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INTRODUCTION

BACK INSIDE A JAIL WAS ONE PLACE B.B. King thought he would never go. He had spent only a single night in a cell, after a white cop flagged him down on a Mississippi highway for doing eighty in a sixty-mile-per-hour zone. That was in 1950. B.B. was then a struggling musician and underpaid radio performer in his twenties, still picking cotton to make ends meet, racing to a gig in a borrowed car. The fine was ninety dollars. B.B. didn’t have it, and the imperious cop knew it.

Two decades later, on September 10, 1970, B.B. stood on the cusp of his forty-fifth birthday. In those forty-five years, Riley B. King had risen from penniless sharecropper to sidewalk busker to Memphis deejay to chart-topping singer to King of the Blues. Guitar heroics defined popular music in 1970, and B.B. King was the first guitar hero.

B.B.’s story was the story of the Great Migration, the northward journey that delivered millions of African Americans from southern plantations into the urban North. B.B. had hitchhiked out of Mississippi, found fame in Memphis, and then set out across the nation in a bus called Big Red. After two decades on the fabled Black chitlin’ circuit, B.B. had crossed over, capping his symbolic breakthrough with a triumphant performance for a throng of white hippies at San Francisco’s pot-scented Fillmore Auditorium in 1967. After that, B.B.’s audience had changed color. He played mostly for whites now.

But this gig was different: a show inside Chicago’s infamous Cook County Jail, conceived by an African American warden to entertain 2,400 inmates, most of them African Americans. B.B. rejoiced at performing for Black people again.

B.B. and his band entered the jail around eleven that morning. Stony-faced guards patted them down and escorted them through heavy steel doors, which closed with a sickening clang. The group proceeded down endless, windowless tunnels, past offices and cells and the jail’s electric chair, to a mess hall, followed everywhere by eyes “empty of everything except deep, numbing pain,” one musician recalled. B.B. chatted with the inmates, trying to push down the primal terror of being locked inside a prison, a place that felt “final and scary and rock-hard.” A beefy guard shadowed the bluesman, his eyes searching for the flashing blade of a shank. Most of the men were young enough to be B.B.’s children. One by one, they shared stories of languishing inside cells for months without end, awaiting trial, unable to post bail, powerless to leave.

After a tasteless meal, guards led the band outside to a bleak and gusty courtyard. The entourage headed toward a small stage, a raised platform where condemned men had once been hanged. A stubborn wind tore sheet music from the musicians’ stands and whisked it over the forbidding thirty-foot stone walls. But a warm autumn sun shone on the yard, and the air was a perfect seventy degrees. The weather had held, and that was good, for organizers had committed to a concert on this day. B.B. was playing for free, but his label had spent $10,000 on transportation, salaries, and equipment to record the performance for eventual release as a live album.

The musicians warmed up, played a sound check, and jammed with men from the jailhouse band as the audience filed out to the yard. Two hundred female inmates sat in folding chairs at stage left. More than two thousand men sprawled out in roped-off sections of grass. The men on death row remained locked in their cells, listening through opened windows.

The concert began at 1 p.m. “Hello out there,” a female jail official announced. She introduced the white sheriff and a prominent white judge to the jump-suited crowd, setting off a chorus of violent boos that echoed across the yard. Fifty guards with thick batons and .50-caliber semiautomatic rifles roamed the perimeter and perched atop towers. Concerts didn’t get much more real. Sensing tension in the air, the announcer hurried things along, beckoning, “Would you please come forth, Mr. King?” And then B.B. climbed atop the old gallows, clad in an olive-green plaid suit. A gunshot blast from Sonny Freeman’s snare drum announced the first song: “Every Day I Have the Blues.” The six-piece band raced forward, shuffling in matching powder-blue suits, propelled by Freeman’s galloping swing beat. B.B. spun the volume knob to awaken Lucille, his sinuous, symmetrical Gibson guitar. He played his first notes, climbing up to a “blue” third, bending the string with his powerful fingers to rise from D flat to D natural, then dancing back down and ending the solo phrase on a sustained note. B.B. flailed his left wrist up and down to create the shimmering vibrato that was his trademark. B.B. felt that he and Lucille spoke with the same voice, one picking up where the other left off. A few bars later, it was B.B.’s turn. “Ev’ry day, ev’ry day I have the blues,” he sang, a rich, booming baritone that formed way back in his clenched throat. Two minutes later, the song was over, and the yard erupted in applause and cheers. This audience, surely, could relate to the blues.

Now the band slid into B.B.’s signature song, “How Blue Can You Get.” Lucille unleashed an aural fireworks display that recounted the history of urban blues, much of it written by B.B. on his guitar: soaring bends, rapid-fire staccato bursts, and sustained, tremulous tones. And then B.B. sang: “I’ve been downhearted, baby, ever since the day we met,” he growled, reminding his audience that he was not just the world’s greatest blues guitarist but also an archetypal rhythm-and-blues singer. B.B. sang, and Lucille cried, and the crowd talked and cried and shouted back. As B.B. slowed into a campy, feminine reading of the song’s climactic bridge, the audience clamor threatened to overwhelm the band, a release of pure, electric energy that B.B. breathed in like oxygen.

Much as B.B.’s new white fans adored him, they did not know how to engage, how to participate in a B.B. King show, any more than they would have known what to do in an African American church. But here at the jail, as the band proceeded into an obscure 1950s single titled “Worry, Worry, Worry,” B.B. called out to the audience and the audience responded, singly and collectively. “Throw your arms around him,” he cried, and the crowd shouted back, “Yeah!”
 
“Hold him close to you!”

“Yeah!”

“Look him straight in the eye!”

“Yeah!”

The song ended. Now, B.B. reached back almost twenty years to sing and play his first big hits, “3 O’Clock Blues” and “You Know I Love You,” songs he mostly saved for Black audiences. He knew that many in this crowd had heard them the first time around. This was B.B. King, blues crooner.

“Don’t forget ‘Sweet Sixteen,’ ” someone cried. “All right, baby,” B.B. cooed. He played that one next. Some of the loudest cheers came from scattered male inmates wearing dresses and wigs. At first, the band mistook them for women.

The concert climaxed with a slow-burning take on “The Thrill Is Gone,” the song that had secured B.B. a future in the pop-music pantheon of white America. “I’m free, free, free now, baby,” B.B. roared. The men in the grass and the women in the chairs, not free, roared back.

Looking out across the sea of Black faces “made me sad and glad,” B.B. recalled. “Sad that so many brothers were behind bars, glad that I was reaching out to my own people.” Such moments reminded B.B. of the miles he had traveled and of the sun-bleached sharecropper cabin where his journey had begun.



CHAPTER 1


SHARECROPPER

B.B. KING’S FATHER, ALBERT KING, was born on February 28, 1907. The King family crisscrossed Mississippi in a perennial search for farm work. Albert probably entered the world in Glaston, a pinprick of a place in southern Mississippi, one hundred miles north of the Gulf of Mexico.

Events tore Albert’s family asunder. His mother left his father and promptly died. A sister perished, as well. Infant Albert and his father migrated two hundred miles north to join their kin in Monroe County, part of the larger expanse of Hill Country, a rugged slab of northeastern Mississippi bordering Tennessee on the north and Alabama on the east. Sometime after 1910, Albert’s father exited his life, leaving Albert in the care of an older brother named Riley, who in turn deposited Albert with a sharecropper family named Love and vanished into the mists. Albert joined the Love family as an adoptive nephew. They lived in Sunflower County, part of the fabled Mississippi Delta. Flat and fertile, the Delta lay west of Hill Country along the Arkansas border, the cradle of Mississippi’s cotton industry. The Loves would carry Albert out to the fields in a tub, draped with a cotton sack to keep the mosquitoes at bay.

Nora Ella Pulley, B.B.’s mother, was probably born in 1908 in Chickasaw County, a Hill Country province named for the Indian tribe that had long dwelt there. Nora Ella was the daughter of Elnora and Jasper Pulley. Elnora’s parents, Pompey (“Pomp”) and Jane Davidson, had been born slaves.

By 1920, Nora Ella’s father was gone. She and her mother had joined the expansive household of Elnora’s new husband, another Chickasaw sharecropper, named Romeo Farr. A few years later, Elnora left Farr and took Nora Ella west to the Delta. There, probably in 1924, Nora Ella met Albert King. They were teenagers of sixteen or seventeen. When Albert called on Nora Ella, he observed the old rules of courtship, arriving at her house in shirt and tie and departing at the stroke of 9 p.m. Soon, they became a couple. By the close of 1924, Nora Ella was pregnant.

Today, the official marker for B.B. King’s birthplace sits at a remote crossroads, a mile or two south of a settlement called Berclair along gravel roads, where Leflore County Routes 305 and 513 intersect. For the birthplace of a legendary bluesman, it is a satisfying spot. Blue Lake—in truth, more stale creek than lake—sits east of the crossroads, a ribbon of stagnant water choked with logs and dotted with turtles basking in the warm Delta sun. Forest lies to the south, field to the west.

The plaque does not reveal the actual location of the King cabin, and perhaps that is just as well, for no trace of the dwelling remains. To reach that patch of earth, the blues pilgrim must follow the creek a bit farther south and east along Route 305 to Route 281, turn left, and cross the creek. The cabin stood there, in a lonely field. Decades later, archivists led B.B. back to the site by playing a tape recording that preserved the guttural Delta growl of Albert King, his father, recounting a series of twists and turns along those ancient roads.

B.B. would sometimes claim Berclair as his hometown, though it is barely a town, a few shacks scattered haphazardly along the railroad tracks that lead east to Greenwood and west to Indianola. At other times, he would name his birthplace as Itta Bena (pronounced “bean-a”), a real town, albeit a small one. In fact, the land where B.B. was born belonged not to a town but to a man. B.B. recalled that his parents lived and worked on the plantation of a white farmer named Jim O’Reilly.

Wednesday, September 16, 1925, dawned hot and bright, suffusing the O’Reilly plantation in a ninety-degree Delta swelter that belied autumn’s approach. Nora Ella King awoke that morning to pangs that announced her baby’s impending arrival. She alerted Albert, who set out to find his landlord. “When Mama went into labor and Daddy went looking for a midwife,” B.B. recalled, “O’Reilly helped him find the right woman.” O’Reilly attended the delivery. Albert gave the baby his landlord’s name, which also belonged to his lost brother. The birth certificate rendered it as “Rileigh,” perhaps reflecting the limited literacy of his parents. Albert trimmed the “O” because, he later joked, his son “didn’t look Irish.” The middle initial “B,” so consequential in Riley’s later life, didn’t stand for anything.

The King family lived in the Berclair cabin for four more years. The town sat on some of the highest ground in the Delta. When the Great Mississippi Flood swamped twenty-seven thousand square miles of farmland in 1927, Berclair and the Kings were spared. Neighboring towns Moorhead and Indianola and Inverness vanished beneath the muck just a few miles away.

Albert could not read or write. Nonetheless, he ascended to tractor driver, a job atop the food chain for African Americans working on Delta farms, paying fifty cents a day. Tractors plowed and tilled the land with the power of five or six of the mules they replaced. Farmers ran their tractors around the clock. Albert sometimes worked consecutive double shifts, forty-eight hours, earning two dollars for a bone-rattling two-day marathon of driving.

In 1928, Nora Ella bore a second child, a son named Curce. A year or so later, Curce died, apparently after eating glass. His death, and the sorrow that followed, was very nearly the only concrete memory Riley retained from those blurry years with his mother and father. “My mother told me that I took it pretty bad, pretty hard,” Riley later recalled, hinting ominously that he might have carelessly left shards of glass within his infant brother’s reach.

