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This is the earliest known photograph of Muddy Waters, probably taken in Memphis in 1942. He is holding his Fisk–Library of Congress 78 rpm record. Courtesy of the Estate of McKinley Morganfield
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FOREWORD



BY KEITH RICHARDS


There’s a demon in me. I think there’s a demon in everyone, a dark piece in us all. And the blues is a recognition of that and the ability to express it and make fun out of it, have joy out of that dark stuff. When you listen to Muddy Waters, you can hear all of the angst and all of the power and all of the hardship that made that man. But Muddy let it out through music, set the feelings loose in the air. The blues makes me feel better.


I heard Muddy through Mick Jagger. We were childhood friends, hadn’t seen each other for a few years, and I met him on a train around 1961. He had a Chuck Berry record and The Best of Muddy Waters. I was going to mug the guy for the Chuck Berry because I wasn’t familiar with Muddy. We started talking, went ’round to his house, and he played me Muddy and I said, “Wow. Again.” And about ten hours later, I was still going, “Okay, again.” When I got to Muddy and heard “Still a Fool” and “Hoochie Coochie Man”—that is the most powerful music I’ve ever heard. The most expressive.


He named us in a way, and we basically wanted to turn the world on to Muddy and his like. This little band of ours had finally found a gig, and we put our last few pennies in for this ad in a magazine. We called to tell them where we were playing at and they said, “Well what’s your name?” And on the floor was The Best of Muddy Waters and on the first side was “Rollin’ Stone.” So we named ourselves the Rolling Stones. I always felt that Muddy ran the band, that there was a real connection.


What Muddy was doing at Chess in the late forties and in the fifties was transforming the blues to meet the needs of the society. It had been acoustic blues before World War II; after that, they started shouting it out in Chicago. The whole city was louder, and the music became city blues. They were inventing it as they went along because nobody knew anything about the electric guitar or how to record it. It was just beautiful experimentation.


Muddy was like a map, he was really the key to all of the other stuff. I found out Muddy and Chuck were working out of the same studio and on the same Chess label, and there was the Willie Dixon connection too. Then I had to find everything of Muddy’s that I could and at the same time find where Muddy got it from. So I sat and listened to Robert Lockwood Jr. and to cousins and relations. Via Muddy, I found Robert Johnson, and then it all started to make sense.


Twentieth-century music is based on the blues. You wouldn’t have jazz or any other modern music without the blues. And therefore every pop song, no matter how trite or crass, has got a bit of the blues somewhere in it—even without them knowing, even though they’ve washed most of it out. This music got called the blues about a hundred years ago, but the music is about a feeling and feelings didn’t just start a hundred years ago. Feelings start in the person and I think that’s why the blues is universal, because it’s part of everybody. Muddy is like a very comforting arm around the shoulder. You need that, you know? It can be dark down there, man.















INTRODUCTION



Muddy Waters was barefoot when he got word a white man was looking for him. It was Sunday, the last day of August, 1941. The cotton had bloomed and was set, the crop as it would be until picked in about a month. Muddy, like the other blacks who farmed a piece of someone else’s land in Mississippi, was enjoying his lay-by. Soon, he’d be working that cotton from sun to sun.


Word reached Muddy before the white man did. “Uh-oh! This is it,” Muddy remembered thinking. “They done found out I’m sellin’ whiskey.”


He went to neutral ground, the plantation commissary, away from his home where his hooch was hid. The white man found him there. “I went there, I said, ‘Yassuh?’ He said, ‘Hey, hey, don’t yassuh me. Say no and yes to me.’ He said, ‘I been looking for you.’ I said, ‘For what?’ ‘I want you to play something for me. Where’s your guitar at?’ I say, ‘It’s down in my house.’ ‘Come on, get it. I want you to play for me.’”


