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In memory of Muddy, father to us all






Preface

I get up at break of dawn. Been doing that my whole life. That’s what happens when you grow up on the farm. Circumstances might change, but if you a country boy like me, you still hear the rooster.

My house is way on the outskirts of town in the far suburbs of Chicago on fourteen acres of land. Looking out the backyard I see trees everywhere. Got a thing for trees. I like watching how the leaves turn color in the fall, how winter frosts over the branches, how little buds break out in spring and new leaves come to life in summer. The seasons got a rhythm that connects me to the earth.

First thing on my mind are beans. Thinking about going to the store to buy beans. If I find some freshly shelled beans, I’ll jump over the counter to get ’em. Get to the supermarket when the doors first open. Someone might recognize me, might say, “Buddy, what you doing here?” I say, “Hey, man, I gotta eat like everyone else. Gotta get me some fresh beans.”

When the weather’s warm, I want melon. But you can’t sell me melon without seeds. Just like you can’t sell me white-and-yellow corn. I don’t fool with no food that’s messed over by man. On the way home, if I see a stand on the side of the road, I’ll stop to see what they got. If they got corn and I spot a little worm crawling  over the top, I’ll buy it. That means the corn hasn’t been sprayed with chemicals. It’s easy to clean out the worm, but how you gonna clean out the chemicals?

I’ll spend the rest of the day in the kitchen. Maybe I’ll cook up a gumbo with fresh crayfish. When I was a boy, crayfish tail was bait. Now it’s a delicacy. The rice, the spice, the greens, the beans—when I get to cooking, when the pots get to boiling and the odors go floating all over the house, my mind rests easy. My mind is mighty happy. My mind goes back to my uncle, who made his money on the Mississippi River down in Louisiana where we was raised. My uncle caught the catfish and brought it home to Mama. That fish was so clean and fresh, we didn’t need to skin it. Mama would just wash it with hot water before frying it up. I can still hear the sound of the sizzle. And when I bit into that crispy, crackling skin and tasted the pure white of the sweet fish meat, I was one happy little boy.

That’s the kind of food I’m looking for. I’m looking today, and I’m looking tomorrow, and I’ll be looking for the rest of my life.

My life is pretty simple. If I’m off the road and not getting ready to go off to New York or New Delhi, I’ll spend my day shopping and cooking. Maybe the kids will come over. Maybe I’ll eat alone. At 2 p.m. I’ll take me a good long nap. After dinner I’ll get in my SUV and see that I’ve put some 200,000 miles on the thing. If it’s low on gas, I’ll take the time to drive over to Indiana where gas is a couple of cents cheaper. I’ll remember that one of my first jobs off the farm was in Baton Rouge pumping gas. Back then the average sale was $1. Today it’ll cost me $120 to fill the tank. Ain’t complaining—just saying I’ve seen some changes in these many years I’ve been running this race.

Around 7:30 I’ll head into Chicago. My club, Legends, sits on the corner of Wabash and Balbo, right across from the huge  Hilton Hotel on the south end of the Loop. It’s a big club that can hold up to five hundred people, and I’m pleased to say that I own the building that houses it.

I go in and take a seat on a stool in the back. I say hello to the men and women who work there. Two of my daughters run the place, and they’re usually upstairs going over the books. Occasionally a customer will recognize me, but to most everyone I’m just a guy at the bar. That’s how I like it. I don’t need no attention tonight—I’m not playing, I’m just kicking back. I’m feeling good that I got a place to go at night and that Chicago still has a club where you can hear the blues. Live blues every night. Can’t tell you how that warms this old man’s heart.

Funny thing about the blues: you play ’em cause you got ’em. But when you play ’em, you lose ’em. If you hear ’em—if you let the music get into your soul—you also lose ’em. The blues chase the blues away. The true blues feeling is so strong that you forget everything else—even your own blues.

