Americans have English or Scottish roots.



English is the dominant language. Spanish is spoken by 1.9% and French by 0.4%.

Mississippi is known as the most religious state in the US: 59% of the population considers itself very religious. In contrast, 14% adhere to no religion at all. Christians are by far the largest group (83%), dominated by Protestant congregations (77%). Other religions comprise around 0.5%. Mississippi has over 6,000 unmarried gay or lesbian couples, 33% of whom have at least one child – the highest rate in the US.


 Politics and Government

The state of Mississippi, like the federal government of the United States, has a separation between executive, legislative, and judicial powers. The governor, who is directly elected by its citizens, leads the executive branch. The legislature is made up of the House of Representatives with 120 members and the Senate with 52 members. There is a state court system including Circuit Courts, Courts of Appeal and a state Supreme Court. The 82 counties in the state have their own administrations.



 

Republicans have been the dominant party in the state since the 1970s. Of the six representatives in the United States Congress, five are white Republicans; the one Black Democrat represents the Delta in the House of Representatives. In the 2019 elections, the Republican Tate Reeves was elected governor with 52.2% of the vote. Republicans also dominate the State House and Senate with around 60% of the seats.

 Odyssee's Highlights


Blues Museums

 Delta Blues Museum (Clarksdale)
B.B. King Museum (Indianola) 
Highway 61 Blues Museum (Leland) 
Mississippi Music Museum (Hazlehurst) 
Blues Hall of Fame (Memphis)  




Civil Rights Museums
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 Mississippi Civil Rights Museum (Jackson)
National Civil Rights Museum at the Lorraine Motel (Memphis) 
Smith Robertson Museum and Cultural Center (Jackson) 
Natchez Museum of African American History and Culture (Natchez) 
Emmett Till Historic Intrepid Center (Glendora)  


Attractive City Centers

Oxford
Natchez 
Vicksburg 
Clarksdale 
Greenwood 
New Orleans 




Graves of Blues Icons
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Robert Johnson (Greenwood)
Charley Patton (Holly Ridge)
Elmore James (Ebenezer)
Mississippi John Hurt (Avalon)
B.B. King (Indianola) 


Rock 'n' Roll / Soul

Elvis Presley Birthplace (Tupelo)
Graceland (Memphis)
Memphis Music Hall of Fame (Memphis)
Rock 'n' Soul Museum (Memphis)
Grammy Museum Mississippi (Cleveland)
Delta Music Museum (Ferriday) 




Beautiful Nature

Mississippi River between Vicksburg and Natchez
Natchez Trace Parkway 
Beach between Bay St. Louis and Biloxi 
Holly Springs National Forest NE of Oxford  




Record Studios
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Stax Museum of American Soul Music (Memphis)
Sun Studio (Memphis) 
Malaco Records (Jackson)  


Blues Festivals

King Biscuit Blues Festival (Helena)
Sunflower River Blues & Gospel Festival (Clarksdale) 
Mississippi Delta Blues & Heritage Festival (Greenville) 
Mules and Blues Fest (Marks) 
International Blues Challenge (Memphis)  




Juke joints / Blues clubs
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Ground Zero (Clarksdale)
Red's Lounge (Clarksdale) 
Smoot's Grocery Blues Lounge (Natchez) 
Hal & Mal's (Jackson) 
The Shed Barbeque & Blues Joint (Ocean Springs) 


Varied

Rowan Oak, William Faulkner home (Oxford)
Withers Collection Museum & Gallery, photo museum (Memphis) 
Grand Village of Natchez Indians (Natchez) 
Tunica River Park & ​​Museum (Tunica) 
Union County Heritage Museum (New Albany) 
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Mississippi Delta

Exploring the Mississippi Delta
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If you have to pinpoint one region where the soul, spirit and sound of the blues originated and are still very much alive, it is the Mississippi Delta. Here Robert Johnson, Charley Patton, Muddy Waters, B.B. King, and many others developed their talents on street corners and in juke joints. Their parents, grandfathers and grandmothers worked as sharecroppers on the vast cotton plains. They were freed slaves and could rent a piece of land to grow their crops, but the white landowners offered meager prices for their harvest, forced them to buy goods in their shops and kept them in perpetual debt. The blues was an escape from this life, a source of income, a path for personal development and a springboard for new opportunities in Memphis or Chicago. 

 

The many blues markers at graves and former juke joints scattered around the Delta honor this rich history. But the blues is still very much alive in the Delta. There are dozens of blues festivals in towns and cities every year. The number of juke joints is slowly growing again. Live blues can be heard every night at the Delta's undisputed blues center Clarksdale or in Tunica, Yazoo City, Greenville and Indianola. New blues stars, like Christone "Kingfish" Ingram, are on the rise. Blues museums that are not to be missed include the exquisite Delta Blues Museum in Clarksdale, the beautifully designed B.B. King Museum in Indianola and the charming Highway 61 Blues Museum in Leland. 

 

The Mississippi Delta, a region of the state of Mississippi, extends from Tunica to Vicksburg and is bounded on the east by the bluffs of the Yazoo River {55}. Cotton plantations, rooted in the Delta's fertile soil, dominate the landscape and create an especially beautiful view in October when the white bulbs bloom. The cotton is harvested mechanically and stored in yellow or pink plastic bales which dot the landscape during harvest time. It is a sparsely populated region. The largest town, Clarksdale, is located on the blues-headlining Highway 61, the backbone of the Delta, which in the old times brought the wandering bluesmen from its towns to the city. 

