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PROLOGUE



Having a Party


SIMPLY PUT, THIS IS A BOOK about creativity. Like so many other things in my life, this is a realization I have come to only after the fact. When I first started writing profiles (see “Falling into Place” and “Whose Skip James Is This?”), it was with the idea of putting what gifts I had at the service of a greater cause. But gradually over the years I have come to recognize that what has always fascinated me, apart from the very idiosyncratic nature of each and every person that I’ve ever written about, was the imaginative impulse that drove them all, not the material dreams (even in the case of a fabulist like Colonel Tom Parker, I would argue that this was by no means his primary motivation) but what it was in their makeup that led them to express themselves in so particular and individuated a manner.


And so in a way this is what all my profiles from first (Skip) to last (Dick Curless) have been about, however different the particulars of the lives may be. In some cases, as with the unique collaboration between Elvis Costello and Allen Toussaint, the artist may be exceedingly self-aware—but then, so, too, in his own way, was Howlin’ Wolf, who saw his music as an expression not just of personal freedom but of personal difference. It is that almost inextinguishable drive to self-expression that, to paraphrase John Lee Hooker, was, simply, in them and had to come out. I’m reminded sometimes of what Stoney Edwards, a singular black country singer who could neither read nor write, said to me on the subject of other people’s attempts to educate him. “I’m glad I can’t read,” he said. “It scares the shit out of me sometimes how close I came to being an educated man. What I’m saying is, when I think about how many things that’s written about that’s copied—well, I can’t copy anybody else. What I write about comes from a natural feeling inside myself. What I write has to be true.”


Well, maybe so. Though that is not, of course, the only way. And yet it is one way to discover that state of abandon which all artists, whether knowingly or not, are searching for, that momentary sense of “lostness” that leads an author like Henry Green to forgo grammatical niceties, and sometimes even linear sense, for the same kind of lyrical rapture (in Green’s case it might best be described as verbal drunkenness) that permits a musician like Jerry Lee Lewis or Ray Charles to discover places he might never otherwise have sought to go.


I toyed with the idea of calling this book Creativity: An Autobiography, because in one sense that is what it is. But then I figured no one would really get the joke (is it a joke—and if it is, how certain am I that I get it?)—and besides, it might take away from the seriousness of my point. Which is that there is no one in this book, or any other that I have written, who was not lifted up in some way on the wings of imagination.


You won’t find anyone more dedicated to their writing, or more ambitious about the precision of its expression, than Merle Haggard or Chuck Berry. To Lee Smith, “I guess my favorite thing is before you even start writing, when you’re sitting down every day just thinking about [it], and it’s all completely fluid in your head and there’re all these people running around, and there’s infinite possibilities of what they might or might not do.… Everything is all intensely alive, and it’s just total possibility.” Doc Pomus, who experienced a late-in-life renaissance that freed him from the more self-conscious restrictions of genre and craft, describes writing one of his early songs in an almost trance-like state (“I definitely remember writing the song in a car. I was still living on and off with my family, and I was riding somewhere. It has a kind of quasi-heartbeat, it’s almost like subliminal writing”), but in the end he had no interest in explaining the song, because “it’s like with Edward Hopper, when they asked him, ‘Who are those paintings about, all those late-night diners?,’ he said, ‘They’re all me.’” Henry Green was so inflamed by his fears for the demise not just of himself but of everything that he knew and loved as the Battle of Britain began (he was driven, he said, “to put down what comes to mind before one is killed, and surely it would be asking much to pretend one had a chance to live”) that he wrote what could arguably be considered his three greatest masterpieces in the course of little more than two years. Bill Monroe, widely hailed as the “Father of Bluegrass,” saw a long lifetime as an opportunity to refine the ever-developing arc of the revolutionary new music that he had pioneered in his mid-thirties. And if you listen to the dialogue between Elvis Costello and Allen Toussaint, you will overhear a conversation that returns again and again to the work ethic of the artist (simply put, this might be summarized by writers and musicians from Ernest Hemingway to Robert Johnson as, You’d better be there just in case inspiration arrives, because if you’re not, it may never choose to show its face again)—a conversation leavened and uplifted, in a manner that Lee Smith and Bill Monroe would certainly approve, by visionary arrivals like the Archangel Gabriel in the midst of an otherwise wholly secular (and, up to that point, almost frivolous) song.


Many of the subjects of this book are people that I’ve known for years—in a number of cases, I’ve simply written new profiles of artists that I have written about before. Jerry Lee Lewis, for example, I met originally in 1970, when he was living on Coro Lake, outside of Memphis, still married to his first cousin once removed, Myra Gale, whom he had married some fourteen years earlier when she was thirteen. (The revelation of their marriage in 1958 had virtually ended his career for the next decade.) Over the years I continued to talk to, and write about, Jerry Lee, and I like to think I gained additional insight not only into what he was saying to me at the present moment but into what he had told me long ago. The same with Howlin’ Wolf—I interviewed him just months before Jerry Lee, as I was putting together my first book, Feel Like Going Home, but though he died in 1976, I never ceased to be fascinated by both the man and his music. And Solomon Burke—well, as I say, someday I’m going to write an epic about Solomon Burke (not really, but I wish I could), and I have tried once again here to suggest some of the illimitable dimensions of his world.


All of these portraits, old and new, tell stories that are just as exciting to me today as when I first encountered them, and they connect with one another now in ways that I might not always have suspected. The most recent piece, the chapter on Dick Curless, which I have been working on for the last two or three years, turned into something altogether different from what I had imagined—and told a story that, while it began and ended in the same place that it had originally started, took a number of unexpectedly tortuous twists and turns. In similar fashion, I found myself exploring another side of Ray Charles, whom I’ve written about extensively over the years, by focusing on the moment in his life when everything changed. Or, in another newly written piece, which, like the Ray Charles chapter, started out as a talk and then evolved, I sought to place Elvis’ manager, Colonel Tom Parker, in a different, deeper, and I hope more entertaining perspective by utilizing my own interaction (and correspondence) with him over an almost ten-year period.


With all of the profiles, old and new, I wanted to maintain a “presentness” in the writing, even while doing everything that I could to avoid unintentional anachronisms or inaccuracies. It’s funny, the challenges that sometimes arise. You may note, for example, in the profiles of both Leiber and Stoller and Tammy Wynette how I’ve tried to address looming issues that never came up at the time (I simply didn’t have the information to ask the questions)—but I hope never at the expense of that first wide-eyed moment of meeting. Sometimes, in rereading and rewriting, I’ve found myself embarrassed most of all by—well, by myself. (I must confess, this could happen just as easily with something I’m writing today as something written twenty or thirty years ago.) But I never want to deny that first, fresh impression—however much I might be tempted, I would never want to touch up the truth, or the tone, of an instant that I can so vividly recall but could never fully re-create in the same terms that presented themselves so startlingly to me at the time.


And then there was the matter of how exactly to present the portraits, how best to order them and introduce old friends and new not only to the reader but to each other. At first I thought, well, why not just try to put them into some kind of thematic sequence—but then I realized that far too many of the themes intertwined and overlapped to even consider that kind of arrangement. The centrality of home, for example, as the starting point for every creative endeavor, yoked to the implicit understanding that there was no way of ever getting back there again. (See previous paragraph.) Dick Curless, I think, put it most poignantly when he spoke of quitting school and leaving home at eighteen to go out on his first musical tour, just weeks before high school graduation. There’s little doubt in my mind that, given the opportunity, he would have done it again. And yet, “If I could go back and find that boy,” he said almost fifty years later, “knowing all the things that would happen to him, I’d tell him, ‘Boy, stay and sing with your family. They’re not going to be there very long. Yeah, you stay home and sing. Be happy in your little town.’” I’m not sure anyone else would have expressed themselves in such stark emotional terms (well, maybe Lonnie Mack), but Lee Smith spoke movingly of some of that same sense of regret (she described it as a kind of “intense ambivalence”). So did Allen Toussaint and Tammy Wynette, among others. Or, as Ernest Tubb once said, speaking of the origins of his own deliberately spare country style, “I want my music to be simple enough so that the boy out there on the farm can learn it and practice it and try to play it.” But as he himself would have been the first to acknowledge, it was a long time since he had visited that farm, and for all he knew neither the boy nor the farm was still there.


The one thing that united every one of them was the breadth and conviction of their democratic views—and I’m not talking politics here, even if like Chuck Berry you are inclined to argue that everything is politics. I mean, let me be clear: I am not prepared to vouch for anyone’s political views—in many cases I have no idea, and in the case of someone like Merle Haggard (whose views ran the full gamut, from left to right and back again), I couldn’t possibly begin to interpret them. But I can say confidently that none of the people I have written about—whatever their articulated political or social views might be—have ever voiced their aesthetic views, their views about art or music or self-expression, in anything but purely democratic terms. Howlin’ Wolf, Jerry Lee Lewis, Ray Charles, Johnny Cash, Chuck Berry, Allen Toussaint, Merle Haggard, Bill Monroe—every one of them listened with his ears wide open, all of them expressed their admiration, often in the most expansive terms, for their acknowledged peers and predecessors, irrespective of genre, irrespective of class or color. And all in some sense would tend to subscribe to the view most explicitly voiced by Sam Phillips and Solomon Burke—that music, or in the case of Henry Green and Lee Smith the meticulous reimagining of all that they saw or heard around them, has the power to save (or at least preserve) the world.


Oh, yes, and sequencing the book? Well, I knew I wanted to start with some kind of statement of purpose, so I revisited two of the first subjects I ever wrote about, Robert Johnson and Skip James, to present them in a somewhat different, but no less fiercely partisan, light. They were among the very first to wake me up to the music, and in many ways they could each be said to have started me off on my own adventures. As far as the rest of it goes, the order of the book from Ray Charles on, well, I mean, what other choice did I have but to fall back on the tried-and-true method that so many of these artists called upon in their own work? In the end I did it simply by feel.


I spoke at a college not too long ago, and at the reception afterwards I was asked by my host who I would like to have at my ideal dinner party. Oh, Solomon Burke, I said, limiting the invitations to people I have actually known. And, of course, Sam Phillips, even if they didn’t seem to get along when I introduced them in real life. Don’t forget Johnny Shines. And Sleepy LaBeef—Sleepy would get along with everybody. All eyes turn when Carla Thomas, Stax’s own Queen of Memphis Soul (she sang with Otis Redding while studying for her master’s degree in English at Howard University), arrives. Sam wants to know right away where her father, Rufus, is. Which raises the question, Where is Rufus? After all, not only was he the originator of Sun Records’ very first hit, he is never anything less than the life of the party. I guess we’d better send out a call to him, too. Charlie Rich and his songwriter wife, Margaret Ann, come in together, a study in contrasts. Margaret Ann, the author of some of Charlie’s deepest, most personal songs, is an inveterate reader (as it happens, she’s a big fan of Lee Smith, whom she’s thrilled to see across the room) and a natural mixer who fits right in. Charlie, on the other hand, one of the most introverted people I’ve ever met, might have to be coaxed out of his corner, but I’m sure if anyone could do it, Lee Smith could. Lee might in fact have to do double duty with Merle Haggard. (This was evidently going to be quite a party.) Not to mention Howlin’ Wolf, even if he might appear to be sulking at first (or maybe “brooding” might be the better term)—Sam would just be so happy to see him. My mind was really working overtime now. I think Doc Pomus and Colonel Parker, with their mutual (while very different) dedication to the proposition that you can’t hip a square, would get a big kick out of each other. Though on second thought Doc and Sam Cooke’s friend and business partner J. W. Alexander, who never met but should have, had so much in common that maybe they should be seated together. And what about Jack Clement, who could play Falstaff (or at least ukulele) to his onetime mentor Sam Phillips’ Lear, while Dick Curless could entertain everyone with his cowboy songs and courtly manner. Well, this had gotten a little out of hand (particularly with all the embellishments that my mind, if not my mouth, was adding), and I could see everyone’s eyes beginning to glaze over—but it was only when I got to Jerry Lee Lewis that my host held up his hand with a look that suggested, Surely you can’t be serious. But I was—and I am. All of these people are to be celebrated for their wit and wisdom, their humanity, and, yes, their genius. And I would like to present them all to you, without ascribing any more to it than I do in the pages of my books, in some cases as friends, in all cases as people I admire, people from whom I have learned, people whose work has deeply moved and influenced me.
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Solomon Burke and Rufus Thomas at Sweet Soul Music book release party, Memphis, Tennessee, 1986. Photograph by Pat Rainer