So tonight I’m thinking about how the blues change you and how they changed me. Thinking about how I followed the blues ever since I was a young child. Followed the blues from a plantation way out in the middle of nowhere to the knife-and-gun concrete jungle of Chicago. The blues took my life and turned it upside down. Had me going places and doing things that, when I look back, seem crazy. The blues turned me wild. They brought out something in me I didn’t even know was there.

So here I am—a seventy-five-year-old man sitting on a bar stool in a blues club, trying to figure out exactly how I got here. Any way you look at it, it’s a helluva story.






Before I Left Home





Flour Sack

You might be looking through a book of pictures or walking through a museum where they got photographs of people picking cotton back in the 1940s. Your eye might be drawn to a photo of a family out in the fields. There’s a father with his big ol’ sack filled with cotton. There’s a woman next to him—maybe his wife, maybe his sister. And next to them is a boy, maybe nine years old. He got him a flour sack. That’s all he can manage. After all, it’s his first day picking.

That little boy could be me. I started picking at about that age. I stood next to my daddy, who showed me how to do the job right.

Depending where you coming from, you could feel sorry for that little boy, thinking he’s being misused. You could feel he’s too young to work like that. You could decide that the world he was born into—the world of sharecropping—was cruel and unfair. And you wouldn’t be entirely wrong. Except that if that boy was me and you were able to get inside my little head, you’d find that I was happy being out there with my daddy, doing the work that the big people did. I wanted to be grown and help my family any way I could. Didn’t know anything else except the land and the  sky and the seasons and the fruits and the fish and the horses and the cows and the pigs and the pecans and the birds and the moss and the white cotton that we prayed came up plentiful enough to give us enough money to make it through winter.

I saw the world through the eyes of my mama and daddy. Their eyes were looking at the earth. The earth had to yield. If it did, we ate. If it didn’t, we scrambled. Because we didn’t have no electricity—not for the first twelve years of my life—we were cut off from what was happening outside our little spot in Louisiana called Lettsworth. I didn’t know it at the time, but we were living and farming like people lived and farmed a hundred years before. When I got my little flour sack and went out in the field, I was doing something my people had been doing ever since we were herded up like cattle in Africa, sent out on slave boats, and forced to work the land of the southern states of America. That fact, though, was something that came into my mind when I was an adult playing my music in Senegal. Someone brought me to the Point of No Return, one of the places where slaves were sent off to make that terrible Atlantic crossing. Maybe that’s where the blues began.

 



But to me—nine-year-old George Buddy Guy, son of Sam and Isabell Guy, born July 30, 1936—black history was not part of the elementary schooling I got at the True Vine Baptist Church. That’s where I was taught to use utensils and read little books about white children called Dick and Jane. Black people weren’t in those books. Blacks weren’t part of history. All we knew was the present time. We knew today, and today meant shuck the corn and feed the pig and go to school in the evenings after our chores were done.

I had fears—snakes and lightning and ghosts who were said to haunt the graveyards. But I had something bigger than those fears—a feeling of family. Back then, family feeling was stronger than it is today. If you had a righteous mom and dad like I did, they could make you feel that, no matter what, everything was all right. If you had two older sisters like mine—Annie Mae and Fanny—and two younger brothers—Philip and Sam—who always had your back, you felt protected.

We lived in a wooden shack built up on pillars. We didn’t have no indoor plumbing. When it was blistering hot and we wanted to escape the heat, we’d go under the cabin where the dirt was cool. The inside was just a couple rooms and a wood-burning stove. No running water. We pumped the water into a number-three tub for our weekly baths. We also used those tubs to soak the pecans we picked so that when we sold them by the pound, they weighed a little more.

I didn’t know about glass windows. Our windows were made of wood. When it rained, we shut the windows and, if it was summertime, we sweated bullets. The crazy Louisiana weather had all kinds of storms rolling through. I once saw a killer hurricane tear the porch from the rest of our cabin and blow it some twenty feet away—with Daddy and Fanny standing right on it! When lightning ripped open the sky, I ran to Mama, who held me in her arms and whispered, “Don’t say nothing, boy, that’s just God doing his work.”