 

 The description of the Delta in this chapter is divided into three regions: Clarksdale and the Northern Mississippi Delta, Mid Delta (between Clarksdale and Greenville-Greenwood) and the Southern Mississippi Delta. 

Clarksdale and the Northern Mississippi Delta
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Clarksdale presents itself as the Home of the Blues. Here you can find live music 365 days of the year at Ground Zero and Red's Lounge, among others. The city has a series of blues festivals, including the internationally acclaimed Sunflower River Blues & Gospel Festival, and houses the beautiful Delta Blues Museum. 

 

The Delta east of Clarksdale merges into the Hills region. The historical Hopson Plantation offers an insight into the Delta's past, and if you are around in October, the Mules and Blues Fest in Marks should not be missed. 

 

North of Clarksdale, the cotton fields stretch endlessly, occasionally dotted with towns like Robinsonville, Tunica, Lula and Friars Point where in the 1930s Son House, Robert Johnson and Charley Patton earned a living entertaining people with their devil's music, drinking moonshine and flirting with women. 

 

 Helena (Arkansas) which is also in the Delta on the other side of the Mississippi, was the home of the incomparable Sonny Boy Williamson II and hosts the annual, much-beloved King Biscuit Blues Festival. Traveling from Memphis towards Clarksdale on the {61} The Blues Highway, The Gateway to the Blues Museum and Visitor Center in Tunica, has much to offer to both beginning and advanced students of the Delta Blues. 
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Clarksdale

Whether you are entering 
Clarksdale (pop. 15,000) from the south, north or east, you will likely pass The Crossroads, the intersection of the {61} and Desoto Avenue. As the many tourist brochures suggest, this is supposedly the place where Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil in exchange for his mastery of the guitar — though there are many other crossroads in Mississippi that also claim to be the location of this mythical bargain.



Clarksdale was the home of many famous blues musicians: Muddy Waters is the best-known. The town itself is quite small, a simple 5x5 street grid where the blues is alive and kicking and still inspires young people to reinvent the blues over and over again. Bluesy murals celebrating the town's role brighten its somewhat dilapidated buildings.


Delta Blues Museum
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The 
Delta Blues Museum 
1, situated in a former train depot, is a must-see. Opened in 1969 in a room in the local library, it is now the world's leading blues museum. The elongated museum has created a display for each of the important blues musicians from the Delta. Exhibits include photos, record covers and instruments along with unusual, engaging and unexpected pieces of blues history: the sack of flour printed with the name of Sonny Boy Williamson II, the colorful dresses of Koko Taylor, the coffin with a James Thomas skull, a 1995 newspaper article of the 92-year-old widow of James Callicott attending the unveiling of her husband's new tombstone, Pinetop Perkins' tie with piano design, and Eddie "Chief" Clearwater's feather headdress. Also of course, there are lots of music and videos to see and hear. The collection of all the Sunflower River Blues Festivals posters, which is held annually in Clarksdale, nicely shows the evolution of the genre in the lineup of legends and new, up-and-coming blues artists from each year.

Special attention is given to the New World District, the Black district in Clarksdale, which includes the Wade Barber Shop where Wade Walton liked to perform a blues song while cutting his customers' hair. The original barber chair on display remains as a witness to it all.

The section dedicated to 
 Muddy Waters is the highlight of the museum. You can enjoy a nice video, lots of images, guitars, and record sleeves, all summarized in his catchy lyrics: "Exactly, I fits one shoe and that is the blues". Exhibits include a beautiful 1939 Ford Deluxe sedan — Alan Lomax first recorded Muddy Waters in 1941 at the Stovall Plantation with equipment from the trunk of this car (though it's not the original car). His renovated log cabin is the museum's eye-catcher: Muddy is sitting there, surrounded by all kinds of artifacts depicting his life. The museum hosts the annual Sunflower River Blues & Gospel Festival the second week of August. It also organizes blues classes for young people, and its alumni include 
Christone "Kingfish" Ingram (b. 1999 in Clarksdale) whose crushing album  Kingfish (2019) has been very well received. According to Buddy Guy, who plays on the song  Fresh Out, Christone "Kingfish" Ingram is "the next explosion of the blues". The album won five Blues Music Awards, including "Album of the Year". Also 
Anthony "Big A" Sherrodbenefited from the blues classes. He is inspired by Buddy Guy and Big Jack Johnson and is active in the Clarksdale blues scene.