Art is meant to be shared and treasured, borrowed and altered, too. Bobby “Blue” Bland took equally from the fiery sermons of Aretha Franklin’s father, the Reverend C. L. Franklin, and Perry Como’s easygoing pop balladry. Ray Charles could cite both Hank Williams and the apocalyptic Five Blind Boys lead singer Archie Brownlee as models. Bill Monroe, often seen as the keeper of a very isolated, Appalachian tradition, always pointed to a black blues player named Arnold Shultz as one of the formative influences of his life. Even more surprisingly, Howlin’ Wolf, one of the most distinctive exemplars of the pure African American blues tradition, never failed to credit the profound influence of Jimmie Rodgers, the Father of Country Music. Listen to Solomon Burke talk about Gene Autry (and Brother Joe May) and Jerry Lee Lewis about B.B. King (and Gene Autry)—and then simply immerse yourself in the incalculable diversity of their music, which derived from a melting-pot culture that came to its fullest flowering in the twentieth century. Because, of course, with the invention of the radio and the phonograph and ever-broader agents for the mass dissemination of information and music, all effective barriers to the integration not just of culture but of the imagination were down—no matter how isolated the community (and just think of Skip James growing up in Bentonia, Mississippi, Dick Curless in Caribou, Maine, Lee Smith in Grundy, Virginia, and Johnny Cash in Dyess, Arkansas) there was bound to be a crossover, not to the obliteration of one tradition or another, but to their extension, in much the same way that Sun Records founder Sam Phillips (Elvis, Howlin’ Wolf, Ike Turner’s “Rocket 88”) confidently predicted the arrival of rock ’n’ roll well before the music had been named.


This is a book about individual difference—it is about a world in which, for so many of the people I am writing about, the possibilities seemed limitless, a world that through the gift of imagination continued to expand for them, in some cases right up until the moment of their death. And I’d like to think, whatever the challenges of the world that we see around us today, in which, like it or not, we have all been incorporated into the global marketplace, that somehow or another (and not by going back to where we were but by listening to the inner voice that we all possess), those same possibilities for individuation and freedom still exist. As Joe Tex, one of the most extroverted philosophers I have ever met, cheerfully declared, “I’ve enjoyed this life. I was glad that I was able to come up out of creation and look all around and see a little bit, grass and trees and cars, fish and steaks, potatoes. Everywhere I’ve gone, I can always go back, and I can always find a friend. I don’t go trying to make nobody like me, I just be me, you know, and it has worked out.” Or, in the somewhat more measured words of Allen Toussaint, after losing nearly all of his material possessions to Hurricane Katrina, “The things I had served me well when I had them.… I’ll have to write some more.”
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ONE



Falling into Place


I COULD ACT as if I don’t really know how it happened, but it wouldn’t be true. I know exactly how I got to this place, whether for good or for ill, and I can’t pretend otherwise.


I wanted to be a writer. Not a rock writer—there was no such thing. I wanted to write novels and stories. And so I did—and occasionally still do. When I was fifteen, I first read the Paris Review interview with Ernest Hemingway in which he spoke of his working methods, and I took note of the fact that he set himself a quota of something like 500 words a day. With as much self-doubt as temerity, I did the same, committing myself to the idea that should inspiration ever deign to visit I was not going to be absent from my post. And so I began a daily vigil that has persisted more or less to this day.


When I was around fifteen, too, I fell in love with the blues: Lightnin’ Hopkins and Big Bill Broonzy, Leadbelly and Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf and Blind Willie McTell. I lived it, breathed it, absorbed it by osmosis, fantasized it—don’t ask me why. It was like the writing of Italo Svevo or Henry Green: it just turned me around in a way that I am no more inclined to quantify or explain today than I was then. But I never dreamt of writing about it. There was nowhere to write about it in. And besides, I’m not sure I could have imagined a way in which to truly evoke just what I was feeling at the time. Experience, don’t analyze, my inner voice told me. Though that didn’t stop my friend Bob Smith and me from scrutinizing liner notes, poring over the one book we knew to exist on the subject (Sam Charters’ The Country Blues), and talking about the blues—all the time. It was almost as if by the time we saw our first bluesman, Lightnin’ Hopkins, live and in person in the fall of 1960, we had created a virtual world that ignored the complexities of the real one. All of a sudden we were forced to adjust to the idea that there were actual people who made the music, subject to neither our preconceptions nor our fantasies and, of course, far more interesting than either.


I won’t bore you with all the mundane details of my awakening to that music and that world. Everyone has a similar story. Suffice it to say that I almost literally held my breath every time I went to see Muddy Waters, Big Joe Williams, Sleepy John Estes, Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, and Mississippi John Hurt in those days, for fear that all of this beauty, all of this wit, all of this gloriously undifferentiated reality might somehow disappear as suddenly as it had first manifested itself in my life.


I was perfectly happy as a mere acolyte, expanding my world to the soul and gospel shows that came through town, when a series of related events conspired to rob me of my innocence. First I stumbled upon the English blues magazines Blues Unlimited and Blues World in 1964 and 1965. I started writing to the editors of both and, inspired by the recognition that there were others out there like me, began to file reports on the shows I went to. It was this sense of a larger community, as hungry as I for insights and information, that led me to approach the great Mississippi bluesman Skip James in the summer of 1965. There could have been no more unlikely interviewer than I, and certainly no one burdened with a greater degree of self-consciousness, but I had witnessed Skip’s astonishing performance at the Newport Folk Festival the previous summer, just after his rediscovery in a Tunica, Mississippi, hospital, and his even more astonishing reclamation onstage of the weird, almost unearthly sound that characterized his remote 1931 recordings. So I presented myself as best I could, asked questions at whose obviousness I winced even as they were being greeted with a kind of courtly gravity by the person to whom they were addressed, and persisted in this exercise in self-abasement because, I told myself, greatness such as this would not pass my way again.


That was my entire motivation. I wanted to tell the world something of the inimitable nature of Skip James’ music, I wanted to proclaim Muddy Waters’ and Bo Diddley’s genius, I wanted to find some way to describe the transcendent drama of the rhythm and blues revues that I had witnessed, featuring astonishing performances by such virtuosic entertainers as Solomon Burke, Otis Redding, Joe Tex, Jackie Wilson, and Little Richard, sometimes even on the same bill. When in 1966 an underground music press began to emerge—first with the appearance of Crawdaddy! The Magazine of Rock ’n’ Roll, Paul Williams’ utopian embrace of the revolution, then, in the same year, with the arrival of Boston After Dark, “Boston’s Only Complete Entertainment Weekly,” and finally, in late 1967, with Rolling Stone—my course was set. In each case someone at the publication knew of my love for the blues (and who within the sound of my voice could fail to be aware of it?) and asked if I would like to write about the music. I never saw it as a life decision (I had no intention of abandoning my novels and short stories), but I never hesitated either. How could I refuse the opportunity to tell people about this music that I thought was so great? How could I turn down the chance simply to put some of those names down on paper?


Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, James Brown, Solomon Burke, Robert Pete Williams, Jerry Lee Lewis, Bo Diddley, Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, and Buddy Guy—these were among the first stories I wrote, some of them no longer than 150 or 200 words. They were intended to sell, not a product but an unarticulated belief, a belief in the intrinsic worth of American vernacular culture. Writing down these names even today evokes some of the same secret thrill, but it could never fully suggest the tenor of a time when merely to name was to validate, when so much of this music was not simply ignored but reviled in the mainstream press. To be able to write in my perfectly serious, if not altogether unself-conscious, way of James Brown’s “brilliant sense of theatrics,” his “genius for showmanship,” and the “passionate conviction” with which he transformed his show into something like a religious ritual, to proclaim Solomon Burke an artist “whose every song seems to [possess] the underlying belief that somehow or other by his investment of emotion he might alter the world’s course,” to describe Muddy Waters as the creator of a seminal style whose songs were our contemporary classics, to speak of the “existential acts” with which Elvis “helped to liberate a generation”—these were my own intentional acts of subversion, by which I was clearly attempting to undermine ingrained cultural prejudices and, no doubt, declare my own.


The more I wrote, of course, the more I found the need to seek out a vocabulary that could suggest something of the experience that I found so compelling. Writing about music is, as more than one dismissive wag has pointed out, a little like dancing about architecture, and for someone almost entirely lacking in musical training or knowledge, it is even more so. What I was trying to capture, though, I realized from the start, was the feeling, not the technique. I was not trying to provide deconstructive analysis of the breathtaking swoops and glissandos of Aretha Franklin’s singing style any more than I would have attempted to break down the sentence structure of Henry Green’s Pack My Bag. What I was interested in was exhortatory writing, writing that would bring the reader to the same appreciation of Ray Charles, Skip James, and Charlie Rich that I felt, that would in a sense mimic the same emotions not just that I experienced but that I believed the musician had put into the music in the first place. Just how ambivalent I was about this whole enterprise can be gleaned from the epilogue to my first book, Feel Like Going Home. “I consider this chapter a swan song,” I wrote in 1971, “not only to the book but to my whole brief critical career. Next time you see me I hope I will be my younger, less self-conscious and critical self. It would be nice to just sit back and listen to the music again without a notebook always poised or the next interviewing question always in the back of your mind.”
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My First Trip to Memphis: at the Memphis Country Blues Festival, Overton Park, 1969. Courtesy of Augusta Palmer








Well, perhaps it’s unnecessary to admit but, save for a brief interlude, that never really happened. After writing another novel, two years later I was back, lured by the siren song of Bobby “Blue” Bland and Waylon Jennings. My moment of abject self-recognition in fact came while I was writing the Bobby “Blue” Bland story, spending my time shuttling back and forth between teaching Classics at Boston University and hanging out at the somewhat seedy soul club downtown where Bobby was playing a weeklong engagement. My teaching job was running out, and I thought I’d better look for a new one, so I arranged for an interview at a nearby prep school, where I met with the head of the English department and talked about some of my favorite books, like Tristram Shandy and Thomas Pynchon’s V. That night Bobby’s bandleader, Mel Jackson, called a horn rehearsal for after the show, and I sat around for an hour or two as the lights were turned up, the club emptied out, and all of its tawdry glitter was unmasked. Finally it became obvious that the rehearsal was never going to happen. Bobby had gone back to the hotel, the horn players had drifted off to various unspecified assignations, and in the end Mel Jackson just shrugged and walked up the stairs to the deserted street.
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Bobby “Blue” Bland, 1976. Photograph by Steve Tomashefsky








I was exhausted and, I suppose, frustrated, too. But I realized in that moment that I would rather sit around in this club watching all the transactions that were taking place and waiting for an event that was not going to occur than spend a lifetime teaching English in a muted, well-bred academic setting. And so my fate was sealed. It involved an admission I had never wanted to make: that I was drawn not just to the music but to the life. I had discovered what Murray Kempton called the lure of “going around.” That was forty-five years ago, and since then I have never really tried to escape.