Our work never stopped. The business broke down like this: a family owned the land and got half of everything we produced. When I was younger we lived on a smaller farm. But when I turned eight we moved to a larger plantation. That land was enormous. There were cattle and horses and acres of corn and cotton. On a  good day I could pick seventy pounds of cotton. (My brother Sam got up to two hundred pounds.) I learned to rope the cow and ride the horse. I had a pony of my own. I ran around the land barefoot and learned to shoot a barrel shotgun. If I went out in the woods with my dog and came home with a bird or rabbit, I’d get a pat on the back from Daddy and a hug from Mama. During dinner that night I might get seconds.

We farmed six days a week. There were no such things as parties on Saturday night. Sunday was the True Vine Baptist Church. Church was happy because the music was happy. I was taught that we didn’t use just our voices or tambourines to praise God—we used our whole bodies. Wasn’t no shame in jumping and shouting for the Lord. Jesus was so good, such a beautiful feeling of pure love in our lives, that he got all of us, body and soul.

I believe it was Jesus that got us through the tough times. We didn’t have no irrigation. We didn’t have the technology people got today. Any long spell of bad weather meant disaster. And we had many a bad spell. I remember the look on Daddy’s face when a long drought killed the cotton crop. There were no other jobs to get—the land was all we had. There were five growing kids to feed. Seeing that they had to do something to keep us from starving, the landowners might give Daddy a few dollars to buy a sack of flour. Mama could make that flour go a long way.

Mama grew the sweet potato, and when she cooked it in the wood stove it came out so sweet we didn’t need no sugar on top. Her biscuits were light and fluffy, and her cornbread put a taste in our mouths that had us smiling for the rest of the day. The greens came from the yard. If we had enough money to buy feed, the chicken grew until it was time to wring its neck. That was the kids’ job. With blood squirting and feathers flying, we plucked it  clean. Then I’d drive the horse and wagon to fetch wood for Mama’s stove. She’d cook it juicy good and brown. You never did hear of the salmonella.

You never did hear of the cancer. The food could be sparse, but it was fresh. Mama got up at 4:30 to cook for the sharecroppers, so when the troops—me, my brothers and sisters, and our dad—came in from the fields for lunch, those good beans and rice kept us going for the rest of the day. No one talked about peptic ulcers or irritable bowel syndrome. If someone got really sick, the landowners would rustle up a doctor from somewhere, but that could take days. Better stay healthy.

We were isolated. No newspapers. In my early years, no radio. When I was five I heard talk about America being attacked at Pearl Harbor, but I didn’t really understand. The war was in another world. Our world was farming. Our shack was at least a mile away from our nearest neighbor. I could see their shack from the porch of our cabin when the corn wasn’t up. But when the crop came in, looking out from our porch I saw nothing but tall, yellow stalks waving at the sun.

We ate fresh nonbird meat but once a year: pork at Christmas. Fact is that there were only two holidays on the plantation—Christmas and Easter. They didn’t tell us about Thanksgiving and turkey. And if the crops were right for picking, no one was about to take off no Fourth of July. Christmas was special, not because we had money for presents but because it was time to slaughter a pig.

Because no one had refrigeration, meat had to be eaten quickly. Salt could preserve it some, but nothing tastes better than fresh pork. That meant everyone had to cooperate. My folks and our neighbors would get together a few weeks before Christmas to work out the pig-killing schedule. Mr. Johnson, for example,  would slaughter his pig on December 10, keep a good chunk for his family, and give the rest to us neighbors. Five days later Mr. Smith would do the same. Then it was our turn. I spent so much time feeding our pig that he became a friend. Pigs have personalities. Some of them are real friendly and cute. When I was told to cut his throat, I had to pause. Had to think about it. Was the last thing in the world I wanted to do, but despite my feelings, I grabbed hold of the knife and did it.

 



First music I heard—first music that touched my heart—wasn’t made by man. It was the music of the birds. They was singing in the morning and singing at night. They caught my ear and had me wondering about all the creatures made by God. Some crawled and hissed and poisoned you with their bite; others flew and sang and serenaded you with their sweetness. I could follow the different melodies made by different birds. How did they learn their songs? Why were they pretty? When they sang I’d close my eyes so that everything disappeared except those little chirpy songs that made me realize that the world was filled with beautiful sounds.