Delta Blues Museum

1 Blues AlleyMar-Oct Mon-Sat 9am-5pm, Nov-Feb Mon-Sat 10am-5pm$10
www.deltabluesmuseum.org



Muddy Waters: bought a one-way ticket to Chicago
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Muddy Waters  (1913 or 1915-1983) was born near Rolling Fork, in the southern part of the Delta. His father could sing, blow a jug, play a guitar and beat a washboard. His mother, Berta Grant, died shortly after his birth, and Muddy grew up with his Grandma Grant in Clarksdale. She called him Muddy because he liked to play in the mud. When Muddy was seven years old, he discovered the harmonica. His grandmother tried to stop him from playing blues: her warnings "You're playing for the devil. Devil's gonna get you" luckily were in vain. He continued playing the harmonica and picked up the guitar in his teens, strongly influenced by Son House. When House played in nearby Clarksdale, Muddy studied his performances every night. During the week, he worked sixteen hours a day in the blazing sun at the Stovall Plantation, but on Saturdays he played in the streets and juke joints of Clarksdale. His breakthrough came in August 1941 when Alan Lomax, always on the lookout for new folk music for the Library of Congress, came to Stovall and heard about a young musician "named Muddy Water" (sic). Lomax recorded two of Waters' songs and came back in July 1942 to record another eleven. When Muddy finally received a copy of the records and heard his own voice and guitar playing, he decided to head to Chicago to pursue his career as a blues musician.

In 1943, at the age of 28, he bought a one-way ticket from Clarksdale to Chicago. All he carried was one suitcase with his clothes and his acoustic Sears Silvertone guitar. In the years to come, Muddy electrified and popularized the blues, inspiring all the music that followed including rock 'n' roll, beat, R&B, soul, rock, punk, hip-hop and rap. His statement (and song title) summarized it well: "The blues had a baby and they called it rock 'n' roll". Some well-known songs are 'I'm your Hoochie Coochie Man', 'Got My Mojo Working', 'Forty Days and Forty Nights', 'I'm Ready', and 'Rollin' Stone'.

He is buried in the Restvale Cemetery near Chicago. Waters is number 17 on Rolling Stone's list of the hundred greatest musicians of all time, the highest ranking of any blues artists.

YT: Muddy Waters - Live Westfalenhallen, Dortmund

Album: Muddy Waters - Anthology 




Delta Avenue and Yazoo Avenue
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To the right of the Delta Blues Museum is the renowned blues club 
Ground Zero 
2  co-owned by film actor Morgan Freeman. There is live music Wednesday to Saturday and the open-mic sessions on Thursday evenings can offer surprising performances.

From Ground Zero, Delta Avenue leads past other blues clubs where live blues can be heard regularly. Venues include  Delta Blues Alley Cafe  and  Cross Roads Cultural Art Center.

Beyond 3rd Street, you will find 
Cat Head Delta Blues & Folk Art 
3  at 252 Delta Avenue. This beautiful blues shop is full of CDs, books, LPs, DVDs, posters, key rings, and everything else relating to the blues and the Delta. Its highly informative website 
www.cathead.biz provides an up-to-date overview of live music in Clarksdale. Its owner "Mad Man" Roger Stolle is a dedicated blues promoter and keeps Clarksdale on the blues map with all kinds of events, films, records, festivals, and books.

There is a blues marker diagonally opposite Cat Head to remind you that WROX Radio started in this building, 257 Delta Avenue, on June 5, 1944. As per tradition at the time, blues musicians such as Ike Turner, Sonny Boy Williamson II and Robert Nighthawk performed live or hosted regular programs. The station is still up and running, including a digital presence on the web: 
www.wroxradio.com .

There are many other blues-related shops and venues along the cross streets of Delta Avenue and Yazoo Avenue, running parallel to Sunflower Avenue:  Hambone Art & Music (111 2nd Street),  Bluesberry Cafe (235 Yazoo Avenue) and  Deak's Mississippi Saxophones & Blues Emporium (13 3rd Street). Owner 
Deak Harp fell in love with the "Mississippi Saxophone" as a child and learned to play harmonica at the age of 12. He plays guitar and harmonica at festivals and organizes the annual  Deak's Harmonica Block Party in front of his shop (www.deakharp.com). Until 2019, one could find the intimate  Rock & Blues Museum of Dutchman Theo Dasbach at 113 2nd Street. Hopefully it will make a fresh start.

On the corner of Yazoo Avenue and 3rd Street is a blues marker for rock 'n' roll and rhythm & blues pioneer 
Ike Turner  (1931-2007). Born in Clarksdale, Turner worked as an elevator operator and cleaner in a hotel that once stood here. He is best known as the guitarist and music director of the Kings of Rhythm band, the Ike & Tina Turner Revue, and for the first rock 'n' roll song  Rocket 88 in 1951. (See: Lyon.)


Issaquena Avenue

Issaquena Avenue connects downtown with  The New World, the old black district. On the corner of 3rd Street was the 
Greyhound Bus Station 
4 . The classic corner facade has been preserved.



To the right of the railway tunnel stands a blues marker for 
Wade Walton  (1923-2000), hairdresser and blues musician. The somewhat dilapidated building behind it still bears his name. Walton sang the blues while cutting hair, which led to a lot of patronage. His barber chair is in the Delta Blues Museum. Something went wrong in 1977: 
"Big" John Thomas Wrencher a.k.a.  One-Armed John died of a heart attack while having his hair cut. (See: Lyon.)


The New World
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If you go under the railroad tracks through the tunnel, you will end up in 
The New World. Its name was appropriate as the neighborhood intended to develop into a mixed district with shops, a theater, clubs and churches. Not only African and Euro-Americans, but also Jews, Italians, Greeks, Syrians, and Chinese found employment in the booming cotton industry in the first half of the 20th century.

On the right is the 
New Roxy 
5, where blues is still played regularly.