“I wish he were here,” Riley later wrote of the departed brother, recalling his thoughts at the time. “Wish I had someone to play with. I don’t understand death. Death is a cold chill, frightening beyond reason.”

Shortly after Curce’s death, in 1929 or 1930, Nora Ella packed her surviving son into the back of an old pickup truck and left Albert King. Riley recalled his father as a receding figure on the horizon, waving goodbye, “growing more and more distant until he finally disappears. It’s a gray day and the roads are bumpy and I’m not sure what’s going on, except I’ve never been on a trip like this.” As they began their journey, Nora Ella told Riley, “It’s hard for you to understand, but your daddy and I, well, we’re not living together no more.”

Nora Ella left Albert for another man. The shock of losing a child might have factored in her departure, or perhaps Albert’s drinking drove her away. By the spring of 1930, according to the census, mother and son were living in the home of George Herd, a farmer, like Albert, who worked the same cotton fields around Berclair. Once Nora Ella was gone, Albert knew better than to confront the man into whose arms she had fled. “When a woman decides she don’t want a man,” he later explained, “you let her go.”

THE BREAKUP of Riley’s family came as the nation sank into the Great Depression. The stock market had lost nearly half its value between September and November 1929. In 1930 and 1931, thousands of banks failed, and unemployment reached double digits. By 1932 and 1933, the low ebb, the Dow Jones Industrial Index had lost nine-tenths of its value, unemployment peaked at 25 percent, and two million Americans lacked homes.

No one, perhaps, suffered more in the Depression than the people of Mississippi. Two-thirds of Mississippians were sharecroppers or tenant farmers whose livelihood depended on the price of cotton, which plummeted from twenty cents a pound in 1929 to less than five cents in 1932. Overall farm income collapsed from $191 million to $41 million in that span.

“I didn’t know about no stock market crash or Depression,” Riley recalled. “Our world was small.” He and his mother lived in a remote farming village, one whose citizens were barely scraping by when the downturn hit. Riley and his neighbors didn’t generally own bank accounts, let alone stocks. They had little to lose.

Nora Ella remained with George Herd for a year or two, providing Riley some semblance of a stable family life. The Herd cabin sat within the village of Berclair, along the railroad tracks. Riley would remember the sound of the train whistle and the sight of the conductor waving as the trains rumbled past. Riley might have taken his first classes at the Leflore County Training School, the designated “colored” campus for African Americans in Itta Bena and environs.

One day in 1931, an illustrious visitor stopped by George Herd’s cabin. His name was Booker T. Washington “Bukka” White. He was a Delta-blues master, and he was Riley’s cousin.

Bukka White was born around 1904 in Chickasaw County, the cradle of Riley’s grandparents. Bukka’s mother, Lula, was a sister of Elnora, Riley’s grandmother. By 1910, Bukka was living with Elnora’s kin in Hill Country. He learned the guitar from his father, who was an amateur performer. Bukka also learned the “slide,” a cylinder of metal or pop-bottle glass that Delta bluesmen used to animate their guitars. Around age thirteen, Bukka was jumping on and off a freight train with some friends when it suddenly accelerated, carrying him clear to St. Louis. Bukka found work there in a roadhouse, sweeping floors and playing blues. He married at sixteen. Three years later, his wife died of a burst appendix.

Bukka traveled to the provincial music capital of Memphis in 1930, around age twenty-five, and recorded fourteen tracks for the Victor imprint, whose producers were exploiting a national blues craze. But the deepening Depression dampened the label’s enthusiasm, and only four sides saw official release. Still, by the time he met Riley in 1931, Bukka was an accomplished bluesman.

Bukka arrived in town for a gig at neighboring Itta Bena. He recalled Berclair as “a little, one-store town at the end of a road”: “My Auntie Nora was living there, and Riley was about six. So I was sitting talking to my auntie, and I looked over in the corner and seen that boy looking at my guitar, and he looked so pitiful to me, just sitting there so quiet.” Riley gazed at Bukka’s red Stella acoustic. A voice in Bukka’s head told him, “Get that boy a guitar.” He handed the Stella to Riley. The boy replied with a barely audible “Thank you.” Then he sat and gazed at the instrument.

At least three people would later claim to have given Riley his first guitar. If Bukka’s story is true, then Riley had his own guitar by age six. But Riley recalled no such gift. Perhaps Bukka only allowed his young cousin to pluck a few strings on the instrument before taking it back. In any case, Riley would not make a serious study of the guitar for a few more years.

After that, Bukka visited Riley a couple of times a year, “looking like a million bucks,” Riley recalled. “Razor-sharp. Big hat, clean shirt, pressed pants, shiny shoes. He smelled of the big city and glamorous times.” Bukka had a round face framing warm eyes and wide-spaced teeth, revealed when his face cleaved into a brilliant smile. A born storyteller, Bukka reeled off tales of Arkansas roadhouses and Chicago skyscrapers. He would serenade Riley, coaxing sweet sounds from his guitar with his slide. “His vibrato gave me goose bumps,” Riley recalled.

Not all of Riley’s kin brought joy into his life. He shuddered at the memory of visiting the “old folk” of his grandmother’s clan, who spun tales of headless bodies in open coffins as Riley lay in bed, shivering with fear in the next room. “The dark became a tomb,” he recalled. For the rest of his life, Riley slept with a light on.

Some of the elders might have been Riley’s neighbors. Sharecropper clans often traveled en masse from one settlement to the next as word spread of fresh opportunities to eke out a living. One distant relative recalled Riley living with members of Nora Ella’s extended family in Berclair around 1931, during her time with George Herd. Riley might have passed back and forth between his mother and her kin. That pattern would shape the next decade of his life.

Riley had a playmate in Berclair. Her name was Peaches, she was seven, and she taught six-year-old Riley the rudiments of lovemaking.

“We climb into my mom’s bed,” Riley recalled, “take off our clothes, and Peaches shows me what she learned by watching her folks.”

Once, Nora Ella caught Riley and Peaches in the act. She pulled him off her, hurled him across the room, and beat him. She didn’t touch Peaches. Riley asked her why. “ ’Cause you know better than to do a thing like that,” she replied.

IN 1931 OR 1932, Nora Ella left George Herd. Her declining health might have driven them apart. Riley’s mother probably suffered from untreated diabetes. Though still in her early twenties, Nora Ella was losing her eyesight. Perhaps Herd decided his new wife was no longer pulling her weight, a harsh but necessary consideration in the cruel economy of sharecropping. So Nora Ella and her son journeyed one hundred miles east, leaving the Delta to join Nora’s mother, Elnora, in Hill Country.

By 1932, Elnora Farr was back in Chickasaw County, her Mississippi birthplace, living alone and working as a sharecropper on farmland near the tiny county seat of Houston. Elnora was entering her forties. The men in her life, Jasper Pulley and Romeo Farr, were long gone. She would not remarry.

Elnora had three children, all in their early twenties, migrating back and forth between Hill Country and the Delta in search of an elusive living wage. In the early 1930s, all three were living in Chickasaw County: William Pulley, Nora Ella’s older brother, stern patriarch of the Pulley clan; Nora Ella herself; and Jack Bennett and his wife, Nevada, Nora Ella’s younger sister.

Riley seems never to have told anyone he lived in Chickasaw County. Perhaps those memories merged with subsequent memories from other places into a blurry Mississippi Hill Country montage. But census data and relatives’ accounts put Riley in Chickasaw for roughly three years, from about 1932 until 1935, along with his mother and grandmother and much of their extended family.

“When Albert and Nora separated, she took her baby and went to Houston, Mississippi, to stay with her mama,” recalled Lessie Fair, a distant relative who would enter Riley’s life a few years later. “Her mama and her and all of the rest of them was in Houston.”

Riley’s exact address during his Chickasaw years, from about age seven to ten, is hard to pinpoint. Charles Sawyer, his first biographer, believed Riley spent those years with his grandmother Elnora. Others remembered him living with his Uncle William. Uncle Jack would claim Riley as a dependent on the census. Riley himself recalled living with his mother.

Nora Ella was a loving mother, however fleeting her presence in Riley’s life. He adored her. “She has a radiant face, luminous brown skin, and a shapely body,” Riley recalled, later in life. “It’s raining, and her hair is glistening wet. She hands me a towel and asks me to dry her off.”

The scenes of Riley and his mother that would later populate Riley’s memoir read like soft-focus flashbacks from a movie. In one vignette, Nora Ella sat Riley down in their cabin and taught him to braid her hair, which fell to her shoulders. He wanted to do it just right, so that when she walked out to work the soil, “everyone will see she’s the prettiest woman in the world.” In another, Riley recalled sitting in church, alternately stealing glances at the comely girls behind him and “listening to Mama singing with the choir with a voice so sweet,” it made him want to cry.

Riley’s mother also figures in the more harrowing memories of his childhood. In one story, Riley recounted a night of “jagged lightning,” a fierce summer squall that “felt like the end of the world.” Riley and his mother huddled together “in the corner of that little shotgun shack,” her arm around him, as a funnel cloud roared near. Wind ripped the roof from their shack. And then, just as suddenly, the tempest was gone. The next day, Riley and his mother walked outside into crisp sunshine and found fish wriggling in the fields. Riley could not believe the storm’s wrath hadn’t touched them: “It was just me and Mama, standing alone in that corner, thanking Jesus for the miracle.”

In another episode, Nora Ella dressed Riley in a sailor suit for a trip to view a dead body in a sharecropper cabin. She instructed him not to stare, nor to eat all the food. Spooked by the cadaver, Riley impulsively grabbed a piece of sweet potato pie from the serving table. Then he spotted his mother, who shot him a stern look. He slipped the slice into his pants pocket. He sat down, and the piping-hot pie burned through the skin of his leg. Riley began to cry. Nora Ella led him outside and asked what was wrong. “I’m sorry, Mama,” he explained, “I know you d-d-d-d-d-didn’t want me to eat no m-m-m-m-more, so I snuck this pie.” Nora Ella was horrified: “Oh, baby,” she told him, “you took my look the wrong way.” Mother and son wept together.

From Riley’s earliest memories, he spoke with a pronounced stutter. Perhaps it formed within the cyclone of emotion spawned by his parents’ separation. Stutters are said to stem from emotional trauma. Riley’s great-grandfather Pomp Davidson, born a slave, also stuttered.

Riley learned his place in Mississippi society, directly or indirectly, from his great-grandparents Pomp and Jane Davidson, Elnora’s parents. Riley recalled Pomp as a fearless swashbuckler who “talked with his shotgun and liked to ride his mule while swigging moonshine whiskey out of a jug. . . . No one got in Pomp’s way.” Grandma Jane exuded her own quiet authority. “She’d put me on her lap and, up close, I’d notice wrinkles around her mouth and over her lips. Her eyes would twinkle and her voice was steady.”

Riley’s great-grandparents were born into slavery around 1860. They raised a large family in Chickasaw County. Riley met Grandma Jane when he arrived in Chickasaw in the early 1930s. Riley remembered Pomp, too, but the Davidson patriarch died in 1923, before Riley was born. Riley’s memories of his great-grandfather probably came from Grandma Jane’s vivid stories.

Jane Davidson taught Riley about the blues. Riley had already heard them: Albert, his father, and Jack, his uncle, were consummate field shouters whose deep, husky voices could fill the plantation. The field holler was an African American work song, typically bellowed by a lone worker in a rhythm and cadence to complement the day’s toil, at a volume audible across the field. Other workers would answer and echo the call, passing the song across the plantation like a signal fire. The holler sounded very much like unaccompanied blues. Folklorists theorize that plantation work songs more or less inspired the blues.