My folks only had a third-grade education, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t appreciate talent. There was a man named Henry Smith who had talent. Daddy called him Coot and made sure he came over every Christmas with his two-string guitar. They’d give him wine and have him play. His was the first guitar I ever saw, the first one I ever touched. I watched him pick the thing with his fingers and produce a sound that gave me goose bumps. He sang a song called “Tomorrow Night.” Later I learned a blues singer called Lonnie Johnson recorded it. When I first heard Coot we still didn’t have no electricity, which meant no radio or records.  Coot would take a wooden chair, sit himself down, put the guitar on his lap, and make it talk. Just two strings. His voice wasn’t big, but it went good with the music. Told a story. Made you stop and listen. Naturally he had no drummer, but when he kept time by stomping his foot on the wooden floor, you felt like dancing. You felt like playing and singing yourself.

You best believe I studied Coot. I saw how him and that guitar were connected. It was his woman, his baby, his friend. He stroked it like you stroke a dog. He made it cry and he made it laugh. He had it telling stories that I never heard before. He made me wanna get one.

When Mama bought her first set of screens for our windows, I saw my chance. The screens were a blessing. They protected us from those Louisiana skeeters that were big enough to carry us out the room. Studying them closely, though, seemed like the screens were made from guitar strings. At least that’s how I saw it. When my folks were gone I’d take down a screen and pull out a couple of wires from the top. Then I’d string ’em between two tin cans and pretend it was a guitar. I saw how different degrees of tightness gave different sounds. But come morning, Mama and Daddy saw how we was eaten up by the skeeters.

“Who been fooling with the screens?” asked Daddy.

I kept quiet as his eyes darted from child to child before settling on me.

“Why don’t you fix these, Buddy, and make sure it don’t happen again.”

I fixed the screen, but the next day I was fixing up a new contraption—rubber bands stretched out and tacked to the wall. I kept plucking them just like I’d plucked the strings, looking to make the kind of melody that I heard from Coot. Late at night,  under the light of a full moon, you’d find me out back sawing off chunks of wood, hoping to put together something that resembled a guitar. Every time, though, I made a mess of it.

But those ringing sounds that Coot made, together with the sweet songs of the birds, never left my head. My head was filled up with music I couldn’t play.

 



After doing our farm work, we walked many miles over gravel roads to school at the True Vine. On the way, a yellow school bus crowded with white kids passed us by. They was on their way to a regular schoolhouse. Sometimes those kids leaned out the window and threw rocks at us. All we could do was jump out the way. I wanted to throw rocks back at them: if a snake bites you, your natural reaction is to crush it dead. But in this case we were outnumbered twenty to one, and there wasn’t a chance in hell to retaliate. I didn’t think that much about it. I was taught that some white folks were decent and some were downright nasty—just like colored folks. I was taught to avoid the nasty folks of both races.

In our part of Louisiana I never heard stories about the Ku Klux Klan. My father instructed me to address white men as “mister,” but he gave me the same instructions about black men. No color deserved more respect than any other.

The most respect I earned came from taming horses. As a youngster, I got me a reputation as someone who could tame a wild animal. Neighbors would bring me their spirited horses. Can’t exactly explain how I did it, but it came natural. I could talk to a horse. I could even reason with a horse. I’d say, “I feel that you’re wild. I like that you’re wild. But listen here, boy. I’m gonna let you take me on one last ride, and then I’m gonna make you behave.” I felt a kinship with wild horses—something I understood  a little better when I got older and started playing guitar. At a young age, I could see wildness in horses, but I couldn’t see it in myself—at least not yet.