In front of it is a blues marker for 
Sam Cooke, the gospel, blues, pop, and rhythm & blues singer. He was born nearby here in 1931; his family moved to Chicago in 1933.  You Send Me and  Shake were big hits. He started out as a pop/soul crooner, but his songs became increasingly political, as his later hits  A Change is Gonna Come and  Chain Gang show. He befriended Muhammad Ali and Stokely Carmichael and took recording and management into his own hands. Cooke was murdered in his motel in 1964 in Los Angeles by motel manager Bertha Franklin under suspicious circumstances that have never been clarified. Many believe that Cooke, who was very popular with Black and white people, was murdered because he openly supported the civil rights movement.

Turning right on Martin Luther King Boulevard brings you to a marker for 
Aaron Henry  (1922-1997) 
6, pharmacist and activist. He established and led the local branch of the  National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), organized a boycott of Clarksdale stores that discriminated against African Americans and was arrested several times for his activism. In one notorious incident, he was taken to jail chained to the back of a municipal garbage truck that paraded through the streets of the city. From 1982 to 1996, he served in the Mississippi House of Representatives. At the marker is his silhouette with the words "Aaron Henry stood tall here".

Across the street is  Heaven United Methodist Church, where Martin Luther King Jr., Medgar Evers and Aaron Henry held action meetings in 1958. The church hosted the first day care center in the city for people with low incomes in 1965.


Red's Lounge and Riverside Hotel

Martin Luther King Boulevard ends at  The Grange Cemetery on Sunflower Avenue. Across the street on the right-hand side is 
Red's Lounge 
7 at 398 Sunflower Avenue the most authentic juke joint in Clarksdale and the surrounding areas.



 
Big Jack Johnson often played there and is honored with a blues marker. Clarksdale bluesman 
Lucious Spiller (b.1962) is still alive and kicking and often plays at Red's Lounge and on other blues stages in Clarksdale. He played several years in Big Jack Johnson's band and in 2006 moved to Clarksdale. The title of his album  Born to Sing the Blues is well chosen: he was raised in a family of blues musicians with relatives like Magic Sam and Eddy Clearwater.


James "Super Chikan" Johnson (b.1951) is also following in the footsteps of his uncle, Big Jack Johnson. His guitar-playing style is as hard-driving as his uncle's.

At Sunflower Avenue 615 is the 
Riverside Hotel  
8, where in 1937 the Empress of the Blues, 
Bessie Smith, died after a car accident on the {61}. Back then, the hotel was a hospital for African Americans. Because the ambulance was delayed, a doctor who had arrived on the scene took her to the hospital where she died. It was later alleged that the whites-only hospital in Clarksdale refused to help her. The doctor who was with her denied that: "In the Deep South, no one would think of delivering a colored person to a hospital for white people." It has been a hotel since 1943 and is still in operation, but do not expect luxury. Howlin' Wolf and Muddy Waters slept here. In room 7, Ike Turner wrote  Rocket 88 in 1951. (See: Lyon.)


Muddy Waters log cabin / Stovall Plantation
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On the corner of Oakhurst Stovall Road and Farrell-Eagles Nest West (7.5 miles/12 km NW of Clarksdale) 
Muddy Waters lived on the 
Stovall Plantation 
10 in a log cabin that is now in the Delta Blues Museum in Clarksdale. Here, in 1941/1942, Alan Lomax recorded a young Muddy Waters for the Library of Congress. In 1987, guitarist Billy Gibbons from the rock group ZZ Top thought to support the Delta Blues Museum by using the wood from the log cabin to make new guitars, selling them and donating the money to the museum. Fortunately, this scheme was stopped in time. The restored cabin traveled around for some time until it finally landed in the Delta Blues Museum. On the spot where the log cabin once stood, a blues marker and a memorial stone emphasize the influence of "The King of Chicago Blues".

The still-working Stovall Plantation is characteristic of the Delta landscape. On the corner of {1} and Oakhurst Stovall Road is the run-down  Stovall Store that once sold fishing supplies, ice, sandwiches, and cold beer.


Clarksdale


SleepingClark House Inn, 211 Clark Str., rooms in and behind a beautiful 1859 mansion on the edge of downtown, 
www.clarkhouse.info

Blues atmosphere at the pricey little  Hooker Hotel, 112 E. 2nd St. 

The Riverside Hotel, 615 Sunflower Ave., 
www.riversideclarksdale.com, "Old-school Southern hospitality and lay your hat where the bluesmen laid theirs." Motel, hotel and food chains along S. State St.






Eating and drinkingDutch Oven, 100 Blues Alley Lane, Mon-Fri 10am-3pm, once started by (Dutch) Mennonites here.

Yazoo Pass, 207 Yazoo Ave., breakfast, excellent coffee, and salad bar. 

Stone Pony Pizza, 226 Delta Ave., good food in an industrial setting. 

Ramon's, 535 Oakhurst Ave., choice fare in a living room atmosphere.




Live musicFor the current live events, see the club's website or 
www.cathead.biz/music-calendar

Ground Zero Blues Club, 387 Delta Ave., 
www.groundzerobluesclub.com Live blues from Wed-Sat. 

The Shack Up Inn, 
www.shackupinn.com, see Hopson Plantation. 

Red's Lounge, 398 Sunflower Ave., Clarksdale's most authentic juke joint, {FB}.