The white man’s name was Alan Lomax. He was twenty-six years old. Muddy was twenty-eight. “I couldn’t figure it out when he first got there,” Muddy said. “I didn’t know whether he was one of them smart police coming after me, or what the heck was goin’ on. I couldn’t handle this white man going to put me in his car and drive me around, going into my house. I say, ‘Uh-huh, revenue man trying to get into me.’” But it was hard to peg this Lomax character. His accent was strange—Texas, but watered down by Washington. And he had a strange manner. He asked Muddy for some water and then astonished the Mississippian by sharing. “Same cup I drink out of, he drinks out of that too. I said, ‘Not a white man doing this!’ No no, this was too much, he going too far. But my mind still thinking, ‘Oh, he’d do anything to see can he bust you.’”


Hovering in the background, accompanying Lomax but kept at arm’s length, was the man who initiated the historic expedition, John Work III, a black man. Work mostly stayed quiet. In the deep South, he would be perceived as nothing more than Lomax’s flunky. And Lomax did little to counter such a perception. Work’s presence intensified Muddy’s suspicions, as did the absence of Captain Holt, the Stovall Plantation overseer. Plantations did not take kindly to “agitators” of any sort coming on their land, and anyone not a resident and not known was an agitator until his presence was explained. The same grapevine that warned Muddy he was wanted would have first reached Captain Holt. Muddy was well liked on Stovall, both by the tenant farmers and by the Stovall family. Whenever revenue agents had previously come around, Colonel Stovall himself had come to warn Muddy. If he were carted off, the hands would be losing not only one of their bootleggers, but also their most popular musician. But Holt’s absence meant this revenuer’s visit was approved, and Muddy realized the farm was sacrificing him to the government, a pawn between two kings.


He was a peculiar revenue agent, this white man. Instead of extracting a badge, Lomax went to his car, pulled out a Martin guitar, and began to pick some blues. Muddy could now see what he’d only glimpsed before: the entire backseat and most of the trunk were occupied by a recording machine, a disc cutter, and a generator that converted the automobile’s DC current to AC. The recording device also had a playback arm, allowing Lomax to share what he’d been given before taking it away.


“He brought his machine,” said Muddy, “[and] he got his old guitar and he started playing, and he said, ‘… I heard Robert Johnson’s dead and I heard you’s just as good and I want you to do something for me. Will you let me record some of your songs, and I’ll play them back and let you listen to them? I want to take it to the Library of Congress.’ I didn’t know what did he mean by the Library of Congress.”


But enough was adding up: this stranger’s interest was music and not whiskey stills. Word about the turn of events quickly reached Son Sims, Muddy’s musical partner, and instead of keeping far from there, he now hurried to Muddy’s house, guitar in hand. “We got his stuff out of the trunk of his car,” said Muddy, “and all his long batteries and set ’em up on my front porch, and I was in my front room with my guitar, my little microphone, and he ground his wire down through the window and he went to work.”


The discs were thick slabs of glass (metals were conserved for military use during World War II) sprayed with a black acetate coating, into which a lathe cut grooves that captured the sound transmitted through the microphones. These discs were sixteen inches across; the standard LP is twelve inches and a 78 is ten inches, so these were unlike anything Muddy had seen on a jukebox or in a store. Their imposing size underscored the importance of the event.


The fellowship was christened, and the distrust dismissed, with a toast. The whiskey warm in everyone’s belly, Muddy’s first recording session began. “So I just went along and made that ‘Country Blues,’” said Muddy. “When he played back the first song, I sounded just like anybody’s records. Man, you don’t know how I felt that afternoon when I heard that voice and it was my own voice. I thought, ‘Man, I can sing.’ Later on he sent me two copies of the pressing and a check for twenty bucks, and I carried that record up the corner and put it on the jukebox. Just played it and played it and said, ‘I can do it, I can do it.’”
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More than half a century has passed since that encounter, and geography is losing its importance. Cultures are increasingly the same everywhere. Where once the Mississippi Delta was a unique place—poverty made it a quarantined culture long after television and other mass media had penetrated similar outposts—now a person can live anywhere and grow up with the blues.