 



I loved baseball, but in the backwoods of Louisiana we didn’t have no Little League. We didn’t even have a regular hardball. We mashed up cans to hit with a broomstick. We put down rocks for bases. And when it came to listening to games, we went with our dads where we stood in the backyard of the white man who put his radio on his windowsill so we could hear the broadcast. From faraway Brooklyn, we heard how the Dodgers had signed Jackie Robinson, the first black to play in the majors. I could feel the pride in my daddy’s heart. I could feel my own heart beating fast when Jackie slapped a double against Warren Spahn of the Boston Braves or stole home against the Phils. When Jackie won Rookie of the Year in 1947, I was only eleven, but you’d think that it was me, along with every black boy in America, who had won the award. I guess the award was for all of us who didn’t have the money to buy a mitt or the means to ever see a big league game.

I was too young to remember when Joe Louis fought Max Schmeling in the 1930s, but as a youngster, I was out in the backyard, standing next to my father and grandfather as Louis beat down Billy Conn in the thirteenth round. I remember all of us hooting and hollering for a man who, before Jackie Robinson, was the only American hero with skin the color of ours.

When I think of tough characters, my Daddy’s mama comes to mind. I never saw her without a corn pipe in her mouth. When the pipe was smoked out, she’d take the burnt ashes and spread them over her lips. If any of us misbehaved, she was the first to notice. She wouldn’t think twice about grabbing the biggest switch off the tree and tanning our bottoms.

On the other hand, Grandpa was more a talker. He liked to tell stories. His favorite—the one that spooked us out—was about the Jesse James days, when white folks was scared to keep their money in the banks. Instead they buried their cash in the ground around certain graves. To keep the black man from digging up that cash, the white man spread a scary story—that ghosts guarded the burial grounds. They said that if you wanted to hunt for the money, you had to leave out shots of whiskey. Give the ghosts whiskey and the ghosts wouldn’t bother you none. As a child, these stories messed with me. They crept inside my mind and stayed there. I had dreams of drunken ghosts chasing me all over the chicken house.

Just as bad weather led to the death of the crops, bad circumstances led to the death of people I knew. In the country, death comes often. I remember putting my uncle George in a plain pine box when he died a young man. When I heard that a neighbor, sick of mind, slit his own throat and bled to death, I thought of Christmastime when I had to slit the throat of the pig. Why would anyone slit his own throat?

A little friend of mine, Grant Clark, went hunting in the woods with his dad. Many times I’d done the same thing. But my friend never came back. In a terrible accident that was no one’s fault, a gunshot blew off the top of his head. That also haunted my dreams for months afterward.

 



Life in the country is set by the seasons. In the early months we sit behind the mule as he pulls the tractor to cut furrows in the soil where we’d soon be planting seeds. The mule ain’t easy. The mule don’t like to be told nothing. “Stubborn as a mule” ain’t no lie. The mule likes to fart in your face and piss in the wind. He got the foulest-smelling shit of any animal on earth. And all the time  that I’m shouting for him to get done with this dirty work, I’m whipping his fat butt so I can get home and play baseball or run into the woods with my rifle with the hope of bagging a bird for dinner.

Life was steady. We grew the greens, we picked the cotton, we planted the corn. It was a cycle that didn’t stop. We watched the sky, hoping that the weather be kind. We watched the fields, hoping the crops would grow.

In a world without changes, one change did come. It didn’t keep us from farming like we’d always farmed, but it did give us something we’d never had before.






Light

It was near the end of the 1940s when we finally got an electric line. I was twelve. There was one little light bulb that hung down from the ceiling. Didn’t take much of a storm to knock out the power, though. Fact is, that the roof of our shack was so flimsy that any heavy rain created big leaks. Mama had tubs lined up all over to catch the pouring water. Wasn’t till much later that I learned what it was like to trust the roof over my head.

The introduction of that little light bulb in our cabin didn’t improve life much. But our first piece of electrical equipment, a beat-up used phonograph that played 78 records, changed everything. I thank God that my daddy loved the blues and wanted to hear music when he came out from the fields. I thank God that my daddy had this one record by John Lee Hooker called “Boogie Chillen.” That’s the record that did it.