New Roxy, 363 Issaquena Ave., 
www.newroxy.com

Bluesberry Cafe, 235 Yazoo Ave.

Delta Blues Alley Cafe, 352 Delta Ave.

The Depot Blues Club & Restaurant, 200 Blues Alley Lane.




FestivalFor all information, see 
www.cathead.biz/music-calendar or 
www.visitclarksdale.com/calendar

The Sunflower River Blues & Gospel Festival, Clarksdale's most beloved festival (est. 1988) lasts three days in the second week of August, 
www.sunflowerfest.org 

Juke Joint Festival, four-day festival, mid-April, 
www.jukejointfestival.com 

Clarksdale Film & Music Festival, January, featuring Mississippi blues movies and live blues, 
www.clarksdalefilmfestival.com

Red's Old-Timers Blues Festival, May, seasoned blues played by 60- to 100-year-olds. 

Birthplace of American Music (BAM) Festival, June, venues located downtown, 
www.bamfestms.com 

Cat Head Mini Blues Fest, 
www.cathead.biz 

Cruzn Crossroads Car & Truck Show, late September, cars, trucks, rallies, and music (blues, rock 'n' roll). 

Mississippi Delta Tennessee Williams Festival, mid-October, literary activities pay tribute to the legacy of the writer Tennessee Williams (1911-1983), 
www.deltawilliamsfestival.com 

Deep Blues Fest, four-day blues festival, late October, 
www.deepbluesfest.com 

Blues & Greens Festival, around December 1, dedicated to local hero Hank Burdine, food and blues at The Shack Up Inn, 
www.bbgfestival.com




Visitor Center326 Blues Alley Lane, tel. +1 662-627-6149, 
www.visitclarksdale.com 
9. Free walking audio tour that can be downloaded via the VoiceMap app.




Lyon

In 
Lyon (2.5 miles/4 km NE of Clarksdale), between the Town Hall and the post office (corner of Hopson Street and Park Street) is a blues marker for  Rocket 88, often considered the first rock 'n' roll song (1951).



 
Ike Turner ("Bad Boy of Early R&B") wrote the song in room 7 of the Riverside Hotel in Clarksdale. Sun Studio in Memphis recorded it and Chess Records in Chicago released it. The record label credited Jackie Brenston and his Delta Cats. Nobody had ever heard of those cats, even though they were actually  Ike Turner and His Kings of Rhythm.


[image: ]The Shuffordville Cemetery in Lyon




If you follow N. Park Street (Old Highway 61) north along the railway and past the buildings, turn left onto the track (Shuffordville Road), you arrive at the  Shuffordville Cemetery. Segregation continued even after death. First you will see the enclosed cemetery for the white locals. Farther on, on the left is the Black cemetery.

If you follow the path in this cemetery right then left to the end, you will see a mausoleum for P.W. Hill: a unique grave monument that was made in France. A little further on the left


"Big" John Thomas Wrencher a.k.a.  One-Armed John (1923-1977), the legendary blues singer and harmonica player, is buried here. He lost one arm in a car accident in 1958. He died of a heart attack while getting his hair cut at Wade Walton's barbershop in Clarksdale.


Pinetop Perkins: blues brother up to the age of 97


[image: ] 





Pinetop Perkins (Joe Willie Perkins, 1913-2011) is the best-known blues pianist, together with Otis Spann. He was born in Belzoni, Mississippi. At first he played the guitar, but in a fight he injured his left arm so badly that he switched to the piano. He played with Robert Nighthawk, Ike Turner and Earl Hooker. In the 1950s he recorded 'Pinetop's Boogie Woogie' at Sun Studio, a song which had already been recorded by Pinetop Smith in 1928, hence the addition of Pinetop to his name. It was the first song to feature the words boogie-woogie. The general public was introduced to Perkins when he succeeded Otis Spann in Muddy Waters' band in 1969. Perkins was from the same neighborhood as Muddy and was about the same age. "Pinetop comes from the part of the country that really knows what he's doing with the blues", Muddy once said. Pinetop also remained active in his old age, recording new albums well into his 80s (such as 'After Hours' in 1988), performing and appearing in films such as the pianist on the doorstep of Aretha Franklin's Soul Cafe in the 'The Blues Brothers'. When he died at the age of 97, he had twenty bookings scheduled.

YT: Pinetop Perkins> live 2001

Album: After Hours




Hopson Plantation


[image: ]The Shack Up Inn at Hopson Plantation







Hopson Plantation (Commissionary Circle Road, E Tallahatchie Street, parallel to the {49}, 3.7 miles/6 km SE of Clarksdale) in 1941 was the first cotton plantation that mechanized the complete process: planting, harvesting, and baling. This was the prelude to the great migration of unemployed Black workers to Chicago in particular. The messy, rusty corrugated iron  Shack Up Inn is actually a very lively and well-stocked juke joint. You can also stay overnight in one of the shotgun houses named after Robert Cray, Pinetop Perkins and Memphis Minnie, among others. There is always something going on here under the motto "The Ritz We Ain't". Blues pianist  Pinetop Perkins worked as a tractor driver on the plantation. His name remains connected to Hopson through the workshops and master classes given here and the annual  Pinetop Homecoming Festival.


Marks

In 
Marks (18.5 miles/30 km E of Clarksdale, {278}), the capital of Quitman County, the particularly pleasant, two-day  Mules and Blues Fest is held downtown every year in early October.