I don’t mean to suggest in any way that my experience has been without pitfalls or regrets—but it has been enormous fun. To meet and write about my heroes, diverse and unreconstructed figures all, has been as exciting an adventure as anything I could ever have imagined as a kid, except maybe playing big-league baseball. As far as the pitfalls go, they are, I suppose, just the pitfalls of life: as soon as you start out doing something, you can no longer do everything. As soon as you set words down on screen or paper (the moment in fact you embark upon any kind of real-life adventure), you have to let go of the dream of perfection, you are forced inevitably to make do with reality.


The reality that anyone who writes about music (or film, or literature) has to come to terms with is this: How do you sustain enthusiasm, how do you avoid repetition, how do you keep from tangling up in the web of your own words and ideas? Maybe that’s the dilemma of writing in general—or just of life. I know that early on I stumbled upon a strategy that seemed to accommodate both my strengths and weaknesses. I started writing about people primarily, presenting the music within the context of their backgrounds, their aspirations, their cultural traditions. That helped solve a number of problems. It allowed me to seek a colloquial language suited to each subject and better suited, I thought, to the subject as a whole than generational enthusiasm (the “groovy” / “far out” / “awesome” syndrome) or academic pretension. It allowed me, in other words, to reflect the music without trying to dissect it, something I was neither prepared nor willing to do. It also gave me a fresh path to pursue every time I started a new project, since each artist stakes out their own territory, every artist has his or her own story to tell, no matter how it may connect with a common tradition or fuse in certain elemental ways with that of others. But the pursuit of endless byways can carry with it its own price, as any writer, as anyone who appreciates the digressive and the strange, inevitably finds. You listen to music for a living, and you no longer hear with the ears of the teenager who once discovered it. You pursue your curiosity, and it tends to carry you further and further afield, until the question arises: How do you get back to the place you once were? How do you rekindle that simple enthusiasm for the music, the ardor I sought to describe in that same 1971 epilogue to my first book as “an emotional experience which I could not deny. It expressed for me a sense of sharp release and a feeling of almost savage joy.”


The short answer is that you can’t—at least not without assuming a kind of disingenuousness as embarrassing as any other transparent attempt to deny age or experience. But in another sense, who knows what disingenuousness I was capable of even at fifteen, when I first discovered the music, or at twenty-seven, when I wrote those words? I’m not convinced we are ever wholly ingenuous. But whether we are or not, what other hope is there except in surrender, whatever indignities surrender may entail? So in the end that is my advice: surrender to the music. That is what I hope the underlying message of my writing to be. Surrender to Muddy Waters. Surrender to Solomon Burke. Surrender to Sam Cooke and Bob Dylan and Sleepy LaBeef and the Mighty Clouds of Joy. We are all just looking to get lost.















TWO



Robert Johnson and the Transformative Nature of Art


EVER SINCE his earliest discovery by a mass white audience in 1961, Robert Johnson has been a lightning rod for the blues. Not just his music but his myth. Not just the startling originality of his work but his iconic status in a world that accorded him no status while he was alive, with only sidelong acknowledgment of the tradition from which he sprang. Robert Johnson, in other words, was posthumously “rediscovered” and enshrined, his music reclaimed with a boxed set of his complete recordings that was certified gold in 1990, more than fifty years after his death. Not long after that, his image appeared on the face of a stamp, airbrushed of any trace of the cigarette that lay curled between his lips in the photograph on which that image was based, and the blues, for nearly a century a cultural stepchild, officially entered the mainstream.


We are, of course, constantly rediscovering things, not just in history but in our own individual memories and experience. It has to do, I suppose, not simply with what we have forgotten or overlooked but with alterations in our perspective as well: our own past looks different to us from different vantage points, certainly, but I think rediscovery of a past in which we did not share inevitably carries with it broader implications. For the person making the discovery, it is all too easy to imagine that the subject has never existed before. For the artist, for the individual being rediscovered, on the other hand, what does it mean? In some cases, little more than a weary shrug and the logical question, What took you so long? If, as in the case of Robert Johnson, the artist is long dead, rediscovery can still have an enormous effect on the currency of his or her work, even after hundreds of years (look at the case of seventeenth-century metaphysical poet John Donne, hailed as a contemporary voice in the 1920s, or Herman Melville, taken up, like Robert Johnson, after a mere half century of neglect). There are any number of variations on both the nature and the impact of this process. But in no case, I would argue, does rediscovery have anything to do with the intrinsic power of art. It neither adds to nor subtracts from the value of the work. It is art that has drawn us, not the other way around.


The point is that Robert Johnson never went away. We may congratulate ourselves on our perspicacity in finding our way to the music—but in fact the music has always had the power to find its way to us. Virtually at the time of Robert Johnson’s death—before it was even known outside his immediate circle of family and friends—record pioneer John Hammond advertised his upcoming appearance at the December 23, 1938, From Spirituals to Swing concert at Carnegie Hall, which was billed as “An Evening of American Negro Music” and dedicated to the memory of Bessie Smith. When he learned that Johnson, too, had died, Hammond incorporated his music into the program, reading a brief tribute and playing two of his recordings from the stage.


It was in pursuit of the Robert Johnson tradition in the Mississippi Delta that folklorist Alan Lomax found both Son House and Muddy Waters in 1941, the one perhaps Johnson’s most direct progenitor, the other the most prominent heir to his style, and it was Lomax’s recordings of them for the Library of Congress that in many ways helped pave the way for House’s own rediscovery some two decades later and Muddy’s entry into the commercial recording field. At a time when jazz critic Rudi Blesh was writing of the song that may well be Johnson’s masterpiece, “Hellhound on My Trail,” with all the romantic fervor that Johnson’s work so often summons up (“the notes paint a dark wasteland, starless, ululant with bitter wind, swept by the chill rain,” Blesh wrote in 1946, “[while] over a hilltop trudges a lonely, ragged, bedeviled figure…”), Muddy Waters was transforming Johnson’s music, bringing it into the nascent world of amplified Chicago blues, with no thought of nostalgia or rediscovery in mind. That music reached an audience of transplanted Mississippians, Memphians, Arkansans, Georgians who embraced it for its immediacy, its suggestiveness (like all great art, in every sense), its unblinking realism, its direct emotional impact. And Muddy Waters became a star.


Johnny Shines, Robert Jr. Lockwood, Sonny Boy Williamson, Howlin’ Wolf, Honeyboy Edwards, Calvin Frazier, Sunnyland Slim, Baby Boy Warren, Elmore James—the list could certainly go on—were not memorializing the music of Robert Johnson when, in the early ’50s, they sang songs that echoed his style or even performed his signature compositions. They were making music that moved them, they were singing songs that continued to live on in their own terms, whether or not their audience—or the singer himself, for that matter—knew of Robert Johnson or even recognized the name. And, of course, as the music grew in popularity, as it fanned out in ever-widening gyres, it reached people who would be newly moved by its power, and newly moved to create music of their own. So whether one is speaking of Boyd Gilmore in the Delta or Keith Richards in Dartford, England, the effect of the music is the same: it’s moving, inspiring, living art.
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I know how I felt when I first listened to Robert Johnson in 1961 at the age of seventeen. Well, I should backdate that a little. I had heard “Preachin’ Blues” on Sam Charters’ 1959 compilation, The Country Blues, as well as excerpts of “Cross Road Blues” and “From Four Until Late” on another Charters anthology, The Rural Blues, which offered brief, but tantalizingly incomplete, selections of various styles and approaches to the blues. But to pick up an album called Robert Johnson: King of the Delta Blues Singers (Columbia 1654—I could never forget that number!) with, literally, no preparation for it—no coverage in Rolling Stone, People, Entertainment Weekly, USA Today—was one of those rare experiences that gives validation to the term “truly awesome.” Listening to songs like “Crossroads,” “Me and the Devil,” “Hellhound on My Trail” over and over, trying to absorb the locutions, getting some sense not just of the strangeness of the music but of the unmistakable familiarity of its emotional terrain, was an unrecapturable experience. But—and I think this is a point that cannot be emphasized too much—it was my good fortune, not Robert Johnson’s, that I stumbled upon that album. It has been all of our good fortune to experience—I’m tempted to reach for a Rudi Blesh–like line—the exaltation of his music.


This is the thing I think we have to keep straight. Art is always there to be found. It’s up to us to open up our eyes and ears. Even now there is some contemporary Robert Johnson, some painter, some poet, some unacknowledged novelist, performance artist, musician, waiting to be discovered, and if we are fortunate enough to make that discovery, we are uplifted by it. But our presence in the room makes not the slightest difference to the vitality of the work.


Art is a mystery. Where does it come from? It arrives unbidden, out of nowhere; it shows up when we least expect it. If it is too calculated a bid for greatness, most likely it will reveal its seams. It is not the product of a finishing school or a creative writing program; it springs full-blown from the head of Zeus.


This is the manner in which Robert Johnson’s gifts emerged. Son House said: “We’d all play for the Saturday night balls and there’d be this little boy standing around… and when we’d get a break and want to rest some, we’d set the guitars up in a corner and go out in the cool. Robert would watch and see which way we’d gone and he would pick one of them up. And such another racket you never heard! It’d make the people mad, you know.” Then, in House’s account, Robert went away for a time, and when he came back he showed up at a little juke joint House was playing outside of Robinsonville. “I said, ‘Well, boy, you still got a guitar, huh? What do you do with that thing? You can’t do nothing with it.’ He said, ‘Well, I’ll tell you what.… Let me have your seat a minute.’ So I said, ‘All right, and you better do something with it, too.’… So he sat down there and finally got started. And man! He was so good! When he finished, all our mouths were standing open. I said, ‘Well, ain’t that fast! He’s gone now!’”


To this day people say the same things about Robert Johnson that they have said about other unlettered geniuses from Shakespeare to Hank Williams to Elvis Presley: What is there in this person’s background that can explain his gifts? In Shakespeare’s case, the argument has been repeatedly advanced since the middle of the nineteenth century that nothing could account for so vast and untrammeled an imagination other than that someone else—more sophisticated, better educated, higher born—had written his plays. With Robert Johnson it has been suggested with varying degrees of literal intent that he sold his soul to the devil—not really all that different from what some of his contemporaries said of a nineteen-year-old Elvis Presley who burst forth not just out of the same anonymity but out of what was widely perceived among his peers as the same kind of dedicated mediocrity that Son House and Willie Brown assigned to Robert Johnson. In the words of Jesse Lee Denson, who grew up in the same public housing project as Elvis but was seen as a kind of golden boy with a sure ticket to success both as a musician and as an athlete: “The difference between me and him was, I went for it. I drove for it. New York, Hollywood—I went everywhere for it. And he fell into the shithole and came up with the gold watch and chain.”


There are people who still believe that—about both Elvis and Robert Johnson. The unspoken question always remains: What does he have that I don’t have? A perfectly understandable question for anyone who trusts in yearbook prophecies. But what is perhaps more significant than contemporary reaction is the extent to which posterity embraces the same answers: the devil theory in the case of Robert Johnson, the idiot savant explanation in the case of Elvis (which posits that he would have been nothing had it not been for the genius of his discoverer, Sam Phillips—and that he was undone by the machinations of his manager, Colonel Tom Parker). In each of these cases, it should be understood, we are merely witnessing a natural, a very human need to explain the inexplicable. To say that Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil is to pay him the highest compliment we can pay any artist—which is to say that his art defies explanation, it rises above its surroundings.


But with that said, what is it about Robert Johnson’s music that makes it stand out so dramatically from the rest? While some in the blues community have argued that it is simply the result of the star treatment accorded his afterlife, surely it cannot be marketing strategies alone that have enabled Robert Johnson’s blues to transcend such formidable barriers of class and culture, time and place.