Riley’s great-grandmother explained what it all meant. Singing the blues helped the day go by. “But the blues hollerers shouted about more than being sad,” Riley recalled. “They were also delivering messages in musical code. If the master was coming, you might sing a hidden warning to the other field hands. Maybe you’d want to get out of his way or hide. That was important for the women, because the master could have anything he wanted.” Riley could see that the blues were about survival.

Great-grandma Jane told an old Chickasaw story about a Black boy who fell in love with the white master’s daughter. “When the moon was slim and the night was dark,” Riley recounted, “they’d meet undercover and steal a kiss.” In time, someone caught them and told the master. He tied the boy to a tree and covered him in boiling tar and feathers. He meant to burn the boy alive. Then his daughter appeared, hysterical and pleading. “He didn’t rape me,” she told her father. “I let him take me. I love him.” The father asked what she wanted him to do. “Don’t let him suffer,” she replied. “It’d be kinder to shoot him.”

AROUND THE START of 1935, Elnora Farr left Chickasaw County and traveled more than fifty miles southwest to a community of interlocking farms that would be her home for the next five years. Much of her clan joined her, including Nora Ella and Riley. Their destination was Kilmichael, a tiny hamlet, population five hundred. Kilmichael lay in north-central Mississippi, near the southern border of Hill Country. When Riley and his family arrived there, he recalled, “we got out of the truck and into a rickety old wagon pulled by a horse that went deeper into the hills, deep into the country,” across the Big Black River toward an expanse of farmland and forest tucked between two creeks.

Elnora and her family settled on the farm of George and Mary Booth, a childless couple in middle age. Their stay was probably brief. The Booth family, like Chickasaw County, barely figures in the King legend.

“All of them moved from Houston down on the George Booth’s place,” recalled Lessie Fair, one of Riley’s Kilmichael kin. Nora Ella, in declining health, sent Riley to live with his Uncle William, her brother, who had a new wife and an infant daughter. Riley helped with the baby.

After a short stay on the Booth property, Elnora and her kin decamped to a neighboring dairy farm owned by Edwayne and Bertha Henderson. The Henderson property sat on a few hundred acres, six miles south of Kilmichael along Highway 413. The farm comprised perhaps one hundred milking cows, along with corn, hay, and, of course, King Cotton.

Most of the actual farming on the Henderson land fell to a colony of sharecroppers. Under the sharecropping system, the landowner would provide each tenant family a parcel of five or ten acres to farm. Sharecroppers lived in unpainted wooden shacks without plumbing or electricity or telephones, fitted with windows that lacked panes, lit with kerosene lamps, and heated by wood-burning stoves. (The farm owner did not necessarily live much better, typically occupying a painted house of three or four rooms without running water or electricity.) The owner would supply farm implements, fertilizer, and seed. Sharecroppers grew much of their own food. The landlord would also provide a monthly “furnish,” an allowance that covered costs of daily life, including clothing and medicine. At harvest, owner and sharecropper would split the profits from selling the yearly crop—but only after the landlord recovered the furnish, plus interest, and deducted half the cost of seed, fertilizer, and sundry other expenses. In a good year, a sharecropper might earn a tiny surplus. More often, sharecropping fed an endless cycle of debt. The economic successor to slavery left African Americans free but living in perpetual bondage to the landlord and the land.

The sharecroppers who occupied the Henderson farm and neighboring tracts in 1935 included most of the characters who would populate Riley’s life for the next several years: Riley’s Uncle William and new Aunt Lucille; his Uncle Jack and Aunt Nevada; Myony “Mima” Stell, a sister to Riley’s grandmother, whose windup Victrola would change his life; the Hemphill family, whose five lovely girls would forever distract Riley from his studies; Archie Fair, brother of Aunt Lucille, the preacher whose guitar young Riley would covet; Denzel Tidwell, the white youth who would sell Riley his red Stella guitar; and Luther Henson, the schoolteacher who would show Riley a world beyond the cotton fields.

Riley now inhabited an insular realm defined by four points: the Henderson farm, along Crape Creek east of the state highway; the Elkhorn School, a one-room wooden structure and adjoining church set atop a hill overlooking a pond, west of the farm; Austin Chapel, a boisterous Sanctified Church that sat northwest of Elkhorn School; and the church and cemetery at Pinkney Grove, two miles to the south.

Elkhorn School was the domain of Luther Henson. “Professor” Henson would become the father figure Riley craved, perhaps the most enduring among several male role models who would guide him into a prosperous adulthood.

Luther’s father, Syrus Henson, was born a slave in 1835 on the Henson plantation in North Carolina. When the Henson family journeyed southwest to Mississippi in the 1850s, Syrus drove the ox cart. Some years after their arrival, Syrus was freed. He purchased more than one hundred acres near Kilmichael. He founded the Elkhorn Primitive Baptist Church and the adjoining school. He taught his children to read and write, perhaps in the hope that they would one day lead the Elkhorn School. That job eventually fell to the twentieth of Syrus Henson’s twenty-one children, Luther.

Five dozen students, from prekindergarten through high school, huddled within a single classroom at Elkhorn School. A cast-iron stove sat at the center, rows of wooden benches arrayed around it to capture the radiating heat. Kilmichael sharecropper children attended school for about four months of every year, from the end of the annual crop cycle in winter until the start of the next one in spring. Every morning, students assembled outside the school door and lined up by gender and height. The bell rang, and students marched into the chilly classroom. Mr. Henson led them in the Lord’s Prayer and a cheery wake-up song: “Good morning to you. Good morning to you. We’re all in our places with sunshiny faces.”

Luther Henson, a man of about thirty-five, projected quiet dignity. He spoke slowly and deliberately, punctuating every sentence with a warm smile. He ran his school with almost military precision, the only way to maintain order in a space filled with children of a dozen grades. Henson would call each grade in turn, youngest to oldest, summoning children of like age from their benches, a few at a time, to line up at the chalkboard for brief lessons.

“We had about five or six books,” recalled Jessie Hemphill, one of Riley’s classmates. “Reading, writing, arithmetic, geography, spelling. We also had one called Healthy Living.”

Henson’s pedagogy went well beyond academics. He taught his students the skills to someday escape the prison of toil and debt into which they had been born. (Henson himself would never earn more than thirty dollars a month.) He taught them about nutrition, encouraging their families to raise chickens and hogs for protein and grow trees for fruit. “Everything we ate, we knew what part of the body it was for,” recalled Fannie Henson Draine, Luther’s daughter.

Professor Henson urged his students to manage their assets, however meager, and to strive for financial independence. He taught the class little songs whose words reminded them to brush their teeth and wash their hands and that dipping snuff would “snuff your little life away.” He instructed them how to live in wedlock. “He taught the boys, when they were grown, how to treat their wives,” Jessie Hemphill recalled. “He said, ‘Don’t give your wives wood and water. Wood on the back, water come out of the eyes.’ ”

Riley had seen white-owned newspapers, such as the Greenville Democrat-Times and the Memphis Commercial Appeal, that seemed to write of African Americans only when they stood accused of crimes. Henson showed his class African American newspapers such as the Pittsburgh Courier and the Oklahoma City Black Dispatch that ran articles about successful Blacks, such men as musician Louis Armstrong and boxer Joe Louis. He taught the class about educator Booker T. Washington, abolitionist Frederick Douglass, and activist Mary McLeod Bethune. He implored his students to complete their education: “It’s the one thing, if you get it, white people can’t take it away from you.”

Mississippi in the 1930s was a dystopian society for African Americans, governed by the framework of codified racism known as Jim Crow, after a racist minstrel character. The U.S. Supreme Court had ruled in 1896 that separation of the races was constitutional, so long as Black and white accommodations were “equal.” Luther Henson helped Riley decode the separate-but-equal fiction. African Americans tipped their hats as they passed whites on the streets, but whites did not return the courtesy. African Americans called whites “sir” or “ma’am,” while whites called Blacks by their first names. White pedestrians on sidewalks enjoyed a perpetual right-of-way. Blacks stepped aside.

Henson helped Riley imagine a life beyond Jim Crow, a repressive system of which his own segregated school was an expression. Mississippi in 1930 spent $31 on a white student, $6 on a Black one. Riley and his classmates walked to their schoolhouse. The white children of Kilmichael were driven to theirs in a flatbed truck, an inequity that would haunt Riley all his life.

“Y’all hear about lynchings, where our people are punished for something they didn’t do,” Henson told his students. “Remember, not all the whites are behind this. If the whites wanted to, they could kill every one of us. But there are good men among the whites, just like there are bad men. Crazy people come in all colors. And one day soon, the good people will win over the crazy people.” More than anything, Riley recalled, “Mr. Henson gave me hope.”

Henson counseled Riley on his stutter. “Riley,” he said, “just slow down and let your mouth catch up to your mind.” Riley pleaded, “W-w-w-what if I can’t g-g-g-get the w-w-w-word out and everyone’s w-w-w-waiting for me?” Henson smiled: “Well, they’ll just have to wait, won’t they?”

Riley recalled schoolwork as a daily struggle and claimed he performed near the bottom of his small class. Classmates remembered otherwise. “He was an A-1 student,” recalled Ted Hemphill, brother of Jessie. Jessie herself said of Riley, “He was eager to learn, he was obedient to his teacher, and he would absorb everything he heard.”

However voracious Riley’s appetite to learn, he was, by his own account, “more drawn to the girls than the books”—especially the Hemphills, one of whom sat on the bench in front of him. When he saw a chance, Riley would reach around Leona Hemphill’s body and attempt a surreptitious embrace. She would respond by biting his hand. Henson sometimes caught him groping a breast or attempting to peer beneath a dress. Then, Henson would stride outside, break a switch from an elm tree, and administer a whipping, punctuating the blows with the admonition, “YOU . . . WILL . . . RESPECT . . . WOMEN.”

Riley was not a large boy, but he was strong, especially in his hands. Jessie Hemphill recalled a playground game called Let Buddy Out, heartbreakingly symbolic, in which children took turns trying to break free from a circle of students with clasped hands. “I would always make it my business to hold B.B.’s hand,” Jessie recalled, “because he could hold your hand tight.”

From Riley’s earliest days, he found his thoughts consumed by girls. Around age seven, it dawned on him that he could find them all at church, lined up on pews, wearing their prettiest outfits. From that day, Riley never missed church.

Sometimes Riley would attend the solemn Elkhorn Primitive Baptist Church on the hilltop across from his school, and at some point, he was baptized into the Baptist faith. But he preferred the Austin Chapel. This was the Church of God in Christ, a livelier congregation than the Baptists, led by the Reverend Archie Fair and his guitar.

Sundays at church belonged to Reverend Fair, a sanctified preacher, his sermons “part séance and part conjuring act.” From his pulpit, Fair invoked the Pentecost, the moment when the Holy Spirit descended on Jesus and his followers to possess their bodies and speak in tongues. The congregation shook, rattled, and rolled on the church floor while the reverend filled the room with the low thunder of his voice and the sweet twang of his guitar.

In Riley’s insular world, the reverend was a rock star. “Archie Fair is the nearest thing I know to God on earth,” he recalled. “He talks like his words have already been written out in a book. . . . His sermon is like music, and his music—both the song from his mouth and the sound of his guitar—thrills me until I wanna get up and dance. He says one thing and the congregation says it back, back and forth, back and forth, until we’re rocking together in a rhythm that won’t stop. His voice is low and rough and his guitar is high and sweet; they seem to sing to each other, conversing in some heavenly language I need to learn.”

One Sunday, Riley averted his eyes from the girls in the pews long enough to regard the reverend’s guitar, whose shapely curves he suddenly found even more alluring.