In 1949, about when I turned thirteen, “Boogie Chillen” was the biggest hit in the country among black folk—it was by far the biggest hit in the Guy household. Wasn’t anything more than one guy playing his electric guitar by himself. Notes were simple. Words were simple. Words didn’t even rhyme. But the groove got to me. The mood was so strong that after the song had done  played, you had to play it over. When the man said, “Mama told Papa, let the boy boogie woogie,” I figured that this John Lee Hooker had to be talking about me. I figured that one way or the other I had to get me a guitar and learn “Boogie Chillen.” I knew that inside that song was a mystery I had to know. Once I figured out how the notes worked together, once I memorized all the words and sang the song myself, I’d have a key that would open a door. Didn’t know what was on the other side of that door—but I had to find out.

I’d wait for Christmas—not because there were presents, but because Coot was coming. Like everyone who had a guitar, Coot had figured out “Boogie Chillen” and didn’t mind when I asked him to play it six or seven times in a row. I’d watch him real careful. Didn’t miss nothing. And when he went to drink the wine my daddy had set aside for him, I picked up the guitar and tried to play it myself. My mind heard it, but my fingers couldn’t coordinate it. I fumbled. I was frustrated, and when Coot came back, a little happier for the wine, I asked to play the thing again.

“Ain’t you ever getting tired of that tune, boy?” he asked.

“No, sir.”

 



Must have been two or three months into the new year when I walked to the little general store. I was on an errand for Mama, buying sugar and salt. I happened to glance outside as an old car pulled up. A skinny man got out. He was wearing a big straw hat, and when I saw what he was carrying under his arm, my heart got to beating so hard I thought it’d bust out my chest.

He was carrying a guitar along with a big black box.

“Who’s that?” I asked Artigo, the white man who ran the store.

“Lightnin’ Slim.”

“He play guitar?”

“Famous for it.”

“He gonna play here today?” I asked.

“He will if I give him a bottle of beer.”

“Give him two bottles.”

He walked in real slow, giving Artigo a big smile.

“That beer cold?” he asked.

Artigo said, “Got a kid here who loves him some guitar.”

“What’s in that black box?” I asked Lightnin’.

“Just a bunch of wires and tubes. Ain’t you never seen no amp?”

“No, sir. What it do?”

“Pushes electricity through the guitar. Makes it louder and stronger. Makes it scream until you can hear it over folk talking. You can hear it over anything. When this here electrical guitar starts to buzzing, folks gonna be flying in here like bees to honey.”

“You know ‘Boogie Chillen?’” I asked.

“Who don’t?”

“You gonna play it?”

“Sure will. You gonna sing along with me, boy?”

“I can’t sing.”

“Boy, everybody can sing, just like everybody can talk.”

As Lightnin’ set up I studied the whole situation. Saw him plug the amp thing in the wall. A tiny little light turned red. As he started fingering the guitar, I stood there right in front of him. With the first twang of his guitar a shock ran through my body. The blood inside my head, the blood pumping my heart, the blood running through my limbs—all that blood started into boiling. When Lightnin’ began singing, the raw sound of his voice and the jolt of his guitar set me back on my heels. My mouth dropped open so wide a family of flies could have flown in. At that moment I wasn’t noticing nothing but Lightnin’ Slim playing “Boogie Chillen” on his electrical guitar. He didn’t sound like John Lee  Hooker—no one does—but he sounded good. While he played four or five other songs, I didn’t move a muscle. I focused my eyes on his fingers like a hound dog focused on a rabbit hole. He played for a half-hour and drank three beers. When he was through and I looked around me, I saw that little store was filled up with people. Don’t know where they all came from, but they was there.

Slim winked at me and said, “Out here in country, when I play this here electrical guitar, you can hear it three, four miles in the distance. Didn’t I tell you, boy? Folk come buzzin’ in like bees to honey.”

And then, like the Lone Ranger, he packed his guitar and amp, walked out to his car, and rode off into the sunset.

 



I knew about the Lone Ranger because every few weeks Artigo would let us black boys pile into the back of his pickup and he would drive us to a movie theater in a little town ten miles away. Fact is, me and Artigo’s son had been good friends as little boys. When we got older, though, we was told that whites and blacks couldn’t be buddies. He didn’t like that, and neither did I, but that’s how it was.