Muddy’s boyhood home, where Lomax recorded him, still stands—though not in the same place. It used to be on the county road that runs along the edge of Stovall Farms (as the former plantation is today known); I was raised in Memphis, the capital of the Mississippi Delta, and I remember more than once detouring to drive by Muddy’s cabin. In the 1980s, a tornado blew off its roof, and the Stovalls, for safety reasons, removed the rooms that had been added over the years, leaving just the single-room cypress-planked structure that had been built by trappers around the time of the Civil War. Tourists began to remove splinters and hunks of those planks as mementos. Between the treasure hunters, the insects, and the natural elements, the cabin began to disintegrate. In the late 1990s, the House of Blues, a chain of nightclubs, leased the structure from the Stovalls, dismantled it, transported it, cleaned and treated the wood, created a museum display within it, and sent it on a tour; it became itinerant, like the blues musician it sheltered, though collecting more money than he did. In the course of his life, Muddy became emblematic for so much—not just the blues generally, but also the twentieth-century migration from a southern rural culture to a northern urban one, the evolution from acoustic music to electric music, and the acceptance of African American culture into American society. And now his cabin assumed its own meaning: the commodification of the blues.


The blues, a music and culture once denigrated and dismissed by white society, has become big business. Some of the world’s largest corporations have used blues stars or their music to help sell their products. Musicians, painters, and artists of all sorts cite the music’s influence. The art is exquisite, but the conditions that created it were heartbreaking. One truth about the blues today remains little changed over the decades: it is still considered a music rooted in impoverishment.


Perhaps that’s one reason why the cabin has been given mythic meaning, while Muddy’s home in Chicago, the place he lived when he made his most famous and memorable records, and made his money, has been virtually ignored. When we think of the blues, we often think of cotton fields and summer heat. But the reason the blues has affected so many different kinds of people in so many different cultures, the reason the music still speaks to us, is that the blues isn’t about place so much as circumstance. House of Blues may prefer the imagery of Mississippi Delta shacks, but the truth is that America is full of dead ends. The first time I saw Muddy’s Chicago home, it stood vacant and dilapidated. A group of local men, ranging in age from fifteen to a hundred and fifteen, sat on the abandoned house’s stoop and in pieces of chairs scattered around the front yard. Each of their faces told a million stories.


One of the men was Muddy’s stepson Charles Williams, who was raised in the house. Charles, known through most of his life as Bang Bang—“Bang Bang,” he explained, “he might do anythang”—still lived there. There was no electricity, no running water, and the windows and doors were boarded up. But, when it was not too cold outside, this was where Charles called home. I traipsed behind him through the vacant lot next to Muddy’s, stepping over broken glass and the detritus of a decaying neighborhood, into Muddy’s backyard. “This is the carport,” he said, standing beneath a low-roofed structure that would, by the time of my next visit, have blown over in the wind and been swept away as if it never existed.


Like the front, the back was all boarded up. The four or so stairs that should have led to the landing outside the back door were gone. Charles scrambled smoothly up. I followed, with less grace and practice, using the space between bricks as a foothold; Charles pulled me up by the shoulder, even though I didn’t think I needed the extra help. We were backdoor men. “Step back,” he said, though there was little room for me to do so. He pulled at a corner of the board that covered the rear entrance, stooped, and like insects between floorboards, we crawled inside the shell of the home of Muddy Waters.


Our eyes adjusted to the dim light that seeped in. The cupboards were in place over the kitchen counters, bare. The pantry was open. There was a hole in the middle of the kitchen floor wide enough for a large person to fall through. We moved across the room, stepping carefully. A hallway extended in front of us, sunlight breaking through rooms on the left, falling onto the right wall. The building felt charged with emptiness, a powerful vacancy. Dust stirred in the air, as if someone had just passed through.


He took me to the room where Muddy slept, where Muddy lay in bed and watched the White Sox on TV. The wallpaper farthest from the window was still a pretty yellow. There was a pattern on it, something like a diner’s Formica countertop. It wasn’t hard to imagine a lamp in the corner, a night table, a bed—the feeling of life and activity was nearly palpable. We moved into the front room, where Memphis Slim and B. B. King and Leonard Chess and James Cotton sat and visited and sipped whiskey and gin and beer. Where the photograph of Little Walter graced the mantelpiece for nearly two decades. Where music and singles and albums were discussed and debated and breathed and created. Now this house, like Charles, like so many people in Muddy’s life, was on the verge of crumbling to dust.