After church, the reverend would visit his sister Lucille, Riley’s aunt. The adults dined first, the children second, devouring whatever scraps their parents had left. The routine left Riley time, one evening, to sneak into the bedroom and find the reverend’s guitar reclining on the bed.

“While they’re not looking, I reach over and, oh-so-carefully, touch the wood of the guitar,” Riley recalled. “Touch her strings to see how they feel against my fingers. Feels good. Feels like magic. I wonder: How do you get her to make those sounds? How do you get her to sing?”

A voice interrupted his reverie: “Go ahead and pick it up,” Archie Fair beckoned. Nora Ella objected, mad that Riley had touched something that didn’t belong to him, Riley recalled, “but Reverend calms her down. Reverend understands.”

The reverend told Riley his guitar was a Silvertone, a line of inexpensive acoustics sold by Sears, Roebuck and Company through its catalog.

“You can touch it, boy,” Fair told Riley. “Ain’t gonna bite you.” Riley recalled the moment in sensuous tones: “He shows me how to hold her, how to take her in my arms. She’s bigger than me, but I still put her on my lap. She feels good against my body.”

The reverend guided Riley’s fingers to various combinations of strings and frets, showing him how to form three chords. They were the I, IV, and V chords, fundamental to every blues song Riley would ever learn.

RILEY’S OWN FIRST GUITAR was probably a diddley bow, a single-stringed concoction that a penniless sharecropper could fashion from household flotsam. (If cousin Bukka had really given Riley a guitar back in Berclair, the instrument did not follow him to Kilmichael.) A diddley bow was a length of wire stretched tight between two nails hammered into a board. The wire might come from the head of a broom. Folklorist Alan Lomax believed the diddley bow was descended from the ancient African mouth bow, an impromptu instrument created by placing a hunter’s bow in front of an opened mouth and plucking the bowstring. The oral cavity served as a resonator, amplifying the plucked string. The mouth bow evolved into a one-stringed zither, a vibrating sliver of palm frond tethered to a bridge and placed atop a hollow gourd. Lomax believed the diddley bow, or something like it, traveled with slaves to the United States and served as “a crucial step in the birth of the blues.”

Riley appeared one day at the door of the Henderson home. “Ms. Bertha,” he asked the lady of the house, “do you have an old broom?”

“Yes,” she replied, “but what do you want with it?”

Bertha Henderson watched as Riley unwound the wire that held the straws to her old broom. He used the handle as the bridge. “When I tightened or clamped down on the string,” he recalled, “the sounds would change and I’d think I was making music.”

Before long, Riley was dreaming of growing into a guitar-slinging country preacher like Archie Fair, if he could only tame his stutter and master his studies. Riley was developing an ear for music. Already familiar with the cotton-field shouters and the heavenly harmonies of the choir, Riley found new sounds inside the cabin of his great-aunt Mima.

Myony “Mima” Stell was the younger sister of Riley’s grandmother. Born in 1891, Mima was in her forties when Riley arrived in Kilmichael. Mima was the settlement’s resident hipster, the “most modern” of all Riley’s relatives, he recalled. She dipped snuff, and she smothered Riley with snuff-scented kisses whenever he visited. Riley endured her embraces to gain entrée to her windup Victrola. Mima owned the first record collection Riley had ever seen. Her Victrola spun hard plastic or wax cylinders, candle-shaped rolls that were the first media to be termed “records.” Later, Mima upgraded to a turntable and collected flat, fragile 78-rpm discs made of shellac. They looked to Riley like little flying saucers. She taught him to place a disc on the platter and cue the needle. “A second passed,” he recalled, “and then—pow!—those beautiful, scratchy sounds flew in my face, cutting right through me, electrifying my soul.”

Within those grooves, Riley discovered a whole new world of recorded sound. In Mima’s cabin, Riley encountered Blind Lemon Jefferson, a Texan whose muscular, moaning melodies and intricate, mercurial guitar lines reminded Riley of the field hollers of his Mississippi kin. Riley reveled in the rich, ribald blues of Bessie Smith, the orchestral big-band jazz of Duke Ellington, and even the seminal Mississippi country-blues yodels of Jimmie Rodgers.

But nothing moved Riley like the satiny guitar strains of Lonnie Johnson. Born in New Orleans, Alonzo “Lonnie” Johnson mastered the violin before he embraced the guitar. He immediately viewed the guitar as a solo instrument, and he codified an entire vocabulary of single-note virtuosity that would influence every guitarist to follow. Lonnie Johnson was probably the first guitarist “to base his style on cleanly articulated single-string lines rather than heavily strummed chords—the first guitarist to phrase like a horn, in other words,” writes blues historian Francis Davis. Johnson roamed freely between blues and jazz, which had not yet been walled off into separate silos. He played diminished and augmented chords, constructs beyond the imagining of most bluesmen. He bent and relaxed the strings to push notes higher or lower. He played lightning-fast riffs. Sometimes he lingered on a single note, like Louis Armstrong, fluttering his hand across the neck and wobbling the string to create an unmistakable vibrato. Violinists had cultivated vibrato for centuries, but, before Lonnie Johnson, no guitarist of consequence seems to have fluttered a string.

Johnson might have emerged as the first superstar of jazz guitar, but fate intervened when he won a talent contest in 1925 in St. Louis, playing the blues. That led to a recording contract, and Johnson rose to the forefront of popular blues. He recorded roughly 130 sides for the Okeh label between 1925 and 1932, making him one of the most successful and prolific artists of his day. Riley couldn’t hear enough of him.

BY THE LATTER MONTHS of 1935, Nora Ella was living in the French Camp settlement, nearly a dozen miles from her mother and young son. She had a new man, Elger (or Elder) Baskin, who was not particularly interested in her Kilmichael kin or in raising a child. “He seed Riley one time, to my knowing,” Lessie Fair recalled.

Nora Ella was not much past twenty-five, but her health was spent. Riley dared not ask his grandmother any questions about his mother: “I was afraid of the answers.” One day, probably in the closing weeks of 1935, Nora Ella sent word that the end was near. Elnora awakened Riley, who knew what was coming from the look in her eyes. “Are we going to see Mama?” he asked. His grandmother nodded. They climbed into a horse-drawn wagon for the journey to Nora Ella’s deathbed.

“It’s winter and nothing is growing and the fields are empty and I wonder how many people have died between this winter and last,” Riley recalled. “I don’t say anything, and neither does Grandma. The sound of the horse’s hoofs striking the ground strikes my heart like a clock that won’t stop ticking. My throat is dry and my nose is runny and freezing cold. . . . I wonder if I’ll ever be warm again.”

At last, the wagon stopped at an old shack.

“Mama’s eyes are half-closed,” Riley recalled, and “covered by a film that gives her a hazy, faraway look.” He noted with horror that blood trickled from Nora Ella’s eyes. “When I stand above her, her gaze does not meet mine. That’s when I realize she’s gone blind.” He fantasized of leading her to the wagon and taking her back home, but he knew he could not. “Her arms are thin as toothpicks, her body so frail it looks as though she’ll break in half. She breathes heavily, and when she speaks it’s with tremendous effort.”

Nora Ella feebly grasped Riley’s hand and began to speak. Her lips moved, but she lacked the strength to push words out. Riley lowered his head to her chest and placed his ear to her mouth to hear her hoarse whisper. “Kindness . . .” He waited for more, but her voice cracked. She gathered strength and continued: “People will love you if you show love to them. . . . Just remember that, son. I love you, Riley.”

“I don’t want you to go away,” he pleaded. “I don’t want you to leave.”

“I’ll never leave,” she replied. “I’ll always be with you. I’ll always be your mother.”

And then, Elnora told Riley it was time to depart: “It’s going to be dark soon.”

Nora Ella died that night. She was twenty-six or perhaps twenty-seven. Her lone surviving child was ten. Nora Ella’s body was embalmed, returned to the shack, and placed on a cooling board, a perforated platform with ice layered beneath. The next day, her remains were loaded in a coffin and transported to Pinkney Grove for burial at the African American cemetery there. Years later, Riley could not recall the service.

Hindsight sheds little light on the brief life of Nora Ella King. There seems to be no official record of her death, no photograph to document her very existence. Her body lies in an unmarked grave at Pinkney Grove, a humble cemetery in a clearing across from the church, a spot at the very center of Riley’s universe. A few dozen worn stones populate the cemetery today, scattered among fallen leaves and patches of moss in a glade threatened by encroaching pine forest. None bears Nora Ella’s name. Riley rejected repeated entreaties to erect a tombstone in her honor. Close friends guessed at the reason: to erect a marker at his mother’s grave was to concede that she was gone, and that was something Riley was never quite prepared to do.*



_______________

* Some prior accounts suggest Riley did not know the exact location of his mother’s grave. But Lora Walker and Alan Hammons, both longtime friends, recalled him pointing out the gravesite with precision. Charles Sawyer, the biographer, notes another possible reason for Riley’s reluctance to erect a headstone: he was frightened of graveyards.



CHAPTER 2


ON THE RUN

FOR MANY YEARS, Riley King would tell interviewers that he lived with his mother until the day she died and that he lived alone after her death. In his account, Riley declined invitations to move in with kin and opted instead to remain in the cabin where he and his mother had dwelt. That narrative would endure as a central tenet of the B.B. King legend. “Staying in the cabin was like staying with Mama,” he recalled. “Her smells and her memories were in the walls and the floors, in the washtub and the wood-burning stove. Leaving the cabin would be leaving Mama.”

But the evidence suggests Riley had not seen much of Nora Ella in her final years. Since his arrival in Hill Country, around 1932, Riley had probably passed back and forth between the households of his grandmother and his Uncle William, head of the Pulley clan. With his mother’s passing, that temporary arrangement became more or less permanent.

Later in life, Riley rarely acknowledged the starring roles his uncle and grandmother had played in raising him. What little he said of Uncle William hinted that he didn’t much like the man. Nora Ella’s older brother “could be a little mean,” Riley recalled, “a right-to-the-point kinda guy. Uncle William’s thing was: ‘If you don’t do like I say, boy, you got trouble.’ So I did what he said. He was the main man in the family. I loved him but was afraid of him.”

The few times Riley breathed his grandmother’s name sound almost like slips of the tongue. “Everybody cared about me,” he told one interviewer. “But how much? The house where we lived—my room, my grandmother and I—I wanted to stay there. I felt that it was nobody but me. I just felt it was me against the world.” Even here, Elnora is all but invisible, as if Riley were looking right through her.

After Nora Ella’s death in late 1935, Elnora remained as a sharecropper on the Henderson farm. She also cooked and cleaned in the home of another farmer, Marshall Flake Cartledge. The Hendersons and Cartledges were neighbors, their farms sprawled across adjoining properties off Highway 413, south of Kilmichael. By 1936, Flake and Zelma Cartledge had a four-year-old son, Wayne. Ten-year-old Riley entertained the younger boy while his grandmother cleaned. “He would play with me and show me things,” Wayne recalled.

On Sundays, Riley and his remaining family attended church in rotation: Elkhorn Primitive Baptist Church one weekend, followed in successive weeks by the Missionary Baptist Church at Pinkney Grove and then the Church of God in Christ at Austin Chapel, where Archie Fair serenaded worshipers with his guitar.

Riley begged the reverend to teach him how to play. But he needed a real guitar: Riley wasn’t going to learn much on a one-stringed diddley bow. Word of his obsession reached the Henderson patriarch, Edwayne Henderson. One day, probably in 1936, Edwayne presented Uncle William with an old guitar for ten-year-old Riley to play. The instrument was probably another Stella, a simple acoustic model, ubiquitous in the Deep South, sold by the Oscar Schmidt Company in dry-goods stores. Well-crafted and modestly priced, Stellas were a cheap alternative to the costlier, metal-bodied National guitars of that era. And they were loud: an unamplified Stella produced enough volume to match the most boisterous blues shouter. Blind Lemon Jefferson played one.