 The festival honors the mule train that drove from Marks to Washington, DC as part of the 
Poor People's March. Martin Luther King Jr. and the  Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) organized this campaign in 1968 to draw attention to the miserable situation of the poor in the US, both Black and white, with 22 to 33% of Americans living below the poverty line. In March 1968, King visited Marks to gain support for the campaign, which continued after his murder on April 4th in Memphis. On May 13th, a procession of fifteen horse-drawn wagons with slogans like  Jesus was a Poor Man headed for Washington, DC. They proceeded to Atlanta and then took the train to Washington. Here, a tent camp of three thousand people occupied the National Mall for six weeks, which they renamed  Resurrection City.


Vance


Vance (4.3 miles/7 km S of Marks, {3}) claims to be the birthplace of  John Lee Hooker. His marker is at the post office, {3} corner of King Road. His cousin 
Earl Hooker (1930-1970) is also from this region. During his childhood, his parents moved to Chicago where Earl started playing on the street at the age of twelve. Earl Hooker was a gifted slide guitarist, frequently using his wah-wah pedal and making his guitar sing. He died of tuberculosis in 1970.




John Lee Hooker: "Democrat Man" until his death
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John Lee Hooker (1917-2001) has always been unclear about his early years in Mississippi. He gave various answers to questions about his year and place of birth. He was the youngest in a sharecropper family of eleven children. He ran away from home at the age of fourteen, played on the streets of Memphis and worked in various factories during World War II, including in Detroit. It was there, in 1948, that he made his first record for Modern Records, 'Boogie Chillen', which became a big hit. In 1951/1952, he recorded for Chess and many other record companies followed. In the 1960s, he was frequently in Europe touring with the American Blues Folk Festival.

Hooker played himself as a street musician in the film 'The Blues Brothers' (1980) and played together with many pop musicians such as Carlos Santana and Bonnie Raitt on his album 'The Healer' (1989). His style is a unique blend of down-home country blues and electric city blues. He was not always faithful to the classical a-a-b lyrics scheme, often varying the length of his stanzas and his singing and guitar style. He did not shy away from politics. He sang 'Democrat Man' in the 1960 presidential elections:

Vote them in, we voted them in,
I'm a Democrat man, I'm a Democrat man, 
Please, please, don't be no fool no more,
I'm a Democrat man, and I'll be until the day I die

YT: John Lee Hooker - Live 1960-75 (Rare Recordings)

Album: Documenting The Sensation Recordings 1948-52




East of Clarksdale


SleepingHopson Plantation, Commissary Circle Road, sleep in one of the shotgun houses, see 
www.shackupinn.com






FestivalHopson Plantation:  Pinetop Annual Homecoming Celebration, October, 
www.pinetopperkinsfoundation.org

Marks:  Mules and Blues Fest. In early October, 
www.mules-bluesfest.org




Friars Point

Before the {49} bridge over the Mississippi was built, the ferry departed from 
Friars Point (pop. 1100, 13 miles/21 km NW of Clarksdale) to Helena. It was a lively place with lots of cotton and wood bales and blues on the street corners.



In  Historic Friars Point, as it announces itself, the 
North Delta Museum is located on the rather desolate 2nd Street between the post office and City Hall. It is run by volunteers and leaves an impression of neglect: a haphazard collection of photos, newspaper clippings and all kinds of artifacts. The few blues items are hardly worth the $5 admission.

At the museum there is a marker for  Conway Twitty, "The High Priest of Country Music". He started out as a bluesy rockabilly singer but switched to a more sensual country & western style, landing 55 number one hits.

A little further on the other side of the road there is a row of empty shops with a blues marker for 
Robert Nighthawk (1909-1967). Nighthawk, born Robert Lee McCollum in Helena, "was popular all over Mississippi" according to Muddy Waters who paved the way and secured a record deal for him in Chicago. Nighthawk played regularly in Friars Point.

The middle building was  Hirsberg's Drugstore where they sold everything the people of Friars Point needed. Hirsberg's name is still in gold letters on the window. It was here that Muddy Waters saw Robert Johnson play in mid-1930s for the first and last time. Johnson typically attracted many spectators with his passionate blues delivery. Muddy too, stopped, looked, and walked away. He later explained why. "Robert Johnson was a dangerous man."

Robert Johnson sang regularly about Friars Point. In  Traveling Riverside Blues, he praises the local ladies: "I got womens in Vicksburg, clean on into Tennessee, but my Friars Point rider, now hops all over me".


North Delta Museum

748 2nd StreetMon-Fri 9am-12pm$5



Helena


[image: ]Linsey Alexander amuses the audience, King Biscuit Blues Festival 2019







Helena (Arkansas - pop. 10,000, 28.5 miles/46 km NW of Clarksdale) is located on the west bank of the Mississippi. Helena had a thriving blues scene around World War II. In 1941, the radio station KFFA began broadcasting the live blues program  King Biscuit Time, in which Sonny Boy Williamson often was the star. But Robert Johnson, Pinetop Perkins and Honeyboy Edwards also played their blues in Helena.

The dated downtown has some remaining blues relics, but during the annual, very popular  King Biscuit Blues Festival in October, downtown comes alive with vital blues.