It would be easy to look at the irony of what is embraced and what is discarded in assembling the myth of Muddy Waters and say, “That’s the blues.” It is easy to put Muddy in that cabin, easy to relocate him and his rural beginnings around the world, a neat stitch in the American quilt—picturesque and just the right colors. But easy doesn’t make it so. The purity and simplicity of the blues—its primitiveness—is myth. The blues, like an emotion, is complex. Blues is the singing to relieve woefulness, feeling good about feeling bad. It’s a music born of pain, but it inspires pleasure, a vehicle that takes us from grief to relief. Muddy and his fans were aware of the conflict inherent in his later life, of being enriched by the poor man’s music. He was a longtime success in Chicago when, in 1970, he was asked if he’d like to go back to Mississippi. His response was emphatic: “I wanted to get out of Mississippi in the worst way. Go back? What I want to go back for?” Yet in his music, every time he played he went back, every note recalled the poverty and suffering of the Mississippi Delta. Musician after musician whom I interviewed talked about the way Muddy’s music changed so little; he stuck to the old, slow blues that he’d learned in Mississippi, and which evoked the life and the land there. “That Mississippi sound, that Delta sound is in them old records,” Muddy said, referring to his music. “You can hear it all the way through.”


In 1958 the Mississippi bluesman was in London. He had already cut his career-defining hits; he was on the cusp of assuming his role as patriarch of rock and roll. After this trip, the Rolling Stones, named for one of his songs, would form; their first number-one hit in America would be a thematic reworking of Muddy’s first hit—his “I Can’t Be Satisfied” would evolve into their “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.”


Muddy was over the shock of these Brits speaking English and sounding nothing like him. He was over the shock of them driving on the wrong side of the road. He was over the biggest shock of all—that these people knew something about him, a farmer from the Mississippi Delta. He was sitting in a nice hotel room and speaking with a British journalist who had followed much of the tour. They’d become friendly and the writer knew Muddy’s history, knew his music, had heard him play live. But there was one thing that really perplexed him, and that he knew perplexed so many other blues fans and listeners. So how, this writer asked, how? How do you still have the blues?


The question snapped Muddy like a broken guitar string. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of money, the foreign funny money mixed in with some real American bills, and he waved the boodle over his head, around and around, showing it off as he answered. “There’s no way in the world I can feel the same blues the way I used to,” Muddy said. “When I play in Chicago I’m playing up-to-date, not the blues I was born with. People should hear the pure blues—the blues we used to have when we had no money.”


Woe to the successful bluesman or blueswoman—or those who live to enjoy their success. He gets a little money in the bank, his authenticity is questioned. The fan demands, “Show me the poverty.” And yet, sometimes looking at a scar brings back memories of the wound. Perhaps the great artists are not always those still wounded, but those who remember. “I been in the blues all of my life,” Muddy said another time. “I’m still delivering ’cause I got a long memory.”


Muddy Waters, for whom there was so little paperwork for so much of his life, was born into a culture that white society did not believe worthy of documentation. Some papers exist, but the panoply of racism, sexism, classism, and various other prejudices generally overshadowed the historical impulse. By the time the media began to document him extensively, his first career in music was over (as was his farming career), and he was enjoying renewed popularity with a new audience, a white audience. His relationship to whites had been formed in Mississippi; he was a grown man—thirty years old—when he left. He’d been trained to “yassuh” and “nossuh” on demand, to tell the white man what he believed the white man wanted to hear. (In addition to being an illiterate man from an oral culture, Muddy was generally quiet; one of his oft-expressed aphorisms was, “If you got something you don’t want other people to know, keep it in your pocket.”) Lomax’s field trips, predating World War II, were encumbered with all the paternalism inherent in those times. In some ways, that paternalism always exists. Cultures collide, and in that collision, nothing is unchanged. The explorer becomes a factor, the culture being viewed bears the taint of another’s eyes. A different writer interviewing the same musicians, lovers, family members, and business associates of Muddy’s would likely have left each interview with different results.