Now, whenever John and Lessie Fair visited Riley’s Uncle William, Riley “would go and drag out the old guitar for John to tune it,” Lessie recalled. “John would take it and tune it and play some for him.”

On one visit, Uncle William chastised Riley for pestering his elders. “Boy,” William said, “John don’t feel like foolin’ with you with that thing.”

“William,” Lessie snapped back, “don’t dog at him like that. You don’t know what that boy’s gonna come to. Someday he may be a sho’ nuff musician.”

RILEY WOULD SPEND the years after his mother’s death surrounded by family but feeling very much alone. He passed endless hours in Aunt Mima’s cabin, sitting on the floor, ear pressed to her Victrola, losing himself in the music until Mima feared he wasn’t quite right in the head. Perhaps he wasn’t. Riley recalled wandering into the thicket near his cabin and communing with woodland creatures, feeding breadcrumbs to field mice and talking to squirrels. “Sometimes a bird would settle on my shoulder or a bunny would hop right up to my nose,” he recalled, raising eyebrows among incredulous loved ones in later life. “I felt too wounded from Mama’s death to get close to other kids.” Riley found it easier to befriend animals, because they didn’t talk back.

Rural Mississippi’s paternalistic structure insulated Riley from many horrors. He lived within a vast buffer of farmland overseen by two families, Henderson and Cartledge. Whatever their faults, those families were far from the cold-blooded racists Riley would encounter outside their farms.

In 1904, well before Riley’s birth, a Black man named Luther Holbert was accused of killing a white landowner, the most grievous affront imaginable against Mississippi’s established order. Luther and a female companion were captured and taken to Doddsville, sixty-five miles west of Kilmichael. The victims were tied to a tree and forced to extend their hands. Volunteers from a white mob stepped forward to chop off their fingers, one at a time, and distributed them as souvenirs. The mob severed their ears. They beat Luther, fracturing his skull and gouging one eye from its socket. Torturers used a corkscrew to bore holes into the victims’ bodies and remove chunks of flesh. Finally, they threw Luther and his companion into a fire. All this unfolded in a picnic atmosphere, watched by white families sipping lemonade and eating deviled eggs.

Riley recalled just one instance of violence that touched him in Kilmichael, probably after his mother’s death. He ran with a group of five or six boys. In a summer ritual, they would pick watermelons from a white farmer’s patch and run down to the creek to build a bonfire and eat the melons. After one such incursion, the farmer sent word that he would shoot the next trespasser who purloined a melon. Undaunted, the boys returned to the patch—and the farmer opened fire. “I remember hearing the shots,” Riley recalled. “Two, three shots rang out.” The boys sprinted away. When they reached the creek, Riley felt wetness inside one of his boots. He removed it and saw a pool of blood. Riley had been shot.

After that, Riley chose safer pursuits. On Wednesday evenings, he would catch a ride into town and sit in the street with the other African American field hands to watch a movie on an outdoor screen. (Unlike the Henderson farm, downtown Kilmichael seems to have been wired for electricity.) If he spotted a girl sitting away from her parents, Riley would sidle over and smile, hoping she might allow him to hold her hand. These were white-people movies, films about Tarzan and Dick Tracy and the evil Dr. Fu Manchu. Riley particularly loved Gene Autry, the singing cowboy. “Cowboy music might have been white and coming from a world far from my own,” he recalled, “but I could feel its soul.” More important, Riley saw the effect Autry’s singing had on women, on-screen and off: “When the girl sitting beside me would sigh and maybe rub up against me, I silently thanked Gene and made a mental note associating sensuous music with sensuous women.”

One day on the Henderson farm, probably around age twelve, Riley idled in the barnyard, passing some time by bouncing a ball repeatedly off the head of a ram, a vaguely sadistic exercise spawned by sheer boredom. The ram endured the abuse with stoicism—until Riley missed a throw, forcing him to approach the ram and collect the ball. When the boy bent over, the ram saw his moment and charged, catching Riley squarely in the backside with his horns. A horn smashed into Riley’s testicles. No doctor could be found, and the mangled organs were left to mend on their own. “And for the longest time, they thought that he would never heal,” said Lora Walker, Riley’s close friend and confidante in later years. The wounds eventually closed, but the episode would have dire consequences for Riley’s fertility.

Riley’s first sexual experiences had come with his childhood friend Peaches. Around 1938, Riley had an encounter with a full-grown woman, one whose companionship exacted a price.

“The guys had been tellin’ me about her,” he recalled, “so I’d worked hard for about two months trying to save me five dollars to go to bed with this lady. Well, I went to town that day, and I had to go ’cross the track, as we called it, to see this lady. She was kind of a heavy lady. So she was setting on a couch eating peanuts.” Riley, by contrast, was rail thin. “I stood at the door, man, and she’s sittin’ with one of those kind of dresses lie between the thighs. And she had big thighs, looked real good. She’s still eating peanuts, and she says, ‘Whatchou want?’ And when she said that, all the heart went out, in other words, my little feelings and everything about sex vanished. Yeah. But she started to talk to me, and she said, ‘Did you come to see me?’ and I said, ‘Yes’m’. She said, ‘Well, you got the money?’ and I said, ‘Yes’m’, and she said, ‘Ya don’t have to say ‘Yes’m’, and I said, ‘Yes, ma’am’, and she said, ‘You don’t have to say that.’ Then she started to take her clothes off, right there on the couch. I ain’t never seen this before, you know? So I went over there, boy, and I guess the very moment I touched her, I was over.”

The episode left Riley “so ashamed,” he recalled, that he “never did it again.”

RILEY’S FAMILY REMAINED in Kilmichael, including Aunt Nevada Bennett, her husband, Jack—Riley’s field-shouting uncle—and their children, one of them a son named Flim who was a year younger than Riley.

Cousin Flim may be the unnamed antagonist in a story Riley told that illustrates how he learned to play the cruel hand fate had dealt him. Walking home from school one day, Riley and his cousin stopped at the cousin’s house. The cousin asked his mother for something to eat. Both boys were famished. “Your food’s in the safe,” the mother replied, referring to a sealed compartment where families kept food safe from pests. The cousin reached into the safe, retrieved his meal, and sat down to eat. Riley waited hopefully. The cousin regarded him and asked cruelly, “Where’s your dinner?” He knew Riley had none.

“It was his way of reminding me that I was stone alone, and too bad,” Riley recalled. “I could have killed him. I could have cried. . . . But me being me, I did nothing. Didn’t say a word to my cousin or my aunt. Didn’t give either of ’em the slightest notion that I felt like the most useless, worthless thing on Earth. I watched him eat and left. I kept the hurt inside for the rest of my life.” Riley had learned from his mother not to hurt other people the way his cousin had wounded him.

No one who worked on Edwayne Henderson’s farm lived particularly well. Aunt Mima would end 1939 owing her landlord $8.31, a sum equal to two months’ living expenses. Uncle William finished the year owing Henderson more than $100. The Hendersons themselves fared better. According to the 1940 census, Bertha Henderson earned $180 in 1939 working at the local library. The farm itself netted $1,000.

Toward the end of the 1930s, Riley passed into the sole custody of his grandmother. Uncle William now had three children of his own. Riley was probably glad to be rid of him. Riley toiled on with his grandmother, raising cotton on the acres the Hendersons had provided her. Farm records for 1939 show Elnora and Riley borrowed a monthly furnish, amassing a debt of $30 by August. Fertilizer costs padded the sum to $34.61. The pair earned $25.27 that fall by selling their crop and reaped another $10 working for the Hendersons, leaving them a profit of 66¢. Elnora borrowed $8 more in November and December.

Over the winter of 1939, Elnora began coughing up blood. She had probably contracted tuberculosis. Edwayne charged her 10¢ for pills and 20¢ for black draught, a dubious tonic. Finally, a doctor was summoned, and $8 further were charged to Elnora’s account.

On January 10, 1940, someone transported Elnora to the Winona Infirmary, twenty miles away. Riley probably never saw his grandmother again. Elnora died on January 15, 1940, a chilly Monday. She was fifty-four. The Hendersons paid $5 for her burial and charged it to her estate. A farm subsidy check for $18.12 arrived some months later: government subsidies helped Mississippi farmers break even. But it was not enough to cover Elnora’s debts. Riley’s grandmother died owing the Hendersons $3.63. Mourners buried Elnora beside her daughter in the unmarked plot at Pinkney Grove. Riley, now fourteen, was both impoverished and alone.

Riley recalled that he remained in his grandmother’s sharecropper shack after her death. But here, again, the evidence suggests otherwise. Jack and Nevada Bennett listed Riley in their household on the 1940 census, along with their own children. Aunt Nevada was Nora Ella’s younger sister and faintly reminded Riley of his departed mother. One survivor of that era, Jessie Hemphill, likewise recalled Riley living with “Big Jack” after his grandmother passed. Even among sharecroppers, fourteen-year-old boys did not generally live alone.

Now, Riley himself entered the descending spiral of sharecropper debt. In the spring and summer of 1940, he borrowed a furnish of $12.50 from Edwayne Henderson. He purchased a pair of pants for $1 and a wrench for 50¢, and he spent another 40¢ on sacks to hold the cotton he picked. Henderson fronted the money and charged Riley interest on the debt, which swelled to $16.72. Over the summer, Riley earned $5 for work. At harvest, he earned another $4.18 by selling his cotton. At season’s end, Riley owed Henderson $7.54.

Riley reviled the unending cycle of debt, but he felt a kinship to the soil. “I knew it was the system left over from slavery,” he recalled. “I knew the system was cheating me and my people. But the work itself . . . well, I actually liked it. Liked being close to the land. Liked seeing that white world of freshly bloomed cotton sprouting out every summer. A new crop was like a new life.”

AROUND THIS TIME, probably at age fourteen, Riley formed his first musical group. He had been singing in choir at the Elkhorn church, and adolescence had blessed him with a strong, resonant tenor. (Years later, it would settle into a rich baritone.) He organized a vocal group with two classmates and a cousin, Birkett Davis. They called themselves the Elkhorn Jubilee Singers.

At the start of the 1940s, African American teenage boys across the South were launching gospel groups inspired by the Golden Gate Quartet, which had formed in 1934 in Norfolk, Virginia. In 1938, the group appeared at a historic Carnegie Hall concert organized by folklorist John Hammond, titled “From Spirituals to Swing.” The quartet signed with the Okeh label in 1940, launched a nationwide radio program, and played at Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 1941 inauguration. The ensemble wedded the tight harmonies of barbershop quartets to the syncopated rhythms of jazz and blues. Voices would bounce in and out of the mix, adeptly mimicking the sounds of train whistles and muted horns, bouncing bass and skittering drums, all as a means to reinvent classic spirituals as pop songs.

Riley was equally smitten with the Ink Spots, a secular pop quartet that had developed a trademark “top and bottom” attack: tenor Bill Kenny would croon a verse or two in the style of a syrupy white balladeer, enunciating every round syllable, then Hoppy Jones would sweep in with his “talking bass,” speaking, rather than singing, the next verse in a voice that was unmistakably Black. One voice established the group’s crossover appeal, and the other affirmed its roots. Their 1939 breakthrough, “If I Didn’t Care,” sold nearly twenty million copies.