Delta Cultural Center

The 
Delta Cultural Center is packed with the  Sounds of the Delta, featuring local-grown Delta musicians from Louis Jordan to Levon Helm and from Luther Allison to Son Seals. Howlin' Wolf, Little Walter, James Cotton and many others also get a shout-out, even though they were not born on this side of the Mississippi.



 Gospel and female blues musicians have a more modest podium. Luckily there is 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe (1915-1973), "The Godmother of Rock 'n' Roll". This famous blues guitarist and singer led the way in the 1930s with her distorted electric guitar playing, influencing blues and rock guitarists such as Chuck Berry. On May 7, 1964, the  Blues and Gospel Train (which also included Muddy Waters) stopped at the unused Wilbraham Road train station near Manchester, England. The station was converted to Chorltonville South US station. Her performance on the platform, playing her white guitar in her white jacket, is legendary and unforgettable. (See: YT: Sister Rosetta Tharpe > Didn't It Rain.)


Delta Cultural Center

Tue-Sat 9am-5pmfree
www.deltaculturalcenter.com



King Biscuit Time

Number One at the Delta Cultural Center is 
King Biscuit Time, the blues radio program that started in November 1941 and is still on the air. Sonny Boy Williamson II and Robert Lockwood Jr. sang the opening tune:



Good evenin' everybody, tell me how you do
We're the King Biscuit Boys and we've come out to play for you.

Both musicians often performed on the program sponsored by  King Biscuit Flour. The radio program – broadcasted during lunchtime – was of great significance in the 1940s for popularizing the blues because all the other radio stations were in white hands and did not even consider broadcasting "negro music".


"Sunshine" Sonny Payne achieved hero status in the blues world as the host of the program from 1951 until his death in 2018. He was inducted in the Blues Hall of Fame in Memphis.

The show continues to be broadcast live from the Delta Cultural Center every Monday through Friday, 12:15 to 12:45pm. You can tune in and sometimes catch live performances from the show's guests. The radio program gave its name to the annual, very popular  King Biscuit Blues Festival. During the festival there are several stages downtown where both established and up-and-coming talent make the blues shine.


Biscuit Row


[image: ]King Biscuit Time in Helena






Around the corner from the Delta Cultural Center you'll find a row of run-down buildings: 
Biscuit Row. A  Sonny Boy Williamson II blues marker stands in front of the spot where the famous juke joint  Hole in the Wall once stood. A block away, on the corner of Cherry Street and Elm Street are the battered remains of  Sonny Boy's Music Hall. A somewhat vague mural by the Sonny Boy Blues Society marks the spot. At 427 Elm Street, now a derelict block, was the guest house where Sonny Boy Williamson regularly stayed, and died on May 25, 1965. He is buried in Tutwiler, Mississippi. (See: Tutwiler.)


Sonny Boy Williamson II: restless and eccentric


[image: ] 





Sonny Boy Williamson II (1912-1965), was born Alex Ford, adopted the surname of his stepfather Jim Miller, and frequently changed his name ("Rice" Miller, Little Boy Blue) until he finally settled on Sonny Boy Williamson—not to be confused with the Chicago bluesman of the same name, hence the addition "II". Sonny Boy grew up in a family of cotton pickers. He developed his harmonica skills in the juke joints of Mississippi and Arkansas by playing alongside Elmore James, Robert Lockwood and Robert Johnson. He often amazed his audience by playing the harmonica without using his hands, putting half the "Mississippi saxophone" in his mouth. After his radio period in Helena and West Memphis, he started recording in 1951, first in Jackson for Trumpet Records and from 1955 for Chess in Chicago, which led to his breakthrough. The restless and eccentric Sonny Boy toured Europe several times in the 1960s and recorded with The Yardbirds and The Animals.

YT: Sonny Boy Williamson> Keep it to Yourself

Album: Complete Trumpet Ace & Checker Singles 1951-62 



 

The Depot (95 Missouri Street) shows many aspects of life in the Delta: Native Americans, farm life, forestry, the river, and the civil war. A  Levee Walk follows along the nearby river embankment with its increasingly fading blues murals.

At the  Magnolia Cemetery (1.2 miles/2 km N of downtown), Robert Nighthawk and Frank Frost are buried close to each other, to the left of the entrance on a hillside. 
Frank Frost (1936-1999) learned to play harmonica from Sonny Boy Williamson II. He played with Nighthawk and Big Jack Johnson in the 1950s and recorded some songs for the Sun label including  Hey Boss Man. He fell into relative anonymity for many years, but had a comeback in the 1970s with Big Jack Johnson and Sam Carr as  The Jelly Roll Kings.


Helena


Eating and drinkingTavern, Cherry Street corner Phillips Street.






Live musicClub Fonzie Remix / Fonzie's Blues & Jazz Club, hip-hop, R&B, jazz and blues, 400 Cherry Street (York Street corner), {FB}.




FestivalKing Biscuit Blues Festival, early October (Thu-Sat), 
www.kingbiscuitfestival.com




Record storeBubba's Blues Corner, corner of Cherry Street and Missouri Street, used vinyl, CDs, posters, photos and books.




Clayton

Near 
Clayton (31 miles/50 km N of Clarksdale, {49} {61}), on the corner of {61} and Bonnie Blue Road, in front of a group of round silos stands a blues marker for 
James Cotton (1935-2017) who was born nearby on the Bonnie Blue plantation.