Biography is the process of securing what is mutable. Undertaking the creation of one requires embracing the paradoxical: the writer is asked to create the skin and soul of a person, but not to inhabit it. Standing inside Muddy’s crumbling Chicago home with his stepson, I listened for the man who occupied it, saw where ghosts thrive, felt a pulse of the past still beating. On my most recent visit, the house had been stripped by rehabbers, the walls removed to the slats, the vestiges of the former occupant smashed, trashed, and hauled away. The renovation was being done for Muddy’s great-granddaughter, who recently purchased the property. His spirit will live on in the stories she tells.


Muddy Waters shaped our culture: his song “Rollin’ Stone” inspired a band name and a magazine. When Bob Dylan went from acoustic folk music to rock and roll, he hired white musicians who’d learned from Muddy in Chicago. Songs that Muddy wrote or made famous have become mainstream hits when performed by Led Zeppelin, Jimi Hendrix, Eric Clapton, and plenty of others. These musicians find in Muddy’s songs—and convey to others—an honesty about pain. And that is something to which everyone can relate. Everybody hurts, sometime.















CHAPTER 1



MANNISH BOY


1913–1925


Muddy Waters usually told people he was born in Rolling Fork, Mississippi. That’s in Sharkey County, the lower quarter of the Mississippi Delta. Rolling Fork was where the train stopped, where Muddy’s family would get their mail and do their shopping. Rolling Fork was on the map. But Muddy’s actual birthplace is to the west and north of there, in the next county over—Issaquena, pronounced “Essaquena,” the initial “e” the only thing soft in this hard land.


Berta Grant, Muddy’s mother, lived next to the Cottonwood Plantation, at a bend in the road known as Jug’s Corner. It was a tiny settlement in the shadow of the Mississippi’s levee, a cluster of shacks and cabins undistinguished from most others in the Mississippi Delta. Among locals, however, Jug’s Corner was well known: they had the fish fries on Saturday nights.


At Jug’s Corner, and throughout the Delta, farmhands partied on the weekend because they’d survived another week, because the land didn’t swallow them, the river didn’t drink them, the boss man didn’t kill them, and the mud, a half step from the dust and ashes from whence they came, did not engulf them.


Muddy’s father, Ollie Morganfield, used to attend those Jug’s Corner frolics. Ollie was from the Magnolia Plantation on Steele Bayou, two miles between Jug’s Corner and Rolling Fork. Big boned and handsome, he could entertain with a guitar. “Ollie could play good blues,” said one long-lived resident of Issaquena County. “He’d go around, folks would get him to play at a party. Dark, tall, real friendly. Full faced. Sing? He used to holler. Played old-timey blues.”


“I’ve heard them say that a party didn’t brighten up until Ollie appeared,” recalled his son Robert Morganfield, Muddy’s half brother. “He would sing, blow a jug, play guitar, beat a washboard.” Ollie was five-feet, eight-inches tall, with brown eyes and black hair. Born October 20, 1890, he was twenty-one the summer of 1912, already the father of one child though separated from his wife.


Berta—probably Alberta or Roberta, but called Berta by everyone—lived with her younger brother Joe and their mother, Della Grant. Berta was a young girl the summer she conceived her only child. There is no record of Berta’s birth or death, no one left alive who knew her. If she was counted in any census, she has eluded researchers. Like Jug’s Corner, she was off the map, a cipher around which scant information is collected: Berta was born between 1893 and 1901. Her mother, Della—Muddy’s grandmother, a plump, light-skinned woman—was born in 1881, so Muddy’s grandmother was all of thirty-two years old when Muddy was born in 1913. (Generations came quick in Muddy’s family: his own granddaughter was thirteen when she first conceived; Muddy’s response was, “Young girls make strong babies.”)