Consciously or not, the Elkhorn Jubilee Singers drew their name from an even earlier source: the Fisk Jubilee Singers, an ensemble formed in 1871 to raise funds for the historically Black Fisk University in Nashville. The Fisk Jubilee Singers had performed at the White House for President Ulysses S. Grant. They popularized the a cappella gospel style and would be credited with introducing the music of African American slaves to American whites.

More than pop or blues or anything else, Riley yearned to sing gospel. Raised within a community of fervent faith, he idolized Archie Fair and wanted nothing more than to follow his path. “I could see God’s hand in the creation of the natural world,” Riley recalled. “That made me wanna sing about him. Thank him for my life. Thank him for the rain that brought out the blossoms. Thank him for giving me the get-up-and-go to find a guitar and start plucking.”

Riley sang tenor for the Elkhorn Jubilee Singers, taking the lead on “When the Saints Go Marching In” and on the group’s unofficial theme song, “When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder.”

Riley’s group “tried to sound like the great Golden Gate Quartet, but didn’t,” he recalled. “We also wanted to sound like the Ink Spots, but couldn’t.” Yet, within the narrow walls of the Elkhorn church, the Jubilee Singers were a hit.

The gospel group afforded Riley a new status. He emerged from the shadows of anonymity. Girls noticed him. He certainly noticed them. Adolescence raged within him, and Riley became relentless in pursuit of sex. His weekly quest would begin at Sunday service, where he would take a lusty visual inventory of the pretty girls. He would try to pry one away from her mama for a walk home. If the walk went well, Riley would bid for a secret meeting in the woods. “Once in a great while,” he recalled, “you might even convince her to give you a little—maybe a little feel, maybe a little more.” Rarely, Riley would coax a girl into intercourse. None would allow him to climax inside her, a source of endless frustration, Riley recalled, for it was the part he “liked best.” Otherwise, most of Riley’s sexual encounters involved other boys, who would gather in a circle and masturbate. Riley usually finished last.

ONE FALL AFTERNOON in 1940, around Riley’s fifteenth birthday, a pickup truck rolled up to the Elkhorn School. A man met Luther Henson at the door. They spoke. Henson walked over to Riley. “Get your books,” Henson instructed. “Your daddy’s here.”

After splitting with Nora Ella, Albert King had settled down with the former Ada Lee Bingman. Ada bore a striking resemblance to the lovely Nora Ella. She and Albert had married in 1931 and settled in Lexington, a bustling trade center and the seat of Holmes County, Mississippi, forty miles southeast of Riley’s birthplace. Albert and Ada started a new family. By 1940, they had three daughters. Albert was now a tractor mechanic earning $14 a week in farming season, enough to support his own family along with Ada’s mother and brother in a seven-person household. Albert had earned $312 in 1939.

Though Albert was only thirty-three, he had borne the responsibilities of adulthood for nearly twenty years. He spoke in a gruff Delta patois and drank “rivers of whiskey with no apparent effect.” Riley had inherited his father’s broad nose and expressive eyes. Albert’s adult personality combined “qualities of pluck, roguishness, and good humor with a touch of arrogance,” biographer Charles Sawyer writes. He was a hard man.

William Pulley, Riley’s severe uncle, might well have summoned Albert from Lexington after Elnora’s death. As Elnora’s eldest child, William ruled Riley’s fate. “After [Elnora] passed,” one relative recalled, “William decided to send him to Lexington, Mississippi, where his daddy was.”

On this autumn afternoon in 1940, Luther Henson brought Riley out from the one-room Elkhorn schoolhouse to see his father. Albert asked, “You all right, Jack?” Albert called Riley “Jack” to show warmth. That was the closest he would ever stray to an outright expression of love.

“I’m okay,” Riley replied.

“You’re gonna come live with me now,” Albert announced.

Riley hadn’t seen his father since the day he and his mother left Itta Bena, a decade earlier. “I guess she really tried to keep me away from where he was,” Riley recalled. Riley found himself both anxious and excited at the prospect of leaving the only permanent home he had really known. But he never seriously considered saying no: “Daddy wasn’t the kind of man you challenged.” So Riley gathered his things and left the Elkhorn School.

“I looked out the window,” Riley’s classmate Jessie Hemphill recalled, “and he was going down the road with his daddy.”

Riley said goodbye to almost no one. Albert stopped only at the home of Edwayne Henderson, who assured Riley he would tell his family where he had gone.

The trip southwest to Lexington covered about fifty miles. As Albert drove, he told Riley a new family awaited him in Lexington, a thought that, like the journey itself, elicited both exhilaration and fear. Unlike Riley’s mother, Albert was neither affectionate nor sweet. “With Daddy there was strong silence, the road ahead, no stopping, no questioning, no touching,” Riley recalled. “We both stared down the afternoon sun and listened as the tires crunched over the dirt road.”

The first meeting between Riley and his new family was tense. Ada King was about twenty-three, eight years older than Riley. Her resemblance to Riley’s mother was startling. Riley thought to himself, “Daddy found himself another Nora Ella.” But Ada did not gaze on, speak to, or touch Riley with any of Nora Ella’s warmth. “I didn’t come out of her body,” Riley recalled. “I came on a borrowed truck.”

Riley regarded Albert’s Lexington home with wonder. His father had electricity: not even the white farm owners outside Kilmichael had power. Albert owned a radio. His family had an indoor bathroom, fitted with a toilet that Riley did not know how to flush. (And he was too ashamed to ask.) Albert’s new children owned toothbrushes. Riley had cleaned his teeth with twigs.

Nearly everything about Riley’s new life put him ill at ease. His new stepmother, who worked as a laundress, ran her household with a seemingly endless slate of rules dictating where to place one’s shoes and where not to set one’s behind. Riley had three new stepsisters and a step-uncle. All of them would one day grow close to Riley. But at their first meeting, he felt like an ugly duckling and an outsider. It didn’t help that Riley’s father, the genetic link to his new family, was seldom home. He drove his tractor on a plantation near the town of Tchula, fifteen miles away, returning only on weekends. When he was home, Albert spent much of his time out drinking with friends.

The racial tension between Blacks and whites coiled even tighter in Mississippi’s towns than on its plantations and farms. White plantation owners enjoyed absolute dominion over their lands, and benevolent owners could protect the African American sharecroppers living on their property. In towns and cities, by contrast, racial perils seemed to lurk around every corner. Albert took his son to a service station and drew his attention to three doors, one each for white men, white ladies, and “colored.” Riley could no longer simply avoid white people, as he had so easily done on the expansive Henderson farm. Now, he would have to interact with whites every day. Riley’s father instructed him to choose his fights. “I was never taught to hate,” Riley recalled. “I was taught to try not to make trouble. I was taught to try to get along in the world.”

Albert was a Black man of some means, and Riley apparently spent some of his time in Lexington attending private school. Saints Industrial and Literary School, founded in 1918, offered middle-class African Americans an alternative to public education on a picturesque campus run by the Church of God in Christ. Riley seems to have mentioned the school only once, in an early interview, perhaps because his brief tenure there ran so counter to the rest of his hardscrabble narrative. A short time later, for reasons unknown, Riley left the Christian school and enrolled at Ambrose Vocational High School, a sprawling, segregated public campus serving hundreds of African American students. At the tax-funded school, Riley saw the separate-but-equal fiction play out on a large stage. Black students roamed an overcrowded and dilapidated building and read tattered books handed down from white students when they got new ones. Ambrose boys wore clean shirts and neat trousers and spoke with erudition. Riley owned a single pair of overalls, and he spoke in a country twang. The well-spoken city boys belittled him. And Riley soon fell into trouble with the principal, Professor Seal, who answered every disciplinary lapse with a whipping. “Professor Seal would talk nice while he whacked the hell out of you,” Riley recalled.

One sunny Saturday afternoon, Riley passed through Lexington’s busy downtown, carrying a basket filled with clothes his stepmother had washed and ironed for a customer. When Riley reached the town square, he noticed a commotion around the courthouse. People were gathering there, most of them white. His instinct told him to stay away, so he stood at a distance and watched. Across the square, he saw several white men carrying the body of a Black man to the courthouse steps. There, they hoisted the body up with a rope hanging from a makeshift platform.

“Someone cheers,” Riley recalled. “The dead man is young, nineteen or twenty, and his mouth and his eyes are open, his face contorted. It’s horrible to look, but I look anyway. . . . I hear someone say something about the dead man touching a white woman and how he got what he deserves.

“My anger,” Riley recalled, “is a secret that stays away from the light of day because the square is bright with the smiles of white people passing by as they view the dead man on display. I feel disgust and disgrace and rage and every emotion that makes me cry without tears and scream without a sound.”

Mississippi would document 654 lynchings between 1877 and 1950, more than any other state. The archives of Lexington’s weekly Advertiser newspaper for 1940 and 1941 record no lynching during Riley’s time there. But white newspapers seldom covered lynchings.

Riley had seen enough. Taunted at school, ostracized at home, terrorized by what he had glimpsed at the courthouse, he wanted out of Lexington. Riley sought jobs outside town, climbing into trucks that transported Black workers to the fields to pick cotton and pull corn at harvest time. He squirreled away money to fund a trip back to Kilmichael.

Riley had lived barely a year in Lexington, from the autumn of 1940 till the autumn of 1941, when he climbed onto a bicycle purchased with his field-hand earnings and pedaled away. He was sixteen.

“The pressures of Lexington had been building,” he recalled: living in a home where he felt unwelcome, attending a school “that seemed big as a factory and just as cold,” and walking the streets among people who could transform into soulless monsters at any moment. “The more I thought,” he recalled, “the harder I pumped the pedals.” Riley would see little of his father, and nothing of his stepfamily, for the next six years.

Riley’s journey back to Kilmichael spanned fifty miles over two days. At nightfall on the first day, he followed some cows into a barn and slept on hay. He awoke the next morning aching with hunger but had enough money only for a few crackers and a bottle of Barq’s grape soda, and his bicycle needed grease. He spent his cracker money on grease. His stomach growled and his heart pounded as he struggled up the hills toward Kilmichael. Just when he thought he might collapse, he spotted an elderly African American lady in a rocking chair on a porch. He dismounted, wobbled toward her, and stuttered, “Excuse me, ma’am, but I was w-w-w-wondering . . . well, if you have s-s-ssomething to eat.”

The woman regarded Riley. Then she arose and disappeared into her house. She returned with a platter of buttered biscuits and a quart of buttermilk. Riley devoured it all. His energy restored, he thanked the lady profusely, climbed back onto the bicycle, and completed the journey. He wondered later if he had met an angel.

Jessie Hemphill was walking back from school when she spotted Riley in her path. “He was sitting on the road on his bicycle, waiting on us,” she recalled. Riley greeted his classmates warmly and explained where he had been. “He told us his daddy’d married again,” Jessie recalled, “and he said they all treated him bad.”

Riley pedaled off to look for his kin. He hoped to rejoin the household of Aunt Nevada, his mother’s sister, whose face reminded him of Nora Ella. He arrived at the cabin and found no trace of her family. He pressed on to the home of John and Lessie Fair, the brother and sister-in-law of the Reverend Archie Fair.

Lessie and John watched the shambling cyclist approach their porch. “Who is that?” Lessie asked. “I don’t know,” John replied. When the rider drew near, Lessie squinted in recognition. “Oh, that’s Riley,” she said.

Riley was a pitiful sight, his clothing torn and smeared with bicycle grease.

“What become of all my people?” Riley asked.

“They moved to the Delta,” John replied.

“Lord have mercy,” Riley said. “What am I gonna do?”

“Listen, boy,” John replied. “Don’t worry and carry on that way. As long as I have a roof over my head, you’ll have one over yours. You hungry?”

“Yes, sir.”