At the movies blacks had to sit upstairs while the whites went downstairs closer to the big screen. I loved seeing Gene Autry and Roy Rogers riding their horses and gunning down cattle rustlers. When Gene picked up his guitar and sang around the campfire, my eyes went right to his fingers. How did he make that nice, calming sound? Lightnin’ Slim and John Lee Hooker didn’t calm me down. They worked me up. I liked being worked up, but I also liked a guitar that was smooth and easy. Those cowboy songs were like lullabies. You had to love a lullaby. Because I wasn’t a bad lasso man myself, I got a big kick out of Lash LaRue and the other cowboys who knew how to work a rope. I liked all them lasso artists and gunslingers.

Back in our little country shack I kept close to the phonograph. After John Lee Hooker, we got some records by Lightnin’ Hopkins. There was “Lightnin’s Boogie” and “Moanin’ Blues.” Lightnin’ was a little softer than John Lee. He had a different kind of twang. When he played, his little notes seemed to be walking, like when I would walk down by the bayou. When he sang, he was telling me a story, almost like my daddy or uncle telling a story. I believed every word he said. And when those words was put to a rhythm and the rhythm got my foot to tapping and my heart to singing, all I could do was take that needle and put it back at the beginning of the record so I could hear the man do it again.

The general store where I saw Lightnin’ Slim had a jukebox that held all the records I liked so well. That’s where I first heard Muddy Waters singing “Rollin’ Stone.” Like John Lee and Lightnin’, he cracked open my soul to everything he said in his songs. I felt like I knew him.

“Where does Muddy Waters live?” I asked Artigo.

“Chicago. All these guys live up there in Chicago.”

“Chicago far away?”

“Real far.”

Artigo said the harmonica man called Little Walter lived in Chicago too. He pressed a button, and I watched as one of Walter’s records came on.

“Sounds like a woman crying, don’t it?” said Artigo.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Or a man begging,” he added.

I wasn’t sure what he meant.

“You ain’t ever begged for it, boy, have you?”

“I guess not,” I said.

“You will.”

 



I did.

It happened around the same time all this music started kicking in.

Now when girls fall in love for the first time, they’ll tell you that the music they happened to be hearing at that time is the prettiest in the world. When boys start into moving with the sex urge, music also goes along with that feeling. Girl or boy, that’s the music that’s gonna travel with you for the rest of your life. It gonna talk to you, walk with you, slip into bed with you, and wake you up in the morning. The seeds of that music are planted in fertile soil.

For me that music was the blues. Everyone knows that the blues can be both sad and happy. But the blues is also sexy. When the blues gets inside you, it stirs up your nature to get down and dirty.

In the country, especially in Louisiana where the ground is moist and muddy, we had to get down standing up. We had to learn to make love from a vertical position. That ain’t easy, but baby, where there’s a will, there’s a way. First time it happened I was probably fifteen. It could be awkward, but it also could be good, especially if you find a little bench where your honey could raise up her leg.

When it came to music, I was wild. When I’d learn Lightnin’ Slim was coming back through or a new Big Boy Crudup tune was loaded on Artigo’s jukebox, I’d run like the wind. When it to came to girls, though, I wasn’t wild. I was careful. That’s ’cause my grandma was careful to warn me that women are like plants in the jungle: many are beautiful and contain ingredients that can heal your body, but others, just as beautiful, contain poison.

“The wrong woman,” said Grandma, “can kill you. Or treat you in a way that will make you wanna kill yourself.”

As a young buck, I was following my nature—and my nature was strong—but I was also following Grandma’s advice. I was avoiding the crazy girls, the ones who’d tell everyone their business—and yours. I liked the quiet ones who seemed happy just to enjoy the boy-girl feeling that makes life worthwhile.