Ollie brightened Berta’s party that summer’s eve (probably the July 4 weekend), and the next spring, on April 4, 1913, Berta—at least twelve years old, but less than twenty—gave birth to a boy. (It was, despite what would later be sung, neither the seventh hour nor the seventh day; it was not the seventh month and there were not seven doctors. But like the lyrics to “Hoochie Coochie Man” suggest, Muddy did seem born for good luck, he did make pretty women jump and shout, and everybody knew that blues and sex were what Muddy Waters was all about.) Though his parents never married, the child was given his father’s last name, and for his first, the name of the late president who had helped African Americans: McKinley A. Morganfield.


In years to come, after he moved to Chicago, Muddy usually told people he was born in 1915, oddly shaving only two years off his age (if his goal was to appear younger for the entertainment field). He thus became a man born in a year he wasn’t born in, from a town where he wasn’t born, carrying a name he wasn’t born with.
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John Work’s 1942 field notes. Note the birth year of 1913. Courtesy of Fisk University Library, Special Collections








The Morganfield name was relatively new to the Jug’s Corner area. The Delta had been a swampy jungle of wildcats and bears when David Morganfield, Muddy’s grandfather, arrived from Birmingham, Alabama at the turn of the twentieth century. His wife had died and he carried with him three sons, Ollie, Eddie, and Lewis. Birmingham must have offered very little, for the family left the city and moved to the poorest region in the nation’s poorest state.


David Morganfield was a man of some heft, and he found work in Issaquena County as an ox driver. “I’ve heard people say he was the only man they ever saw turn a team of oxen away from water when they get hot,” said Robert Morganfield. “They say up here from [the town of] Glen Allan, he was hauling some logs and those oxen was hot and saw Lake Washington and started for it, and he demanded them to go a different way. When they didn’t, he was good with a whip—they tell me he could put one to the ground with the whip—and he turned them around.”


Ollie, the eldest son, found work as a mule skinner, hauling logs from cleared land to a groundhog sawmill in the woods and sometimes more than forty miles to the large mill in Vicksburg. As it was cleared, the richness of the Delta’s alluvial soil revealed itself. The Mississippi Delta is a large bowl that runs from Memphis south to Vicksburg, bounded by the Yazoo River to the east and the Mississippi River to the west. It is North America’s mulch basin, the dumping ground for the mighty Mississippi River’s deposit of fish and animal bones, decomposing trees, and topsoil from mountaintops in the north central states—the erosion of a continent. It is sixty-five hundred square miles of mellow, black, loamy soil, centuries in the making and much of it more than a hundred feet deep. A flood plain, the Delta is everywhere flat, except where the Chickasaw Indians built burial mounds—sites on which the earliest white settlers established their homes. Once the levee system was finished in the early twentieth century, landowners became rich. Vast plantations were established, many of which are still maintained by the original families, thousands and thousands of acres spread over dirt so blessed and smooth that locals refer to it as ice cream soil.


In the Mississippi Delta, cotton determined the rich and the poor, the poor and the poorest. It determined who had butter with their bread, when school was in session, and what weeks men would stay up late and get up early. Break the land, plow, plant, cultivate, pick, gin; the plant dictated how a man spent his day, his season, his life. King Cotton.


The cotton plant is a perennial, and it would grow forever—become a tree—but for the frost, the freeze, and the floods. (Before plant control through chemicals, cotton grew over six feet tall.) Mississippi cotton is planted in mid-April, after the danger of freeze and when the river waters have settled. When the plants begin to sprout, the cotton is chopped; row by cold steel row, the Johnson grass and morning glory vine that can choke the plant are hoed from around it and the plants are thinned. Come midsummer, the cotton plants flower, and the farmer knows the harvest will begin in fifty days. The next weeks are less labor intensive, the lay-by, when churches hold mass baptisms, doctors tend to the sick, and the healthy tend to the farm errands and the business of partying.


Cotton is green when it opens, and weighty. The longer it sits, the drier it becomes, and less weight equals less pay. The bolls nearest the ground open first, and field hands would pick every opened boll of cotton, then come back and pick again. Cotton sacks were seven to nine feet long and held about a hundred pounds. They strapped over the shoulder, the mouth hanging open, so in one fluid motion the boll was picked and sacked. Most adults filled two sacks a day. Some could fill five. Harvesters worked from sun to sun; they didn’t need hands on a watch. Like all of them—his father, his mother (about whom so little else is known), his brothers, sisters, cousins, and friends—Muddy Waters picked cotton. On someone else’s land.