Lessie hurried into the shack and prepared a plate of biscuits. Riley devoured them. The boy “could eat like a log mule,” one friend recalled.

Riley pedaled off to visit his old friends, the ones with whom he had sung gospel in church and purloined watermelons from fields.

“When you ready to go to bed,” John Fair instructed, “come back here to the house.”

Riley found his friends. He returned to the Fair cabin after nightfall, exhausted, for sleep.
 
The next morning, John Fair took Riley to see Flake Cartledge.
 
Marshall “Flake” Cartledge, born in 1897, was a cousin of Edwayne Henderson, Riley’s former employer and landlord. Flake’s mother was Mary Henderson. When Mary wed John Cartledge in 1892, her father deeded them forty acres of Henderson land. That became the Cartledge farm.

Flake married Zelma Landrum in 1928. A son, Wayne, arrived in 1932. They settled on the family farm. Flake “raised cotton and corn and vegetable crops and had cattle and mules and horses and stuff like that,” Wayne recalled. Riley’s grandmother Elnora had helped Zelma with the household chores. Riley had babysat young Wayne. By the time Riley returned to Kilmichael, Wayne was nine and Flake had a second job, grading dirt roads for the state highway administration.

Riley wanted to find his own family. But first, he told Flake Cartledge, he wanted to earn some money. John Fair suggested Flake house Riley in an old corn crib on the Cartledge farm, a twelve-by-twelve shack that had once housed John and Lessie. Riley embraced the new arrangement without hesitation. He knew the Cartledge family. Flake, the patriarch, “looked like a combination of John Kennedy and John Dillinger,” Riley recalled. His voice was high-pitched and nasal, with a Mississippi twang “too thick for adequate metaphor,” by one account. Riley recalled Flake as “a fair-minded and liberal man.” Flake never uttered the N-word, and he seemed uncomfortable when other men did. He referred to Riley not as “boy” but as “son” or by his given name.

Flake crossed the Big Black River into Kilmichael. He bought Riley shirts and overalls, paper and pencils. He returned to the farm and fixed up Riley’s new home, furnishing it with a bed and an oil-drum stove. Flake accepted Riley as a lodger on two conditions: that the boy resume his studies at Elkhorn School and that he help the Cartledge family with household chores, as his grandmother had once done.

Over the next year, Riley King would find a joy he hadn’t known since the passing of his mother, six years earlier. He lived with the Cartledge family, working in their home, splashing in the creek with Wayne, and dining at the family table.
 
“B.B. was my babysitter,” Wayne recalled. “We had a good time. He learned me how to ride a bicycle. And anything I wanted to do,” he smiled, “I got away with it when I was in his care.”

The Cartledge family had no electricity, telephone, or indoor plumbing. Water came from the well or from Crape Creek, where Zelma Cartledge washed clothes. Much of the family’s diet came from the land: sausage and ham from slaughtered hogs, fried and boiled chicken, dried peas, butterbeans, canned peaches and blackberries, milk and butter from the cows. Riley and Wayne toiled on the farm every day. When spring arrived, they cleared a half acre outside Riley’s shack and planted a turnip patch.

The Cartledge home comprised two bedrooms, a dining room, and a kitchen. The status Riley enjoyed in the household fell somewhere between houseboy, sitter, and son. Riley’s presence at the family table marked a shocking affront to segregationist tradition. “It’s a little hard for people to get their heads around,” said Allan Hammons, Riley’s longtime friend and archivist, “because it’s unheard-of.” Riley wasn’t quite a Cartledge, but he was no longer a sharecropper. Flake paid Riley $7.50 a month for his work. Riley had no debt and no real expenses.

Riley spent most of his waking hours with Zelma and Wayne, his constant companions on the Cartledge farm. Like Riley’s father, Flake was seldom home. When they weren’t working or studying, Riley and Wayne would play.

One morning, nine-year-old Wayne was chopping down a tree when the axe glanced off the wood and sliced into his foot. Riley ran over, scooped him up, and carried him into the family house. While Zelma tended the wound, Riley sprinted off to find Flake’s elderly mother, whose car carried Wayne into town to the doctor. Wayne’s foot healed.

Wayne approached his father one day, probably in 1942, and asked if he could have a guitar. Denzel Tidwell, a white boy around Riley’s age, was selling his fire-red Stella. The guitar cost fifteen dollars. Flake didn’t want to spend that kind of money on his young son. He said no. Somehow, perhaps from Wayne’s lips, Riley learned of the guitar. Riley asked Flake if he could purchase the guitar for himself. It was probably the boldest thing he had ever done.

Flake agreed: Riley was now sixteen, and he earned money of his own. Flake paid the fifteen dollars to Denzel Tidwell. He recovered the funds from Riley’s next two paychecks.

This was probably Riley’s second guitar, but the first he could call his own. “I was in love,” he recalled. “Never have been so excited. Couldn’t keep my hands off her. If I was feeling lonely, I’d pick up the guitar; feel like talking, pick up the guitar; if something’s bugging me, just grab the guitar and play out the anger; happy, horny, mad, or sad, the guitar was right there, a righteous pacifier and comforting companion. It was an incredible luxury to have this instrument to stroke whenever the passion overcame me, and, believe me, the passion overcame me night and day.”

Riley scrounged up another dollar to order Nick Manoloff’s Complete Chord and Harmony Manual for Guitar from the Sears catalog. Riley was looking for blues. What he found in the Manoloff book was a generous helping of folk and cowboy songs. Undaunted, he set about learning notes and chords, teaching himself to play “You Are My Sunshine” and “Oh My Darling, Clementine.” The guitar gave him “new life,” he recalled. “It helped me cope. And gave me a little discipline.”

Riley put his ears to work. He “had a battery-operated radio,” Wayne Henderson recalled. In the shack, Riley caught every weekly broadcast of Grand Ole Opry, the radio “barn dance” from Nashville. The Opry revealed a world of white, working-class music, from the western swing of Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys to the Tennessee fiddle of Roy Acuff and his Smoky Mountain Boys. Riley procured a harmonica and ordered a neck-brace holder from the Sears catalog. After that, Wayne recalled, “he could play the harmonica, play the guitar, play anything he wanted to.” One day, Riley serenaded Wayne with a harmonica-and-guitar rendition of “Walking the Floor over You,” the breakthrough hit of Ernest Tubb, the Texas Troubadour.

One of the Hemphill boys went to spend the night with Riley in his corn crib, to see his red Stella. He and Riley slept in a single bed. The boy returned home the next day covered in bedbug bites. He told his sisters Riley had spent the evening playing him songs on the guitar.

Riley took to his guitar in a way that he had not taken to his schoolbooks. He was a natural musician. Soon, he could play the guitar well enough to accompany the Austin Chapel congregation on a hymn, just like Archie Fair. Luther Henson sat Riley down at school one day and told him, “God has given everybody a talent. And your talent is playing that guitar.”

RILEY WAS CONTENT on the Cartledge farm, but he would remain there for less than two years. After the 1942 harvest, he resolved to leave Hill Country. Most of Riley’s kin had already decamped to the more fertile land of the Delta. Riley yearned to join them. His opportunity arrived in the form of Birkett Davis, his cousin and erstwhile bandmate.

Birkett was technically Riley’s cousin once removed. His mother, Beulah Davis, was a sister of Riley’s departed grandmother. Despite the generational difference, Birkett was Riley’s age. Birkett was a strapping young man, an inch or two taller than Riley, with a narrow face and rakish good looks. Around 1941, Birkett and his family left Kilmichael for Indianola, the seat of Sunflower County, sixty-five miles due west at the heart of the Delta. In 1942, Birkett returned to visit Riley and told him the cotton paid better in Indianola. Later that year, Riley sent word to Birkett that he was ready to move. Birkett arrived in the spring of 1943 with a borrowed car. Riley and the Cartledge family parted warmly, and seventeen-year-old Riley King left Kilmichael for the last time.



CHAPTER 3


INDIANOLA MISSISSIPPI SEEDS

THE DELTA SITS LIKE A VAST, muddy leaf across the map of northwestern Mississippi. It is not the actual delta, or terminus, of the mighty Mississippi River: that spot lies hundreds of miles south, beyond New Orleans. This Delta—the Delta, the only one anyone would name with a single word—is a narrow swath of Mississippi plain, bounded by the meandering paths of two rivers, the Mississippi on the west and the Yazoo on the east. The Delta’s northern border lies below Memphis, where the Yazoo forks off from the Mississippi. The plain widens as it stretches south through towns of blues legend, past Clarksdale and Rosedale, Tunica and Greenwood, finally narrowing to a point where the rivers rejoin at Vicksburg. The Delta region spans 220 miles from north to south and, at its widest point, 87 miles east to west. It holds more than four million acres of alluvial floodplain: land covered in loose soil and sediment deposited over millennia by persistent floods. The mix of silt, clay, sand, and gravel bonds with rainwater on damp days to form Delta mud, a substance so dense and adhesive, Riley recalled, “it’ll suck the soles off your shoes.” It is some of the richest soil on Earth.

Farmers reclaimed large swaths of the Delta from pine forest and swamp before the Civil War, building an empire of cotton on the backbreaking labor of slaves and their descendants. Then came the Great Flood of 1927, submerging entire towns in muddy water, drowning hundreds of people—most of them Black and lacking the means of escape—and hundreds of thousands of animals. Charley Patton, the great Delta bluesman, recounted the deluge in a 1929 recording titled “High Water Everywhere”: “So high the water a-risin’, I been sinkin’ down. . . . It were fifty men and children, come to sink and drown.”

The Flood Control Act of 1928 yielded the world’s longest system of levees, draining and drying much of the untamed Delta land. The introduction of International Harvester’s Farmall row-crop tractor in the 1920s and the mechanical cotton picker in the 1930s transformed the cotton industry, which had relied on human pickers and mules. Riley King would return to the Delta amid this reorganization.

Riley arrived at Indianola and moved in with the family of Beulah Davis, his great-aunt. They lived on the thousand-acre farm of Johnson Barrett, a planter with a property so expansive that “you could start walking in the morning, walk all afternoon, and still be walking while the sun set,” Riley recalled. The farm sat a few miles southwest of Indianola, along the Sunflower River.

Barrett owned roughly 350 acres near Indianola and rented perhaps 650 more. Fifty sharecropping families worked the land with tractors and mules. Barrett was Jewish, unusual for a Mississippi planter, and he held progressive ideas about race. When a nephew mismanaged the general store on his plantation, Barrett fired him and gave the job to his top field hand, Booker Baggett, who was African American. When Baggett set things right at the store, Barrett promoted him to plantation manager, a job that paid $2.50 a day plus food, shelter, and an automobile, a position of authority “unheard of for a black man at the time.” Baggett kept the books, hired and fired, withdrew funds from the bank, and purchased equipment and supplies from the white merchants in town. Or he tried to: white shopkeepers sometimes refused to serve Baggett until Barrett assured them that a Black man controlled his purse strings.

Barrett sometimes forgave the debts of his sharecroppers when they finished the year in the red. He seems to have recovered those lost funds by short-changing his tenants in good years.*

However, Barrett was a far more benevolent landlord than the heartless racists Riley saw all over Indianola. A family photograph of Barrett pictures a weather-beaten man in a fedora, elbows bent, fists balled at the hips, Delta mud caked to his boots, staring off defiantly into the horizon. “He wore khaki pants, all starched and ironed, like he was on his way to church,” Riley recalled. “He wasn’t the kind to yell or scold or abuse his workers, but if you did something wrong he’d eye you until you felt shame.” Barrett exuded quiet power.