Perhaps the first barrier to overcome is the idea that art is in any respect a competitive enterprise, that history is no more than a tear-off calendar, to be jettisoned when confronted with the latest style or trend. Robert Johnson, in other words, represents the extension of a tradition in which he had been thoroughly schooled, no less than Elvis Presley, Jimi Hendrix, Aretha Franklin, or Tupac Shakur spring from specific, readily ascertainable influences. Listening to Charley Patton’s blues from an earlier generation, picking up various threads of the Delta blues tradition in the music of Son House, Tommy Johnson, Willie Brown, or Bukka White, recognizing the sources of some of Robert Johnson’s greatest compositions in the strange harmonics of Skip James or the sophisticated piano-guitar duets of Leroy Carr and Scrapper Blackwell does not take anything away from either the synthesis or the source. Each stakes out its own territory, and each honors a shared tradition that ranges far beyond the blues itself—a tradition not just of music but of storytelling and preaching, a tradition that prizes resourcefulness of language and rhythm alike, a tradition that was born of the need to invent itself outside the cultural mainstream and in the process has come in many respects not just to influence but to define that mainstream. In that sense Robert Johnson’s music unquestionably reflects the rich tapestry of African American culture as much as it reflects Robert Johnson alone. You cannot separate Robert Johnson’s music from its roots any more than any of us can deny his or her own past, if only to trace how we got to where we are today.


But at the same time there is also something undeniably unique about Robert Johnson’s blues, there is a kind of limpidity, a conscious fashioning of notes and images, words, sound, and emotional effect that sets his blues apart from any other music you will ever hear. If I were to point to one thing that stands out most about Robert Johnson’s music—and I’m not talking here about his hommages to Lonnie Johnson or some of his more pedestrian exercises within the tradition—it would be this sense of focus, the way in which his best songs are conceived of as discrete pieces, cohesive compositions that exist in and of themselves, without sacrificing any of the fluency or emotional spontaneity of the blues. Take a song like “Crossroads,” perhaps Johnson’s most familiar recording and one that has been covered by everyone from Eric Clapton to the Cowboy Junkies. What strikes us most about the original, I think, what is most unduplicatable no matter how many covers attempt to mimic its delivery and form, is the manner in which all of its parts—voice, guitar, lyrics—tend toward a single point, create a single indivisible whole, but a whole not limited to any one background or culture, a whole that translates by its carefully considered craft and sensibility into other contexts, other lives. This is undoubtedly what all art aspires to in one form or another, to offer a window on experience, a window that is left open for anyone to enter by the very calculation of its making. With “Crossroads,” for example (“Standing at the crossroads / I tried to flag a ride / Didn’t nobody seem to know me / Everybody pass me by”), the singer may or may not be thinking of an actual crossroads, the song may or may not stem from some literal experience—but if it does, it transcends that experience by offering a metaphor and a sense of encroaching darkness (literal? figurative?) that any of us can understand.


I don’t mean that you won’t find examples of the same kind of pooled tradition in Robert Johnson’s work that you find in any blues singer’s, great or otherwise. Even Bob Dylan falls back on common rhymes, and certainly we can point to the same kind of “floating verses” in Robert Johnson’s blues that we find in Son House’s—it is the common property of a culture. But that same common property—words and music—is used in Robert Johnson’s case to fashion a unique vision. In Son House’s or Howlin’ Wolf’s work, in Muddy Waters’, for that matter, as inspired as he may have been by Johnson’s example—the point is not so much the integrity of the individual composition as it is to wring every last ounce of feeling from the song; it’s not the lyrics specific to this or that setting or the marriage of each particular element so much as finding a way to enter a realm beyond meaning, beyond language, beyond translation. An emotional realm which Robert Johnson’s music, too, inhabits on one level, while at the same time offering access to a multiplicity of other levels, of both meaning and feeling.


Charley Patton would offer another point of comparison. There is no greater, fiercer, or more versatile blues singer/“songster” than Patton, perhaps the best-known voice of the Mississippi blues generation prior to Johnson’s as well as the most influential. Like Robert Johnson and Son House, he sang blues, spirituals, “folk” material like “Frankie and Albert,” and he was in addition a chronicler of local characters and mores, not excluding his own. When he sings of his arrest for public drunkenness (“Tom Rushen Blues”) and even gives details of the trial (“High Sheriff Blues”), it is not that you will ever forget the tale or the raucous, highly entertaining manner of its delivery; it is simply that it is rooted forever in a time and place that may seem comic, exotic, or racially regressive, that may gain in power by the very specificity of its detail, but that cannot be said to cross over into the illimitable, the indefinable realm of poetry. Just listen, in contrast, to even so commonplace a song of Robert Johnson’s as “Come On in My Kitchen.” There is no question that Johnson’s song is based melodically on “Sittin’ on Top of the World,” probably as popular a number, and as familiar a tune, as the blues has ever known. Nor is the subject matter any more exalted than Patton’s—it is a simple song of seduction. And yet somehow the combination of Johnson’s voice, his guitar, his entire approach to the song creates an effect that in fellow bluesman and close friend Johnny Shines’ description affected his audience “in a way that I could never understand. One time in St. Louis we were playing [it], he was playing very slow and passionately, and when we had quit, I noticed no one was saying anything. Then I realized they were crying—both women and men.”


Take a much greater song like “Hellhound on My Trail.” With its tortured imagery, its tormented delivery, it’s hard to imagine him even singing it to a contemporary audience—a crowd gathered on a street corner, juke-joint celebrants drinking, dancing, gambling on a Saturday night. And yet he continues to sing it to a contemporary audience, to convey to us a tale of metaphysical terror in which the “hellhound” on his trail may well derive from a literal reading of Scripture but the feeling of unease, the sense that there is neither sanctuary nor resting place, is an abiding image with which we can all identify, an unforgettably chilling moment that stands forever fixed in its frame.


Robert Johnson’s blues, like any art that moves us, should be taken as a beginning, not an end, an inspiration, not a public monument. As Johnny Shines never tired of pointing out, you have to build your house on a solid foundation, “if you forget your beginnings you can’t do much with the future.” At the same time, as Johnny was equally quick to remind his listeners, you can’t honor the past without embracing the present. It’s exciting, Johnny said, recalling his travels with Robert, to live a life without conventional boundaries. “It’s really, I mean, if a person live in an exploratory world, then this is the best thing that ever happened to him.” That’s what art does for us. It removes boundaries, it puts us in that exploratory world. That’s what is most exciting about Robert Johnson’s music: where it takes us. Where it can take us still.















THREE



Whose Skip James Is This?


I FIRST MET Skip James at Dick Waterman’s apartment in Cambridge in the summer of 1965. I sought him out because, quite simply, his music had overwhelmed me: the blues that he had recorded for Paramount Records in 1931 on piano and guitar, four of whose sides had been reissued on collectors’ labels in the early ’60s, had struck me as unfathomably strange, beautiful, and profound. Then in June of 1964 the singer himself was rediscovered in a hospital in Tunica, Mississippi, and when he appeared at the Newport Folk Festival some five or six weeks later, his music was just as haunting, just as profound, his pure falsetto floated out over that festival field with all the ethereal power of the records but with a new and eerie reality. When, a year later, he was booked into Club 47 in Cambridge and I found out that he would be staying with Dick Waterman, who managed Mississippi John Hurt and Son House at the time and would very shortly take over Skip’s booking and management, too, I felt an obligation to seek him out. I’m not sure what exactly emboldened me. I didn’t know Dick, except as one of the blues elite who could hang out backstage at Newport or stride past the waiting lines at Club 47 and walk right in the door. I certainly didn’t know Skip. And at twenty-one, I was temperamentally disinclined to approach anyone outside the realm of my immediate circle of acquaintance. But I felt, not without an ironic recognition of my own foolishness and insignificance—for no other reason but my overwhelming admiration for his work, the scope of his imagination, I simply felt compelled to do it.


I had never formally interviewed anyone before. The closest I had come was when I went to see the English novelist Henry Green two years earlier under similar circumstances, and for much the same reasons. He was a writer I admired so much that I wrote to him when I arrived in England and asked if I could come visit. When he wrote back and agreed to my importunity, I was panic-stricken—but I remained committed to my belief in art. So I summoned up what little courage I possessed, overcame every existential scruple I had about actually declaring myself (I was a fully signed-up member of the mumbling school of self-effacement), and spent an excruciatingly self-conscious, gloriously transcendent afternoon listening to Henry Green expound upon his views of life and art.
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Skip James at the Newport Folk Festival, 1964. Photograph by Dick Waterman




















That is more or less what I did with Skip. I called up Dick and told him that I wanted to interview Skip for an article in Blues Unlimited, an English fanzine which was the first—and, with Jim and Amy O’Neal’s Living Blues, which didn’t come along until 1970, probably the most adventurous—of all the blues periodicals. Now, I should explain that at the time I had not yet seen Blues Unlimited, which had begun its mimeographed publication two years earlier. I had in fact only recently learned of its existence, through a Nat Hentoff column in The Reporter, and I had been in touch with its two editors, Simon Napier and Mike Leadbitter, by mail for the past six months without ever having received the first issue of my subscription. It came as something of a surprise, then, when Dick expressed skepticism that Blues Unlimited should want to undertake another story on Skip so soon after completing a three-part series. I’m not sure just how I recovered from that, but in the end I found myself sitting in my car on Concord Avenue nervously contemplating my future. I was in fact trying to decide whether or not to take the bulky Norelco tape recorder that was sitting on the front seat beside me out of the car and down the street to Dick’s apartment, and it was a spirited inner debate. My father, who had been the editor of his college newspaper, had urged me to leave the tape recorder at home, a real reporter relied solely on his notes, he said—but that was not my primary consideration. What really disturbed me was a much simpler issue: How could I walk in and introduce myself to someone carrying all this baggage? In the end I left the tape recorder in the car, squared my shoulders, and marched in to meet my fate, to present myself to Skip James, unencumbered if not unafraid.


The man that I met was gracious and reserved, quietly observant but somewhat amused, too, and patient with my foolishness. I knew at the time that the questions I had put together were tiresome both in their obviousness and in their abstraction, but I couldn’t think of any others, and Skip dealt with every one of them in a dignified, almost ceremonious way. He would counter the naive wonderment of a twenty-one-year-old with the concrete experience of a man forty years my senior. Why’d he quit? “I was so disappointed. Wouldn’t you be disappointed, man? I cut twenty-six sides for Paramount in Grafton, Wisconsin. I didn’t get paid but $40. That’s not doing very good. Wouldn’t you be disappointed?” At other times he would brandish a polysyllabic vocabulary at total odds with the stereotype of the “primitive” bluesman but very much in keeping with what I took to be the dark secrets of his music. When I left, it was with the same sense of conflicting excitement and relief that I’ve come to recognize from countless subsequent interviews over the years: the feeling that I had done it, I had escaped without revealing myself as a total fraud, but without having gotten to the heart of the matter either.


I saw Skip James several dozen times over the next few years. His comeback was truncated by illness (he died in 1969) and was not in any case a major marker of success. Generally there would be twenty or thirty people at his performances, sometimes less. Often one felt an obligation to attend, if only out of loyalty. As Dick Waterman observed: “He was a man of intense pride in his ability. He was a genius, and he knew it.” He was also aware, Dick pointed out, that “his good friend Mississippi John Hurt’s music was much more widely accepted, that John played to wider and larger audiences, that John was an artist in demand, that John made more money. That, however, did not under any circumstances alter his appraisal of John’s music. Which was that it was play-party, ball-less, pleasant music, good music for dances and country reels but not to be taken seriously as great blues.”