 



While I was still on the farm, though, it wasn’t sex that was most on my mind but baseball and music. And if it came down to choosing between the two, music was the winner. If me and the boys was hitting the tin can with Mama’s mop stick, for example, and we heard a radio playing Smokey Hogg’s “Good Morning Little Schoolgirl,” I’d shout out, “Rain delay!” and run to the radio. The rain delay lasted as long as the announcer kept playing blues. If the weather was clear, the radio could pick up a station from far-off Tennessee, where they might be playing Willie Mabon’s “I Don’t Know,” J. B. Lenoir’s “Korea Blues,” or Howlin’ Wolf’s “Moanin’ at Midnight.”

In the catalogues we got from Montgomery Ward and Sears Roebuck I studied the pages with musical instruments. I studied pictures of guitars like other boys studied pictures of half-naked ladies. I had to have me one. There wasn’t a chance in the world to get twenty dollars to send off for a new guitar, but one Christmas something happened that was nearly as good.

As usual, we had our dinner of fresh pork along with fresh greens, beans, and sweet potatoes. In the evening Coot showed up with his guitar. After drinking more than his fair share of wine, he broke into a sped-up version of Joe Liggins’s “Honeydripper.” That got everyone up to dancing. The weather had been right that  winter, and it looked like the land would yield Daddy a decent penny.

“Henry,” said Daddy, calling Coot by his right name, “I been knowing your daddy Jim Smith for many a year. How old was you when he got you this here guitar?”

“I’d say twelve.”

“Just about the age of my boy Buddy.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And I’m guessing that this ain’t the only guitar you have.”

“You guessing right. Got me another at home. That’s my dry stick for a rainy day.”

“Well, looks like a little rain today, Coot, ’cause I’m prepared to buy this here guitar from you.”

When Daddy said those words, my heart started thumping hard against my chest.

“I couldn’t let you have it for less than five dollars, Mr. Guy.”

“Well, I got me four dollars just waiting to warm the inside of your pocket.”

“Four dollars and a little change might do it.”

“I can find some change,” said Daddy, searching through his pockets. “I can find a quarter.”

“That quarter,” said Coot, “gonna be lonely by itself. It needs another quarter go with it.”

“I got a dime to go with it. I got four dollars and thirty-five cent. You can take that money and buy you enough wine to last till the weather turns warm.”

Daddy handed over the money, and Coot handed me the guitar.

Life ain’t never been the same since.

“Before you go, Coot,” I said, “please show me how to play ‘Boogie Chillen.’”

“Simple,” said Coot. “You just lock in these here notes.”

He showed me the notes. At first my mind couldn’t talk to my fingers. I had to ask Coot to show me again. By then, though, he was deep into his wine and didn’t wanna bother.

“Please,” I begged. “I gotta learn ‘Boogie Chillen.’”

“This is the last time, boy.”

He showed me how to move my left hand up and down the neck of the guitar and which of the two strings to pluck with my right hand.

I had it. I played it. My sisters and brothers were happy to hear me play, but after the fourth or fifth time they said it was okay to stop. I didn’t stop, though, because Coot was good and drunk and in no condition to show me a third time how to finger the song. So like a fool in love with a lady he couldn’t leave alone, I couldn’t leave the song alone. I wouldn’t stop playing it. I played it for an hour, and then for two. I played it walking around the back of the house, walking out through the cornfields, walking down by the bayou and then up into the woods. I kept playing it because I was scared silly that if I stopped, I’d forget it. I had to play this song until it was as much a part of me as my liver or my beating heart. When the hour turned late and I couldn’t hold my eyes open any longer, I went to sleep with the guitar in my arms, afraid that when morning came, the song would be gone and I’d never be able to play the song again. So I hummed it in my head and prayed that I’d keep playing it in my dreams. When I woke up, I grabbed my guitar, wondering whether the notes of “Boogie Chillen” would still be there.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 










OEBPS/budd_9780306821073_oeb_001_r1.jpg
When I Left Home

MY STORY

BUDDY GUY

with David Ritz

sssssssssssssssssssssssssssss





OEBPS/budd_9780306821073_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
BUDDY GUY

with DAVID RITZ