 Cotton is one of the greatest blues harmonica players, together with Little Walter, Junior Wells and Sonny Boy Williamson II. He learned the secrets of harmonica playing from Sonny Boy, played in the bands of Howlin' Wolf (1952) and Muddy Waters (1955-1966), and toured with Janis Joplin. He was also successful with his own band. His album  Giant (2010) was nominated for a Grammy Award.


Tunica


Tunica (pop. 1000, 36.5 miles/59 km N of Clarksdale, {61}) is best known for the casinos located northwest of the town near the Mississippi River. Downtown Tunica, opposite the post office, on the corner of Magnolia Street and Main Street, has a blues marker for  Harold "Hardface" Clanton (1916-1982) who trafficked illegal drugs, played high-stakes poker, and ran a cafe where blues was also played.



Four miles/6.5 km N of downtown, on the {61} near the Battle Arena Exposition Center is the 
Tunica Museum. The museum offers a detailed look at many aspects of Tunica County and has a corner devoted to blues musicians who were from Tunica or often played here, including James Cotton, Skip James and Robert Johnson.


Tunica Museum

Tue-Sat 10am-5pmfree



Tunica


Eating and drinkingIn Tunica:  Blue and White Restaurant, {61} corner of River Road, famous 1930s diner with a 1950s interior, hearty home cooking, open: 6am-9pm, 
www.blueandwhiterestaurant com.






Robinsonville


[image: ]The legendary Hollywood Cafe in Robinsonville






In the town of 
Robinsonville (10.5 miles/17 km N of Tunica) the famous 
Hollywood Cafe (open: Mon-Thu 10am-9pm, Fri-Sat 10am-10pm) is located on Old Highway 61 (corner of Old Commerce Road). The first version of the cafe was located in nearby Hollywood. When it burned down in 1983, it moved to a plantation building that stood on this site. Son House, Charley Patton, and young Robert Johnson played in that plantation building. It is a fine restaurant with a juke joint interior, but without live music.


Robert Johnson

Five miles/8 km W of Robinsonville, on the right side of Casino Strip Resort Boulevard, is an old white house with peeling paint. Under the gabled roof, you can see the lettering,  Abbay & Leatherman.



 
Robert Johnson lived in a small wooden hovel on this plantation for some time with his mother Julia Dodds and stepfather Dusty Willis. In his teens, Johnson fought an ongoing battle with his stepfather who wanted him to work in the cotton fields. Robert hated the work: he just wanted to play the blues on street corners and in juke joints. He eventually ran away to the city to escape his stepfather and the work in the fields.


River Park

From Casino Strip Resort Boulevard, the side street Fitzgeralds Boulevard leads to 
River Park: a casino complex of large hotels with huge halls filled with slot machines and gaming tables.



 The venue of the  Horseshoe Casino (1021 Casino Center Drive)  Bluesville Showcase Nightclub also hosts live blues, 
www.caesars.com/horseshoe-tunica/shows

Just before this casino complex, Riverpark Drive leads left to the 
 Tunica River Park & ​​Museum, which overlooks the Mississippi. The museum showcases the river delta: its history, flora, fauna, and economic activities. There is also a bit of blues: some guitars and a four-minute film that zips through blues history with giant strides, accompanied by a Japanese blues guitarist.


 Tunica River Park & ​​Museum

Tue-Sat 9am-5pm$10



Son House

Legendary bluesman  Son House also lived in the Robinsonville area in the 1930s and 1940s. Along Old Highway 61 (2 miles/3.2 km N of Robinsonville, near Clack Road (a side road to Simuel M.B. Church), amid endless cotton fields, there is a blues marker dedicated to him. This was the location of the  Clack Store where Alan Lomax made recordings of Son House for the Library of Congress in 1941.




Son House: passionate bluesman
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Son House  (1902-1988) is one of the most influential and colorful interpreters of the Delta Blues. He was born in Lyon, near Clarksdale. His father Eddie had an eclectic personality: he played in a band (but detested blues) and was a heavy drinker, a womanizer and was deeply religious. As a teenager, Son too was an avid churchgoer. He married an older woman at the age of 19 and earned the disdain of his in-laws, who despised him. He also hated manual labor. Son chose the priesthood but could not curb his love for drink and women, and after many conflicts he had to leave the church. In 1927, he saw a new light: the blues. He was inspired by the bottleneck guitar and started playing in juke joints where one night he got involved in a violent argument and killed a man. He was sentenced to 15 years in prison but was released around 1930. Son House then wandered through the Delta playing in Lula, Robinsonville, and Helena; he also went out on the road with Robert Johnson and Charley Patton. Between 1930 and 1942, he recorded songs for Paramount and Lomax, and influenced the young Muddy Waters by the way he played his bottleneck guitar. In 1943 he disappeared to New York and from the blues scene. In 1964, three young blues fanatics rediscovered Son House after a long search. He started his second incarnation as a bluesman, which brought him international fame. In his performances, his violent guitar playing and passionate singing miraculously contrasted with the sermons he gave between the songs. He last performed in Toronto in 1974 and once again disappeared into obscurity. When he passed away in 1988, several dozen people attended his funeral service. The minister on duty had never met Son, nor did he know the man he was burying.
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