You could see the effect on his music: it appeared to be hampered not just by the cancer that was eating away at him but by disappointment, and the unquestionable seriousness with which he took himself. The first time I saw him play after Newport, in the fall of ’64, he was booked for a week into a folk club, the Unicorn, in Boston with John Hurt, and they sang just about everything you could imagine, from Jimmie Rodgers yodels (on which they would duet) to Skip’s knocked-out versions of “Lazybones,” “Silent Night,” and “Girl of My Dreams” at the piano. Later on he would grow visibly more constrained, seeming to view his bookings almost as concert recitals, patiently instructing his audience about a way of life and a musical tradition with which they could not possibly be familiar, in a manner that was both disconcertingly and almost touchingly formal. (“As I first said, it’s a privilege and an honor and a courtesy at this time and at this age to be able to confront you with something that may perhaps go down in your hearing and may be in history after I’m gone.”) He never failed to sing his trademark number, “Devil Got My Woman,” the inspiration for Robert Johnson’s “Hellhound on My Trail” (it is a peculiar footnote to history that Skip James, whose Paramount releases were among the most obscure “country blues” sides, should have provided the impetus for two of Robert Johnson’s blues, and that his greatest song should have been the inspiration for Johnson’s greatest), which he played in the hauntingly dissonant “cross-note” tuning that made Skip’s music sound so supernally and indisputably itself. It would be a rare evening that he did not play his chilling Depression-era blues, “Hard Time Killing Floor,” or the mournful “Cypress Grove.” Generally he would present “I’m So Glad,” his “little, tiny” children’s song that Cream covered in 1966, at least once during the evening, explaining that while he could no longer play it as fast as he once had, in “sixty-fourth” notes, he could still perform it in “thirty-seconds.” He would then take the song at breakneck speed and smile at the applause that washed over him. When I wrote to the editors of Blues Unlimited about my recent blues experiences, I always mentioned Skip and cited him as one of my favorite “live” performers. It was always edifying in one way or another to see him—there was never any question that you took something away from the performance, even if it was only a melancholy sense of human limitations, as reflected both in Skip’s music and in his increasingly dour mien.
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Skip and Mississippi John Hurt, Newport Folk Festival, 1964. Photograph by Dick Waterman








In 1994 a biography of Skip James appeared. It was called I’d Rather Be the Devil after his most famous song, and it proposed to offer “new insights into the nature of the blues, the world in which it thrived, and its fate when that world vanished.” To do that, the author, Stephen Calt, proposed to demolish the “myth” of Skip James and, by extension, the romantic myth which he suggested had grown up around the blues; he would tell the true story of a bluesman, and the blues milieu, unvarnished and unembellished.


This would certainly be a worthy enough project taken at its face; it is one which was undertaken admirably, for example, by Jeff Titon in his Early Downhome Blues, which explores the origins of the blues, both folk and commercial, and the inevitable intersection of the two in the vernacular culture of their time. Mike Bloomfield’s Me and Big Joe, which tells the tale of the young white guitarist’s adventures and misadventures with Big Joe Williams, would be yet another corrective to the romantic view, cast in a first-person, scatological account not suitable to every taste perhaps but utterly convincing in its mix of love and confusion.


This is not the course that Stephen Calt chose to follow. Instead, he produced a book written out of what appears to be little but fear and loathing. He sets out in fact to systematically attack not just Skip James, a figure with whose achievement the world is scarcely familiar enough to justify such heavy-duty demolition, but everyone whose life Skip James ever touched. Skip himself is, in Calt’s view, “a figurative white man trapped in a black skin,” “cold-blooded,” “obsessive,” and the possessor of a “delinquent lifestyle.” He is misogynistic, “a shameless braggart,” “emotionally stunted,” a gangster and bootlegger who was the plantation equivalent of “a successful drug dealer in a modern-day housing project,” a “rank” exaggerator, “jaundiced,” “humorless,” “predatory,” hypocritical, mendacious, pretentious, and just plain bad.


Lest you think that Skip James was any exception to the general rule of knavery and tomfoolery that was abroad in the land, here are just some of the characterizations that Calt offers of some of the book’s other characters. In the course of the few pages surrounding Skip’s 1964 Newport appearance, we discover Robert Pete Williams “looking like a caricature of a pimp,” a “buffoonish” Hammie Nixon, an “embittered” Jesse Fuller, a “bleating” Fred McDowell whose unnamed wife “had a pop-eyed deranged look,” a “boorishly bragging” Reverend Robert Wilkins, and a “dim-witted” Son House, “a surly drunk [who was] the laughing stock of his neighbors.” (Son House, as much as anyone the inspiration for Robert Johnson’s and Muddy Waters’ style, appears to be a particular bête noire of Calt’s.) And believe me, this is only skimming the surface. On other pages Ishmon Bracey, a contemporary of Skip’s who produced a handful of matchless pre-Depression sides, is a “shameless name-dropper” and a “pest,” Skip’s fellow Bentonia, Mississippi, native Jack Owens an “unwitting bearer of another set of false pretenses” and, perhaps worse, a “derivative amateur”; Skip’s father was “a man of primitive anger,” Bukka White lacks personal and musical integrity, Mississippi John Hurt is another hopeless amateur, without any real talent or pride. And that’s not even getting into all the white people who discover and represent all these “criminals” and buffoons and are even more lacking in integrity and seriousness themselves. Everyone is dismissed, from John Hammond and Alan Lomax to blues record collectors in general (effete “wine sniffers” and “connivers”) to folklorists (racists all) to the Beat Generation (if you want four ways to recognize a beatnik, turn to here) to the whole folk movement (greedy, stupid, “pretentious,” and “nonsensical”) to the entire U.S. (“No country could be more inhospitable to the [already dismissed] values of folk music scholars than the commercially oriented society of America, in which what was obsolete was valueless.”)


What are we to make of all this? Why even bother with it at all? you might ask. Well, I suppose for me it was the seriousness with which the book was taken in many quarters—and for that I have no explanation at all. About two-thirds of the way through, though, we begin to catch glimpses of what it is all about, as suddenly the author himself appears, an awkward, “gawking,” eighteen-year-old blues enthusiast, on his way to Newport in 1964 to see his idol, Skip James. In retrospect, he declares, his “infatuation with blues was a solitary, thoughtless preoccupation.” And while he is “intoxicated” when he first hears Skip sing, years later he recognizes “the sentimental, juvenile nature of my joyous excitement [at] the soap-opera triumph of an impaired performer.” The final, chilling judgment? “Had I known how our lives would intersect over the next four years, I would not have initiated that first conversation.”


Is this a “thorough, clear-headed, and insightful” view, as one review had it, “the best book on the subject of country blues for the layperson”? Is it, as even some negative reviews have tended to suggest, a book deserving of respect because it unflinchingly reveals a truth at odds with observation, decency, and common sense? I don’t think so. Not because the book that Calt purportedly set out to write would not have been a fascinating one. And not because there are not occasional nuggets of information, glimmers of idiosyncratic truth as presented in Skip’s own words and views throughout. But the entire book is so colored by the language of indiscriminate rage, the sense of imagined slights so infects its very marrow, that there is nothing left but bile, universal loathing, and utter, and abject, self-contempt. In the end this is a terribly sad book, not because of its subject but because of its author. It may perhaps be deserving of our pity but surely not of our attention or respect.


So don’t look to this book for a picture of Skip James. Look to the music instead. And if Skip, whose work never ceased to proclaim the beauty of what Gerard Manley Hopkins called “all things counter, original, spare, [and] strange,” found himself set apart both from the world of his peers and, in later years, from the moment of time into which he had somehow inexplicably slipped, well, so be it. That was his self-acknowledged lot in life: engrossed in his music, he seemed well aware that he was destined never to fit in.


As Skip himself once declared:


“Now you know sometimes it seem like to me that my music seem to be complicated to some of my listeners. But the one thing that seem to be complicated to me, and that is that they can’t catch the ideas. Now I have had some students that are very, very apt—they can catch ideas very quick—and other children, you cannot instill it in them, I don’t care, no matter how hard they tried. Well, there are some people, they just don’t have a calling for it. Now I might have wanted to do some things I’ve seen other people do and are prosperous at it, and I would like to take it up myself. But it just wouldn’t fit into my life, it wasn’t for me. So the thing that a person should do, seemingly, while they’re young, is to seek for your talent wherever it is at, and then when you find where it is most fit to put it in execution, do that. Well, for myself, I been out traveling ever since I quit school. I’ve had quite an experience at different ages and different times. And that’s the best teacher I found. That’s something they cannot take away from you. Personal experience.”















FOUR



COSMIC RAY:


How Ray Charles’ “I Got a Woman” Transformed the Music of Ray Charles, Allowed Him to Keep His Band, and Created a Musical and Social Revolution


Music is not just my life, it’s my total existence.
I’m deadly serious, man. I’m not just trying to feed you words.


NERVOUS, INTENSE, compulsively polysyllabic, Atlantic Records’ recently installed vice president and minority owner Jerry Wexler could sense the excitement in the voice at the other end of the line. It was not unusual for him and his new partner, thirty-one-year-old Atlantic Records founder Ahmet Ertegun, to receive calls from their recording artists from the road. Usually it was the result of some kind of foul-up, as often as not they were looking for money, but this call from Ray Charles in November of 1954 was different. He was going to be playing the Royal Peacock in Atlanta in a few days, Ray announced in that curious half-stammer in which words spilled over one another to convey energy, certitude, deference, and cool reserve. He still had that same little seven-piece outfit he had put together a few months earlier as a road band for Atlantic’s premier star, Ruth Brown—but he had changed the personnel around a little, he told Wexler. The sound was better, tighter, and they had worked up some new original material. He wanted Jerry and Ahmet to come down to Atlanta. He was ready to record.


There was no hesitation on Wexler’s or Ertegun’s part. Ertegun, a sardonic practical joker who had first been exposed to the deep roots of African American culture as the son of the wartime Turkish ambassador to the U.S., had started Atlantic in 1947 on a shoestring with veteran record man Herb Abramson out of their mutual passion for the music. He had purchased Ray’s contract from the Swing Time label in California five years later without even meeting his new artist or seeing him in person. Twenty-five hundred dollars was not easy to come by in those days, but such was his belief in the dimensions of Ray’s talent, he was so “knocked out by the style, vocal delivery, and piano playing” of this twenty-one-year-old blind, black blues singer whose popularity so far had derived primarily from nuanced interpretations of the sophisticated stylings of Nat “King” Cole and Charles Brown, that he had no doubt he could make hit records with him. “I was willing,” he told Ray Charles biographer David Ritz, “to bet on his future.”
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Ray Charles in Seattle, ca. 1950. Courtesy of Dave “Daddy Cool” Booth/Showtime Archives








So far, though, that bet hadn’t really paid off. Atlantic had released half a dozen singles from four sessions to date, with just one of them, a novelty tune called “It Should’ve Been Me,” released earlier that year, making any real dent in the charts. More tellingly, Ahmet’s direct attempts to move Ray away from the politely stylized approach with which he had up to this point made his mark could not be said to have fully succeeded. They had in fact met with only faint approval from Ray, who, as pleased as he was with his recent progress (“All I wanted was to play music. Good music”), was not particularly “ecstatic” about his present situation either. He had started out imitating Brown and Nat “King” Cole both because he was drawn to their music and because they were popular. “If you could take a popular song and sound like the cat doing it, then that would help you get work. Shit, I needed work, man!” But now he wanted to get work on the basis of his own sound, with the kind of music he heard in his head, every kind of music from Chopin to Hank Williams, from the Original Five Blind Boys of Mississippi to Artie Shaw and Benny Goodman, with “each music,” he said, “[having] a different effect.” He just wasn’t sure where, or how, to find it.


Ahmet and his original partner, Herb Abramson, had tried to help him. Initially they recorded Ray in New York, using, Ahmet said, “the formula we had used so successfully with artists like Big Joe Turner”: a house band made up of the best New York studio musicians, with a&r chores assigned to veteran black songwriter and arranger Jesse Stone, who had been involved in nearly every one of Atlantic’s hits to date. But Stone and Ray had clashed (“I respected Jesse Stone,” Ray told David Ritz, “but I also respected myself”), and no one was fully satisfied, not even when Ray was given more leeway at the second New York session in the spring of 1953, exuberantly driving the boogie-woogie pastiche that Ahmet had written for him, “Mess Around,” and throwing himself into the part of a slick, jive-talking jitterbug on the slower, but just as emphatically rhythm-driven, “It Should’ve Been Me.”