Riley settled in with cousin Birkett and his family in a sharecropper house on Barrett’s land, boasting three bedrooms and a kitchen. “They let me into their life,” he recalled, “at a time when I was yearning for something stable.”

Aunt Beulah dressed her own family in new clothing but attired Riley in hand-me-downs, sometimes leaving him without a clean shirt to wear to church. “We used to say some of Riley’s clothes had every kind of patch on them but an okra patch,” one Indianola friend recalled. Yet the same aunt purchased a new guitar for Riley to replace his beloved Stella, which he had lost to theft shortly before departing Kilmichael.

At seventeen, Riley was growing into a strapping young man, entering his prime earning years as a sharecropper, assuming he was fortunate enough to avoid injury and illness. Riley briefly attended the segregated Bay Lake School, near the Barrett farm. He never got past the tenth grade. In later years, Riley’s unfinished education would linger as perhaps his greatest regret.

Riley set to work driving one of Barrett’s mules, pacing behind the flatulent beast twelve hours a day, six days a week. Riley and his mule became a well-trained team, plowing the land, turning the soil, communicating with simple commands. “Git up” meant go; “Gee,” turn right; “Ha-hee,” left; “Whoa,” stop. Riley enjoyed watching the soil go pliant behind the mule, ready to receive its seeds “like a woman receiving a man.”

Riley thought a lot about women: they softened life’s rough edges. Not long after his arrival in Indianola, he and cousin Birkett called on Delcia Davis, a beautiful, freckle-faced girl who had come to the Delta to visit her sister. The boys quarreled affably over who would get to invite her to the movies. Riley asked Delcia to choose. She chose Birkett.

Undaunted, Riley pursued other farm girls. Sometime in 1943, he fell in love with one. He called her Angel. “She was a dark-skinned beauty with big, laughing eyes, a smile that lit up my day, and a body that fired my blood,” he recalled. Riley was seventeen or eighteen, Angel perhaps a year or two younger. Like many girls Riley met at church, Angel would not consent to sex before marriage. So the couple kissed and hugged and walked hand in hand, following the time-honored rituals of courtship. They spoke of eventual nuptials. “She said she wanted to have my babies,” Riley recalled, “and I said I’d love her right or die trying.” Her parents admired Riley’s industry. Angel’s mother reminded him of his own.

One Sunday, Angel and her family failed to appear at church. Riley prayed they’d arrive by the end of the service, but they did not. He sensed something wrong, something other parishioners weren’t telling him. “Finally, after the benediction,” he recalled, “someone broke the news.” Angel and her family had been passengers in the back of a truck when it struck a car and overturned. The entire family was crushed. Their bodies were returned for burial in closed caskets.

“When I started crying over Angel, I couldn’t stop,” Riley recalled. “I’m back living in a world where you could lose anyone anytime, just like that. Like my little brother. Or Mama. Or Grandma.”

Robbed of love, Riley poured his energy into cotton. Farms around Indianola still employed human pickers. They paid better than Kilmichael farms, and the cotton was heavier. Riley could now pick as many as 480 pounds in a day. Birkett, his stronger cousin, could surpass 500 pounds. Each could earn $1.75 a day, a dollar more than the minimum rate. The two became so skilled at picking that they could sleep in, heading out to pick at eight in the morning instead of the customary six. (Sharecroppers were generally said to work from “cain” to “cain’t”: that is, from the first shaft of sunlight to the final shadows of sundown.) Riley also worked corn and soybean fields and maneuvered logs into a sawmill. He particularly disliked baling hay, painful and bloody work performed by hand.

RILEY AND BIRKETT REAPED some unexpected help with the fall harvest in 1943. In early October, according to an account in the daily Indianola Enterprise, one thousand prisoners of war, probably Germans captured in North Africa, arrived at a new internment camp outside of town. Army guards hauled the prisoners around Sunflower County in trucks, dispatching them to the cotton fields as pickers. Farmers evidently compensated the government at a rate of two dollars per hundred pounds picked, several times what Riley and Birkett earned for the same work.

The conflict had remained far away until Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. After that, Riley recalled, “the war got close.” By the autumn of 1943, one-quarter of the crops Riley harvested in Mississippi went to feed and clothe the army and navy. One by one, Riley’s friends on the Barrett plantation marched off to war.

African Americans had fought bravely in every military conflict since the Revolution. Yet, at the outbreak of World War II, only a few thousand African Americans served in the army, segregated into units commanded by white officers. Black civil rights leaders like labor unionist A. Philip Randolph prevailed on Congress to add language to the 1940 Selective Service Act that forbade draft boards to discriminate by race. The number of Black servicemen rose dramatically. But President Franklin D. Roosevelt, placating southern lawmakers, proceeded to reaffirm the age-old policy of racial segregation in the military. Black soldiers lived and trained away from white soldiers, often sleeping in older barracks and shopping at a second-rate post exchange (PX).

African Americans likewise remained largely shut out of the economic bonanza of war production. When Randolph threatened a mass protest in Washington, DC, in the summer of 1941, Roosevelt agreed to sign an order that banned employment discrimination in the defense industry, but the military remained segregated.

Black America never wavered in its patriotism, nor in its quest for equality. On February 7, 1942, two months after Pearl Harbor, the Pittsburgh Courier announced the Double V (for Victory) Campaign, calling on all African Americans to unite behind the war effort abroad while also lobbying for equal rights at home. The Courier was then the largest African American newspaper in the nation. The federal lobbying effort and Double V Campaign foreshadowed the modern civil rights movement. But the armed forces would not desegregate until 1948, three years after the war’s end. Until then, Black servicemen would endure the same separate and unequal treatment as most Black civilians.

By the end of 1943, “quite a number” of Black Indianolans had enlisted or answered the draft, according to an account in the white-owned Indianola Enterprise: “There are many privates and sergeants, also one second lieutenant, who is a pilot, and two captains in the Medical Corps.” One African American father claimed three sons in military service, one of them the aforementioned pilot, with a fourth “soon to be called.” Black Indianolans eagerly commanded the local Civilian Defense effort, protecting the home front in the city’s African American neighborhoods. Black citizens contributed generously to the city’s war-bond drive, part of an urgent national campaign to finance the fight. Black leaders “got people to turn into bonds their savings of nickels and dimes,” the Enterprise reported. The article concluded, with some apparent surprise, that “Indianola has a number of negroes who are well educated and are leaders among their race, and they usually cooperate freely with the white people.”

MONEY, MUSIC, and lust inspired Riley in equal measure. He had seen the potent spell his gospel quartet cast on the girls at church. He and some friends organized a new group, aspirationally named the Famous St. John Gospel Singers. The ensemble began as a humble street-corner trio, Riley playing guitar and singing sacred songs in three-part harmony with cousin Birkett and a friend named John Matthews. They soon expanded to a quintet.

This group drew inspiration from the Golden Gate Quartet and also from the Soul Stirrers, a Texas ensemble. The traditional gospel quartet employed two tenors, one singing the “lead,” or melody, the other a high harmony, joined by a baritone and bass on progressively lower harmonies. To this mix the Soul Stirrers added a fifth man, a second lead, who traded melodic duties with the first, backed by a four-part harmony. The “swing lead” added emotional tension and vocal depth. Radio exposure and relentless touring made the Soul Stirrers a national sensation by the time Riley arrived in the Delta.

Yet the Soul Stirrers, revolutionary as they were, didn’t play guitars. Gospel groups of that era generally performed a cappella. Riley learned to accompany the Famous St. John Gospel Singers on guitar when the group performed at churches around Indianola. The act bordered on heresy: to church folk, the guitar symbolized the blues, and the blues symbolized sin.

Blues was a uniquely American music form that had probably taken shape around the turn of the century. It was African American music, seemingly rooted in African musical traditions brought to America by slaves. As writer Peter Guralnick famously observed, blues “came out of Mississippi, sniffed around in Memphis and then settled in Chicago,” where it had arrived by the time of Riley’s childhood, following the steady northward march of American Blacks.

Classic blues employed three chords, just like country music, its counterpart in the working-class white communities of the South. Blues was far simpler than jazz, a form that had emerged in New Orleans, arguably as an African American response to European classical music. But blues was more than music.

“The blues, to all or most of us Blacks, is a feeling,” said Charles Evers, brother of civil rights leader Medgar Evers. “It comes out of suffering, being denied, refused, abused, misused. That’s what the blues is.”

Blues was the province of Delta roadhouses and taverns. Country bluesmen strummed guitars and sang about sex in thinly veiled lyrical slang. Some blues performers sang of dark dealings with the devil. Most God-fearing Mississippians, including Riley’s Aunt Beulah, forbade the blues within their homes.
 
The rule against guitars was not inviolable. Riley’s boyhood preacher, the Reverend Archie Fair, had strummed one in his Kilmichael church. But many congregations around Indianola had never seen such a thing. “If they found out we had a guitar,” Riley recalled, “some churches would cancel our show.”

The Famous St. John Gospel Singers also played secular gigs. Riley noticed a difference: At church, “we would sing, and they would pass the basket or the hat. People would say, ‘Bless you.’ But if we’d sing at a juke joint someplace and play, they’d have some guy standing at the door: ‘You can’t come in here unless you pay.’ I liked that pretty well.”

Whenever Riley heard the Soul Stirrers or Golden Gate Quartet on the radio, broadcast from some station in West Memphis or Helena, Arkansas, he would ask himself, “Why not us?” He saw the Famous St. John Gospel Singers as a way to combine his “love of the Lord, . . . music, and . . . money.” He lobbied the other singers: the group could be their ticket out of the Delta. “I succeeded in convincing only me,” he recalled.

Riley increasingly turned his attention to downtown Indianola. On weekends, he could glimpse the musical world beyond its borders. At the movie theaters, upstairs in the “colored” section, he sat transfixed through film shorts that featured Louis Armstrong. The New Orleans trumpeter had transformed jazz into a showcase for solo performers. His predecessors had favored a rapid, staccato attack. Armstrong played his horn like a human voice, slowing the melody, stretching the notes, and shaking his hand atop the valves to create the rich, vocal vibrato that was his trademark. Riley became equally mesmerized by another star of the shorts, Cabell “Cab” Calloway, a New York jazz singer who improvised wordless melodies. (Calloway had learned “scat” singing from Armstrong.) In their performances, horn and voice seemed to flow together into a single melodic stream. It was hard to tell where one left off and the other began.

Riley absorbed other musical influences on the smaller screen of the Mutoscope, a coin-operated moving-picture machine that played short films for single viewers. A ten-cent Mutoscope film introduced Riley to bandleader Benny Goodman, the King of Swing, who hastened the integration of American popular music by employing a succession of African American musicians. Riley found himself transfixed by one of those sidemen, a guitarist named Charlie Christian. He was the first great electric-guitar soloist in jazz.

Charles Henry Christian was born in 1916 in northeastern Texas but raised in Oklahoma: Like most of Riley’s boyhood idols, Christian was conspicuously not from Mississippi. Christian came from a musical family. He took up the guitar in adolescence and became a star on the regional jazz scene, jamming with the big names when they passed through Oklahoma City. In 1939, he auditioned for the legendary producer John Hammond. The producer recommended Christian to Benny Goodman, who hired him, ignoring the color line that still divided much of the music world. The resulting exposure, along with Christian’s gift for melody and improvisation, would thrust the guitar to the front rank of jazz, the genre that dominated American popular music. Christian played his amplified guitar like a horn, executing extended solos on a single string and manipulating the strings to produce a sound that could carry a melody, bending notes with his fingers and sometimes coaxing a subtle vibrato from the string. Lonnie Johnson had done the same things a decade earlier, without an amplifier. Amplification allowed Christian to compete with the other instruments in a big band, a revolutionary advance.
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