Then, a few months later, he found himself in New Orleans—“I never lived there,” he told me in response to any attempt on my part to make something more of it. “I spent some time there. Let’s not get the two confused. I got stranded there is the best way to put it. Meaning, I got there, and I didn’t have any money, and the people there took me in.”


It was a situation that he absolutely hated. He had lost his sight at the age of six, but his mother had taught him that there was nothing he could not do; she refused to allow him to consider himself “handicapped”; she insisted fiercely that he always assert his independence. He was educated at the Florida School for the Deaf and Blind in St. Augustine, but he had been on his own since his mother’s death when he was fifteen and had made his way in the world as a professional musician ever since. He had had a hit record on Swing Time at eighteen, then gone on the road with blues singer Lowell Fulson for two years, where he soon became the leader of Fulson’s nine-piece band. He prided himself justifiably on his resourcefulness and intelligence—but here he was stuck in New Orleans in the summer of 1953, just scuffling. He was twenty-two years old, a heroin addict almost from the time he entered the music business, a musician with a certain measure of success but clearly not strong enough to carry a band to play his music or support himself as a single. He was, in short, dependent on the kindness of strangers.


Sometimes you can do things, and it’ll be too soon. The people ain’t ready for it. It can be all kinds of things, but if it’s good, that’s the main thing. At least you won’t have to be embarrassed.


WHATEVER THE CIRCUMSTANCES of his arrival, New Orleans proved a fortuitous landing place. He moved into Foster’s Hotel on LaSalle (“The guy let me stay there sometimes [when] I couldn’t pay, and he didn’t throw me out on the street”), got bookings at local clubs while playing gigs occasionally out of town, in Slidell and Thibodaux, and every day, with neither a cane, a seeing-eye dog, nor the assistance of anyone else, negotiated the four-block journey from Foster’s to local club owner Frank Painia’s Dew Drop Inn for a lunch of red beans and rice. Asked how he could find his way in life so confidently and precisely, he told a fellow musician it was easy. “I do just like a bat. You notice I wear hard-heeled shoes? I listen to the echo from my heels, and that way I know where there’s a wall. When I hear a space, that’s the open door.”


In August of 1953 Ahmet and his new partner (Jerry Wexler, a one-time journalist and fellow jazz and r&b enthusiast, had joined Atlantic after Herb Abramson was drafted just two months earlier) went down to New Orleans for a Tommy Ridgley session that represented the thirty-six-year-old Wexler’s first foray into the field. As Wexler described it in his autobiography, this was the first of many such trips, in which they would hit town after a rocky flight and Ahmet, who had either slept through the turbulence or kept “his head buried in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason or the latest issue of Cash Box, [would] be ready to roll [and] I’d be ready to crash.… The next thing I knew it was morning and Ahmet was just getting in, brimming over with tales of… existential happenings.” Given Ray’s current residence and his obvious need for work, Ahmet got in touch with him to play on the session, at whose conclusion Ray cut a couple of blues with the all-star New Orleans band that Ahmet had assembled for the occasion.
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Ahmet Ertegun, Jerry Wexler, Big Joe Turner. Courtesy of Jerry Wexler

















The first, “Feelin’ Sad,” was a song written and originally recorded by a twenty-seven-year-old New Orleans–based bluesman who went by the name of Guitar Slim and whom Ray had met through Dew Drop proprietor (and Slim’s manager and landlord) Frank Painia. Slim, whose real name was Eddie Jones, frequently dressed in a fire-engine-red suit, used a two-to-three-hundred-foot-long guitar cord that permitted him to stroll out the door of the Dew Drop and entertain passersby on the street, and occasionally dyed his hair blue—but the eight-bar blues that Ray chose to record didn’t really stand out from the traditional blues material with which Ray had always worked, except for the churchy, exhortatory feel that Slim had imparted to it.


Ray brought some of the same fiery passion to his performance, wailing the words with an almost tearful break in his voice, calling out to the musicians—and presumably his listeners—to “Pray with me, boys, pray with me,” and concluding with a hummed chorus that burst into a rough-edged gospel shout, with a bed of horns standing in for the amen corner. Even the second song, “I Wonder Who,” a much more conventional composite blues, carried with it some of those same hints—though they were only hints—of the gospel pyrotechnics that Ray so admired in singers like Archie Brownlee of the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi. It was a slow, almost doleful blues, enlivened only by the passion in Ray’s voice, and while Jerry and Ahmet were both glad to see Ray abandoning some of his stylistic refinements, neither felt they had made any real progress toward establishing a new direction in Ray’s music, a new voice of his own.


Ray certainly didn’t take it as any great turning point—he would have been the first to admit that at this point he was still just feeling his way. At the same time he recognized that if he ever expected to get anywhere, he’d better find his way pretty damn quick. He wasn’t all that sure how he felt about the new man either. He had always taken Ahmet’s wry enthusiasm—for him and the music—at face value. With his dry nasal voice, his sharp wit and parrying intelligence, above all the unmistakable respect and belief he had shown in Ray from the start (“[He] never, ever said to me I couldn’t record a piece of music. That kind of tells you”), Ahmet could never be deflected from the ironic assurance of his outlook or the certitude of his goals. Wexler on the other hand seemed edgy, almost jittery in his need to show who was in charge. At one point when Ray was playing behind Tommy Ridgley, Wexler told him, “Don’t play like Ray Charles, you’re backup.” Which might have been the first and last straw if Ray had been dealing with anyone else, but he could see that Jerry was the same with Ahmet and Cosimo Matassa, the recording studio owner and engineer, both of whom seemed to just laugh it off as part of the makeup of a man who clearly was passionate about what he was doing but just wasn’t cool.


He remained in New Orleans for the next few months, taking gigs as far away as Baton Rouge but generally returning to the Foster Hotel on the same night, even if it meant getting home not long before the break of day. He played blackjack, using Braille-marked cards, with fellow musicians (“Best blackjack player I ever saw,” said one), maintained his drug connection, but kept to himself a good deal of the time, sometimes listening to his spiritual records and gospel music on the radio all day long, “the best singers I ever heard in my life [with] voices that could shake down your house and smash all the furniture in it. Jesus, could they wail!”


Gradually he put together a group of like-minded musicians, fellow eclectics to play and jam with on a semi-regular basis. “Feelin’ Sad,” his fourth Atlantic release, came out in September and did nothing. Then in October of 1953 he was approached by Frank Painia to play on a Guitar Slim session, Slim’s first for the West Coast label Specialty. Painia asked him, would he mind listening to some of the songs that Slim wanted to do, maybe he could write some arrangements. “See, everybody knew I could write,” Ray said. And everybody knew Slim’s utter lack of organization. That was how Ray Charles became leader, arranger, and taskmaster for a series of stark, Guitar Slim–composed compositions whose riveting centerpiece was a number called “The Things That I Used to Do.”


“The Things That I Used to Do,” Eddie Jones claimed, had been presented to him by the devil in a dream and was a fiery, gospel-laced number with little sense of form until Ray got hold of it. It was not, Ray insisted, an easy task. “I liked Guitar Slim, he was a nice man, but he was not among the musicians that I socialized with. Believe me, we worked our ass off for that session. We started in the morning and worked well into the night, and once we got through it, I said, ‘Okay, I’m glad to be part of it.’ But my music had absolutely nothing to do with what we did with Guitar Slim.”


There was more to it, though, despite the emphatic disclaimer. The unrestrained way that Slim attacked the material, the loose, spontaneous feel that he brought to the session, above all the sheer, uninhibited preacher-like power of his voice must have struck some kind of common chord, for all of Ray’s vehement denials. And—something he denied even more vehemently, to the end of his life—the way that Guitar Slim attacked his songs surely must have had some kind of liberating effect. There was, it seemed, something almost inevitable in the feelings that it would come to unleash in his own music, feelings that up till now he had experienced only in his passion for gospel music. And the gargantuan success of Slim’s record in the early days of 1954 (it went to number one on the r&b charts in January, remaining there off and on for fourteen weeks and becoming one of the biggest-selling blues records of all time) must surely have left its mark, too.


Ray continued to rehearse and play with some of the musicians who had provided the nucleus for the Guitar Slim session, and when Ahmet and Jerry Wexler came back to town for a Big Joe Turner session on December 3, 1953, he was ready to record. They couldn’t get the use of Cosimo’s studio the next day, so they went to radio station WDSU, where Ray opened with an exuberant falsetto whoop in his takeoff on a traditional blues composition, “Don’t You Know.” This was no knee-jerk approach to the blues, though, interspersed as it was with his own preacherly gruffness and churchy squeals, while the band followed right along without prompting from Ahmet or Jerry. It was, clearly, a very different kind of session, with even the more somber traditional blues that followed expressing itself with that weeping, wailing sound that had first manifested itself on Slim’s “Feelin’ Sad” at the last New Orleans session. It was, as Jerry Wexler would come to realize afterward, “a landmark session… because it had: Ray Charles originals, Ray Charles arrangements, a Ray Charles band.… Ahmet and I had nothing to do with the preparation, and all we could do was see to it that the radio technician didn’t erase the good takes during the playbacks.”


Ray moved his home base to Texas and went back on the road as a single at $75 a week early in the new year. “It Should’ve Been Me,” the novelty song from the second New York session, hit the charts at the beginning of April 1954, rising as high as number five, while Guitar Slim’s “The Things That I Used to Do” remained at number one. Which was all very well, but the musical exigencies of life on the road as a single were becoming more and more unendurable for Ray. He played a gig in Philadelphia, and “the band was so bad,” he told New Yorker writer Whitney Balliett, “I just went back to my hotel and cried.”


I was going crazy, man. I was losing my fucking head. Because, you know, you go into a town, and the guy says he got the musicians, and the musicians weren’t shit. And if you’re a very fussy person like me—and, I mean, I’m fussy even about good musicians—well, I just couldn’t take it.


THAT WAS THE FINAL IMPETUS for putting his own band together. “I pestered the Shaw [booking agency] to death,” he told Balliett, “and they loaned me the money to buy a station wagon, and I had enough money to make a down payment on a car for myself. I went down to Dallas and put a band together out of people I had heard one place or another.” But the booking agency, Ray told me, said he still wasn’t strong enough to be booked on his own. “Which they were right. They said, ‘In order for you to work, we gonna put your band with Ruth Brown.’ I said okay, and we worked four or five dates with her. In fact, we only did four, because the second date we missed. That first date we drove all day doing a hundred-and-some-odd miles an hour, from Dallas to El Paso, it’s amazing we didn’t burn [the engines] up, because they both were new cars. The next job was in Louisiana, all the way back from where we just came from and then some. Drove our ass off, and we were late and we missed it. We got there at eleven o’clock at night, and the people canceled the job on us. Now you talk about sick—we was SICK.” Then they worked a few dates in Mississippi and Florida, “and that was it. Ruth Brown left and went in [one] direction, and we went in another.”


There was no question of the direction that he had set for himself. With the band, he wrote in his autobiography, Brother Ray, he was able at last to become himself. “I opened up the floodgates, let myself do things I hadn’t done before.… If I was inventing something new, I wasn’t aware of it. In my mind, I was just bringing out more of me.” His immediate problem, though, in the fall of 1954 was to figure out a way to sustain the band. And for that, there was no question, he needed a hit.


He appointed trumpeter Renald Richard, whom he had originally met in New Orleans, musical director for an extra five dollars a week, then paid him an additional five dollars to write out the charts according to Ray’s dictation as they drove along in his brand-new ’54 DeSoto. “Ray dictated fast,” Richard told Charles biographer Michael Lydon. “And he didn’t work out the chart in the concert key, the chords as he played them on the piano. No, he’d give me the parts transposed… do one instrument, on to the next, and I’m writing and writing!” They listened to the radio, too. “Ray loved blues singers like Big Joe Turner,” Renald Richard told Lydon, “but most of all he loved gospel singers. He used to talk all the time about Archie Brownlee, the lead singer with the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi, how much he liked him. Then he started to sound like him, turning his notes, playing with them to work the audience into a frenzy.”


They were out on tour in early October. They had just played South Bend and were on their way to Nashville, with the radio tuned to whatever gospel music they could pick up as the stations faded in and out in the middle of the night. All of a sudden a song called “It Must Be Jesus” by the Southern Tones came on the air. It was a simple midtempo variation on the old spiritual, “There’s a Man Going Around Taking Names,” with the kind of tremolo guitar accompaniment that had come into fashion lately in a music that had up till now been sung mostly a cappella. The tenor singer took the lead on a pair of verses which began at the high end of his range, with the first line (“There’s a man going around taking names”) repeated in a slightly higher register and the third (“You know, he took my mother’s name”) rising yet again to the point where the singer’s voice broke intentionally, the same way that Ray broke his voice in a kind of “yodel” on “Feelin’ Sad” or “Don’t You Know.”


Almost without thinking about it, Ray and Renald Richard started singing along, but where the Southern Tones started out their second verse (“There’s a man giving sight to the blind”), Ray and Renald broke into a secular verse (“I got a woman / Way across town / Who’s good to me”) with Ray’s voice echoing exactly the Southern Tones’ lead singer’s intense intro and resolution. Then, after the second verse, the gospel number broke into a kind of syncopated patter between the tenor and the bass singer, the kind of give-and-take that the Golden Gate Quartet used for novelty effect but which in the contemporary gospel mode could be drawn out in live performance, building in tension until at last it was resolved by returning to the verse. Ray and his band director broke themselves up on this part as they substitituted secular and profane variations on the spiritual message (“He’s my rock / He’s my mighty power”) along the lines of “She gives me money / When I’m in need.…” Ordinarily that would have been the end of it, just a bit of late-night foolishness, but there was something about the song, and their lighthearted extemporization, that got to Ray in a way he couldn’t quite put his finger on, and, rather than explore it himself, he asked Renald if he thought he could formally write out a song that was structured around their improvisation. “I said, ‘Hell, yes,’ and the next morning, ten o’clock, I was in his room with [it]. I didn’t really write it all that night. I stuck in the bridge from another song I had written years back.”


Ray sketched out an arrangement and started singing the new song, “I Got a Woman,” in the show almost immediately. Renald Richard left shortly thereafter, largely over the way drugs seemed to be taking over the band, but the song continued to get a stronger and stronger response. Ray worked up a couple of other originals, along with “Greenbacks,” a novelty number that Renald had contributed to the band’s book, until he felt like he was ready for a full-scale session. That was when he called up Atlantic Records and announced to Jerry Wexler that he was coming to Atlanta and was ready to record. It was the first time he had called a session on his own, and he may have seemed more confident than he was. After all, he was not about to reveal his insecurities to just anyone, least of all someone like Ahmet Ertegun, who had treated him with so much respect and consideration. But if he wanted to keep the band together—and that was just about like saying if he wanted to keep on breathing—he needed a fucking hit.


Ahmet and Jerry met him at his hotel, just a few doors down from the club, the Royal Peacock, on “Sweet Auburn” Avenue, the hub of black life in Atlanta. It was a street humming with life, there were dozens of independent black businesses of greater and lesser repute, clubs, bars, beauty shops, and shoeshine stands, all packed together up and down the street, with the Peacock, along with Martin Luther King Sr. ’s Ebenezer Baptist Church less than half a mile away, one of the twin centers of that life. The club was owned and operated by sixty-four-year-old Carrie Cunningham, an imposing woman of considerable entrepreneurial imagination and ambition (she owned the hotel, also called the Royal, in which Ray was staying), who had originally come to town as a circus rider after leaving her home in Fitzgerald, Georgia, in her teens with the Silas Green from New Orleans traveling show. She had opened the club in 1949 as a means of keeping her errant musician son at home, and it had almost immediately become a way station for every musician of any repute who passed through Atlanta, from Duke Ellington to Big Maybelle. True to its name, it was resplendent with hand-painted images of peacocks and flamboyant color combinations that seemed to come to Miss Cunningham in visions that she had her regally attired staff carry out.
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The Ray Charles Orchestra, San Francisco, 1968. Photograph by Jonas Bernholm








Ahmet and Jerry didn’t have time to notice the decor, Ray was in too much of a hurry. They could barely keep up with him as he practically ran down the street, and when they entered the club he already had his seven-piece band set up onstage, two trumpets, two saxes, bass, drums, with a local pickup on guitar, all just sitting there as if waiting for their cue. Ray took his place at the piano and counted off, and the sound of the new song filled the room, a sound for which Ahmet and Jerry were totally unprepared.


It opened with a long, drawn-out, unaccompanied “Wellllll…” from Ray, with the band falling in solidly behind him three words into the first line. Ray’s voice was altogether commanding but controlled as he sang the words that he and Renald Richard had fooled around with, but he was bearing down in a way that, while it was a recognizable elaboration on everything he had done before, was also something new. And when he got to the part where his voice ascended, with the horns ascending behind him, his voice rose to a kind of controlled climax.


The second verse drove just a little bit harder until, when he reached his highest natural pitch, it rose to a falsetto that was not so much an imitation as a tribute to Archie Brownlee’s all-out attack, ending in a kind of discreet groan that signaled a honking solo from Donald Wilkerson on tenor sax. Then Ray took it back, delivering the syncopated recitatif that substituted for a bridge, with his own discreet version of the preacher’s trick of a sharp expelling of breath, a pronounced huffing and chuffing that served to mark a kind of ecstatic release. Whereupon it was back to the first verse, his voice commandingly roughened, until he took it out with a tag that announced, “Don’t you know she’s all right? She’s all right, she’s all right.”
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Zenas Sears at WAOK, July 1968. Photograph by Jonas Bernholm








Ahmet and Jerry sat there for a moment, stunned—but they knew right away. Ray ran through his three other new songs, and there was no question about it. Everything was ready, the band was fully rehearsed—it was as if, Ahmet said, he was simply announcing, to himself as much as to them, “This is what I’m going to do.” “It was such a departure,” Wexler said. “The band was his voice.” All that was left was to set up a session.


This turned out to be easier said than done. There was no recording studio in Atlanta readily at hand (the recent regional success of Elvis Presley’s first Sun record had not yet set off the explosion of local recording facilities that would soon follow in the mid-South), so they turned to their old friend Zenas “Daddy” Sears, a white New Jerseyan who had moved to Atlanta just before the Second World War, then took to the airwaves upon his return from the service, where he had acquired a love for gospel music and rhythm and blues while operating a little fifty-watt radio station in the hills of India for the mostly black troops who were stationed there. Just eight months earlier he had moved to a brand-new station, WAOK, dedicated exclusively to black programming, which before long he would come to own. It would have been logical to use the new radio studio, but WAOK had a full programming schedule, and eventually Zenas set up the session at WGST at Georgia Tech, his old station, the only catch being that they would have to break every hour for the news. There was some talk of Zenas bringing in a female singer he had worked with, Zilla Mays, to underscore the gospel sound, but nothing came of it. Jerry meanwhile tried to prep the less-than-enthusiastic radio engineer on the uniqueness of what they were about to do, but he quickly gave up on the idea when he realized that however earnestly he cued him for a sax solo that was coming up, all he got for his efforts was a quizzical shrug after the solo was past.


Ray kicked off with “Blackjack,” an impassioned minor-key blues he had been working on while out on tour with T-Bone Walker, the consummate guitar stylist of the age. (B.B. King was one of his many disciples, as was, evidently, Wesley Jackson, the local guitarist on the session.) “T and I were up all night at a boarding house in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, playing blackjack,” Ray told the co-author of his autobiography, David Ritz. “I’m winning big, over $2,000. T is down to his last 80 bucks… and just as he hits 16 with a 5, the Christian lady who owns the house sees him taking my money and starts yelling, ‘How dare you take advantage of this poor blind man?’ She was so irate she wouldn’t let T touch my bread. Afterwards T told me, ‘That shit’s so funny you oughta write a song about it.’ Well, I did.” A song that ended with the horns coming in only on the last two drawn-out notes for an ironically sober Amen.


Jerry and Ahmet were no less impressed than they had been the day before. The arrangement was perfectly calibrated to the new rough-edged sound of Ray’s vocals. But “I Got a Woman” was what they were waiting for—that was the reason for the session—and from the deliberate, almost stately pace of the count-off, and the elegantly elongated “Wellllll” that would soon become the musical catchphrase of a generation, their expectations were not just confirmed but exceeded. The guitar had by now dropped out—if it was present at all for the rest of the session, it was strictly as another element in the percussive mix. “Ray had every note that was to be played by every musician in his mind,” said Ahmet, who had recorded some of the signature sounds of the past decade. “It was a real lesson to me to see an artist of his stature at work. You could lead him a little bit, but you really had to let him take over. For the first time, we heard something that didn’t have to be messed around with, it was all there.”


Even Ray, as determined a non-determinist as I have ever met (“My thing, man, has always been to do what I do, that’s all,” was about as much as you were ever going to get from him in the way of causative explanation), recognized the significance of the occasion. This was the moment, he said, that “I started being me.” From this point on, whatever vicissitudes life might have in store for a blind heroin addict living by his wits in an indifferent world (a tendentious formulation with which Ray, who before long would quite rightly come to be called “The Genius” by his record company, would contumaciously disagree), there was no turning back. “The minute I gave up trying to sound like [someone else] and said, ‘Okay, be yourself,’ that was all I knew. I couldn’t be nothing else but that.”


How the shit can you explain a feeling? Everything, as far as I’m concerned is notes. Every [song] ain’t sad, every song ain’t funny, every song is not a dramatic-type thing. I don’t believe the world is like that.


THE RECORD CAME OUT at the end of December 1954, and it hit like an atom bomb. “It has a rocking, driving beat and a sensational vocal,” Billboard enthused about its Spotlight Pick for the new year. This record, it proclaimed, was unquestionably “one of the most infectious blues sides to come out on any label since the summer.” But even the unqualified ardor of its endorsement could scarcely have predicted the effect the song would have not just on gospel and r&b but on rock ’n’ roll (which had yet to be officially named) and the whole course of popular music still to come. “Records like [these] almost gospel-styled blues disks… don’t come along often,” Billboard would declare five months later of the follow-up single, a fervently delivered double-sided hit (one side was a direct transliteration of the spiritual standard “This Little Light of Mine,” with “girl” substituting for “light”), and went on to wonder at the almost hypnotic and “commanding quality” that the artist was able to put across on disk. But even that degree of recognition failed to fully grasp the almost unimaginable impact, both commercial and aesthetic, the irreversible signal that “I Got a Woman” provided to the entire pop marketplace.


Twenty-year-old Elvis Presley, with just two Sun singles to his credit, added a freewheeling version of “I Got a Woman” to his live repertoire virtually from the day it came out and made a number of attempts to record it for Sun in early 1955, although he wasn’t able to get a version that he liked until a year later, when he recorded it as the first song on his first RCA session.


Little Walter, the incomparable blues harmonica player, had recorded a song called “My Babe” by Willie Dixon in mid-1954 in a format that Dixon called a “Howlin’ Wolf type” of blues, but once Willie heard “I Got a Woman,” he rewrote the song and took Walter back into the studio to cut it to the tune of Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s classic spiritual, “This Train.” In that form it rose to number one on the r&b charts, where it remained for seven weeks, challenged each week by the source of its inspiration, Ray’s “I Got a Woman,” which reached number one in Juke Box Plays (one of the three Best-Seller categories) on May 7.


Art Rupe, the head of Specialty Records, one of the country’s two leading gospel labels, and home of the Soul Stirrers, whose young lead singer, Sam Cook, had gained a reputation as the “matinee idol” of quartet singing for both his looks and his voice, saw the future open up in front of his eyes.


“Try to write words in the blues field,” he wrote to one of his star spiritual singers and composers, Sister Wynona Carr, “to songs in the Gospel field that have been hits in the past. For example, you know what Ray Charles did with ‘I Got a Woman.’ Also, Little Walter took ‘This Train’ and made it into ‘My Babe,’ and it was a big hit. That seems to be what the people are buying today, and even if you cannot sing these numbers in your style [yourself], we certainly need them desperately for our other artists.”


Almost simultaneously Rupe contacted a twenty-two-year-old performer named Little Richard Penniman from Macon, Georgia, who had been pestering him incessantly about a demo he had sent to the Specialty office a few weeks earlier. Up until that time Rupe had been unable to see the commercial potential of an overtly secular performer performing in a style somewhere between gospel singers Marion Williams and Professor Alex Bradford. Now he did. He signed Little Richard right away, and before the year was out released “Tutti Frutti,” an ear-shattering fusion of driving gospel and r&b that reached the Top 20 of the pop charts and stands as one of the cornerstones of rock ’n’ roll.


Sam Cook was the last link in the chain. He was twenty-four years old, with a velvety voice that Ray Charles recognized as utterly unique (“Nobody sound[ed] like Sam Cooke. He hit every note where it was supposed to be, and not only hit the note but hit the note with feeling”), and it would have been impossible to imagine any young singer achieving a greater degree of popularity or status in the gospel world. From the day that “I Got a Woman” was released, however, he was under constant pressure—both internal and external—to cross over.


It started in earnest in the summer of 1955, when Bill Cook, an influential black DJ and talent manager from Newark, and Specialty’s a&r head, Bumps Blackwell, started courting Sam separately, with each one telling him that with their guidance he would be able to go places in pop he could never go in gospel, break through to a level of popular acceptance inaccessible even to Ray Charles. Bill Cook, who in the past two years had discovered and guided Roy Hamilton, a big-voiced, gospel-rooted singer, to a preeminent position in the r&b world, brought Sam not just to the attention but to the offices of Atlantic Records, again and again—but nothing ever came of it due to Sam’s own persistent feelings of ambivalence. It wasn’t until the end of 1956 that he was able to make up his mind even to enter the studio for a pop session—and then only under the name of Dale Cook. The number that he recorded, “Lovable,” was a direct translation of his current gospel hit, “Wonderful,” and while sales were only moderately successful, less than a year later “You Send Me,” his first pop single under his own name (with an e added to his surname to lend a touch of elegance), went to number one on the pop charts.


But let me just back up for a moment, not simply for the sake of chronological verisimilitude but also to suggest some of the foundations for a movement that had been building stealthily for some time. Certainly there had been gospel-inspired r&b songs before, and the rate and impact of their success had accelerated rapidly in the last year or two, with the chart success of such “inspirational” numbers (as they were called) as Sonny Til and the Orioles’ “Crying in the Chapel” (number one r&b, number eleven pop in the summer of 1953), Faye Adams’ “Shake a Hand” (number one r&b a month or so later), and Roy Hamilton’s version of “You’ll Never Walk Alone,” the Rodgers and Hammerstein message of unwavering reassurance from the musical Carousel (number one r&b in early 1954, number twenty-one pop). In fact, as Billboard reported in early 1954, with something of a hint of incredulity, “‘Shake a Hand,’ a common greeting among followers of spiritual and gospel music, is being uttered more so today by other facets of the entertainment industry… largely because the religious field continues to gain recognition as a growing bonanza.”


The phenomenon had been duly noted, then. But not until the arrival of “I Got a Woman” had any other song so explicitly embraced its gospel roots. Anyone with even a cursory knowledge of the music could tell where the inspiration for all these songs was coming from—but with “I Got a Woman,” the lineage came right out and declared itself, not just the lineage but its proud and unabashed Afro-American roots. As a still-unpublished Albert Murray, soon to become known as a leading literary proponent of black cultural pride, wrote to his friend Ralph Ellison of two recent “dance dates” by Ray: “Man, that cat operates on these Los Angeles Negroes like Reverend Ravazee at revival time.… That goddamned Ray ass Charles absorbs everything and uses everything. Absorbs it and assimilates it with all that sanctified, stew meat smelling, mattress stirring, fucked up guilt, touchy violence, jailhouse dodging, second hand American dream shit, and sometimes it comes out like a sermon by one of them spellbinding stem winders in your work-in-progress, and other times he’s extending [Count] Basie’s stuff better than Basie himself. Who knows maybe some of that stuff will help to set a number of people up for old BLISS!” To which Ellison, author of what is universally acknowledged as one of the great American novels of the twentieth century, Invisible Man, simply replied, “Just reading your description makes me homesick.”


At the same time, and for many of the same reasons, nobody else’s work came in for the kind of vilification and castigation that Ray’s “I Got a Woman” received from diverse elements of the black community, including blues singers and preachers alike. “He’s mixing the blues with spirituals,” declared Big Bill Broonzy, the most cosmopolitan of blues singers, and someone who from all appearances was not averse to doing the same. “I know that’s wrong.” And Josh White, who had been criticized for taking the blues to sophisticated supper clubs and parading himself as a kind of deracinated “sex symbol,” agreed. In the words of Brother Joe May, known as “The Thunderbolt of the Middle West” and one of the most compelling of all gospel singers: “Failure to recognize r&b for what it is may cause a general undermining of all true gospel singing everywhere.” Even Martin Luther King felt compelled to weigh in, in an advice column in Ebony magazine in 1958, with the stern admonition that “the profound sacred and spiritual meaning of the great music of the church must never be mixed with the transitory quality of rock and roll music [which] often plunges men’s minds into degrading and immoral depths.”


For all of his respect for Dr. King, however, and for all of his pragmatic commitment to the civil rights movement (he pretty much took Albert Murray and Zora Neale Hurston’s all-American point of view that he didn’t have to go begging outside his own community to find a full measure of cultural, if not economic, satisfaction), from where Ray sat, the music spoke for itself. It was only with the commercial success of “I Got a Woman,” Ray remarked drily, that his booking agency was finally willing to concede that “maybe we can do something with you.” But it was the increasingly charismatic nature of his live performances, the “incredible spell,” as Billboard remarked, “that Charles wields over his live audiences,” that permitted him to perform his own music in his own way, a pure distillation of everything he had ever heard or felt, incorporating blues, jazz, pop, country, and gospel, exuberant celebration and “more despair,” too, he wrote in his autobiography, “than anything you’d associate with rock ’n’ roll.” It was, in short, Ray Charles music, by his own or anyone else’s definition.


If he chose to answer his critics at all, it was merely to point out, as he did in Brother Ray, that he had been “singing spirituals since I was three, and I’d been hearing the blues for just as long. So what could be more natural than to combine them? It didn’t take any thinking, didn’t take any calculating. All the sounds were there, right at the top of my head.… Imitating Nat Cole had required a certain calculation on my part. I had to gird myself; I had to fix my voice into position. I loved doing it, but it certainly wasn’t effortless. This new combination of blues and gospel was. It required nothing of me but being true to my very first music.” People could say whatever they liked, everyone, as his mother always pointed out to him, is entitled to their own opinion. But in the end, he concluded, after wrestling with the subject for two full pages, “I really didn’t give a shit about [their] criticism.”


He cared just as little, he insisted, about the effect that his music had on others. Jerry Wexler brought him a copy of Elvis Presley’s version of his song, thinking he would be knocked out by it—but he couldn’t have cared less, he was simply indifferent. “To be blunt with you, Peter,” he told me some twenty-five years later on the subject of his recognition as a near-universal force in contemporary popular music, “I understand what you mean, but I’ve never given any thought as to who’s been doing what, as far as what I’m into. I mean, it’s nice to have people say, ‘Hey, Ray, I love your music,’ or, you know, ‘Joe Cocker really sounds a lot like you, Billy Preston idolizes you’—those are nice words, those are very beautiful things, but, you know, it just never occurred to me in any form, I swear to God, to say, ‘Now, let’s see, Ray, there are some people beginning to emulate what you are doing.’ Because—and I don’t want you to think I’m selfish, but I’m telling you the truth—I’m just always thinking about what I’m doing.”


And, to tell you the truth, I believed him. The proof was in the work, which came to represent over the years the entire spectrum of Ray, from the deep-seated, almost ineffable sadness of “Hard Times,” “Lonely Avenue,” and, perhaps most of all, “Drown in My Own Tears,” in which time and tempo come to a complete stop, all the way up to and beyond the orgiastic ululations of “What’d I Say,” the very definition of everything that Martin Luther King had warned against and, perhaps not coincidentally, in 1959 his first big pop hit. This would be succeeded the following year by a new sound with a new record company, a string-laden treatment of Hoagy Carmichael’s moody 1930 composition, “Georgia on My Mind,” which gave him his first number-one pop hit in the fall of 1960, just in advance of Elvis Presley’s deeply felt revival of another thirty-year-old pop standard, “Are You Lonesome Tonight?”


He would go on to achieve the kind of iconic success he could never have imagined, or, if he is to be believed, even cared about, while at the same time suffering some of the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune to which he professed equal indifference. Of a bad drug bust in Boston in late 1964, which forced him to take a full year off from performing, he was willing to concede only that, after quitting cold turkey (“I can stand almost anything for three days”), the real challenge was to convince the court. “I was a junkie for seventeen years,” he wrote in Brother Ray with more than a little bravado, “[but] looking back, I can’t say that kicking was a nightmare or the low point in my life.”


None of it in any case impeded his sense of musical growth or self-progress. “In my life,” he declared to me at the end of a long day, “everything I did, I did what I thought was right at the time. I hope I don’t sound the same now as I did when I was eighteen. If I do, there’s something wrong. One thing about my music, it must knock me out. Because if I don’t feel it, I can’t expect you to feel it. With my music, as egotistical as it may sound, I must enjoy me.”






[image: image]

Ray Charles at the New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival, 1995. Photograph by David Gahr








And the world enjoyed Ray, whether he was singing country and western (his Modern Sounds in Country and Western Music held the number-one pop spot on the album charts for fourteen weeks in 1962 and remained on the best-selling lists for almost two years) or gutbucket blues, whether he was playing jazz or transforming pop standards like “Come Rain or Come Shine” or even reinventing a patriotic evergreen like “America the Beautiful” as a carefully constructed expression of emotional spontaneity. As Ahmet Ertegun once suggested, referring back to the remarkable metamorphosis in Ray’s fortunes after the aesthetic breakthrough of “I Got a Woman, “he only got better. He got more commercial without trying to make hits. He was doing what he wanted to do naturally, but the music and the songs became better and stronger.”


He became a universally embraced, almost mythic figure in a way that no other popular African American entertainer, with the possible exception of Louis Armstrong, has ever approached. He was the Bishop, the High Priest of Soul, The Genius, and (his favorite) Brother Ray. But always there was that restless sense of self-exploration, and in the background there always hovered that moment when, with the discovery not just of his own but of a communal voice, he became himself, when, in civil rights pioneer Julian Bond’s tribute, “The Bishop of Atlanta,” “he seduce[d] the world with his voice.…”




Screaming to be ignored, crooning to be heard


Throbbing from the gutter


On Saturday night


Silver offering only


The Right Reverend’s back in town


Don’t it make you feel all right?
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