The sharecropper. Also called the tenant farmer. When sharecropping was conceived during Reconstruction, the noble idea was to empower the poor laborer with the responsibility of land, for which he would pay the landowner with a portion of what he raised. But landowners had other designs, indenturing their help through crafty accounting and debt. Working as a sharecropper was like being knocked to the ground every time you started to stand up.


According to the office manager at Stovall Farms, the plantation where Muddy was raised, “The fairness of what the sharecropper got was strictly based on the moral fiber of that particular plantation owner. No two landowners did it the same way.”


“What the sharecropper got” was called “the furnish.” That included a cut of land (ten or so acres) and a tenant house on that land; field hands stepped out the back door and went to work, wasting no time with travel. The furnish included seed, tools, mules, and credit at the plantation store.


The sharecropper, in return, gave the landowner half of his harvest and then had his expenses deducted from what remained. Prices at the plantation store were often set arbitrarily high. Fees were assessed over which the ’cropper had no control. Most did not have the mathematical or literacy skills to challenge the accounting. Settlement came at Christmas, and Delta farmers still tell of one landowner who invited each ’cropper individually into his office, served bonded whiskey from his good glassware, then asked the farmer whether he wanted to take home a thin check or run his hands through a tub of silver dollars and carry home an armload.


A plantation was a privately owned small town, and its owners generally ignored what few laws or protection its citizenry might have been entitled to. Many farms minted their own tin scrip—“brozine”—good only at their store. Some provided regular visits from a doctor. Each had its own moonshiner. The Stovall Plantation built a juke joint for its workers—right next to the commissary, which supplied it; the farm got its cut of everything. The nearby Dockery Plantation maintained a brothel for its men. The furnish meant you wouldn’t die; a good boss meant comfort, a chance at solvency, possibly progress. Families too far in debt fled a plantation in the cover of night. Those caught bought a trip to the company store, the site of plantation justice: a farmer wearing a big hat, meting out beatings.


Don’t cross the boss. That was the guiding principle for the sharecropper. Stay in your place, laugh at his jokes, and you could reap the benefits—a warning of an imminent moonshine bust, a better handout from the kitchen when making a delivery at the big house. Sharecropping put the field hand on a treadmill, robbing him of his self-worth; debt was so arbitrary and constant, it didn’t matter if he got ahead.


Sharecropping—getting less than half of what you’ve got coming to you—was good training for a life in the music business.


The tenuousness of the sharecropper’s life was reflected in the geography itself. Flooding often and suddenly, bringing death or crop ruin—a slower death—the Mississippi River inflicted punishment with its discharge. But it also brought life, the rich topsoil, the loam, the minerals and decay that replenished the strength that man sapped through cotton farming. Like everyone that lived so closely to and so closely off of the land, Della Grant knew these truths as well as she knew the layout of her small home. She lost her daughter, McKinley’s mother, soon after he was born. No one knows what killed Berta—childbed fever, a neglected cut, or an incautious walk through the night woods. Some sort of waters rose, then receded, and she was gone. It was left to Della to take McKinley as her own and to raise him with her son Joe, three years Muddy’s senior.


When her beloved grandson, now her son, took to playing in the dangerous waters that were everywhere around Jug’s Corner, Della tried to stop him. (The Mississippi Delta drains south and east, making the Issaquena and Sharkey counties the marshiest.) Knowing that something could carry him off as quickly and as surely as her own Berta was carried off, Della assumed what little power she could. She put the danger and dankness and mystery and life of those shallow brumal fluids into a name the boy would carry through his life. She renamed him Muddy, as if by claiming the Mississippi’s cruel and divine identity for this child she would somehow neuter its power.


(It would be years later, when he was establishing himself as a performer, that his friends would add “Water” to his name, and the final “s” would come in Chicago when McKinley’s transformation was complete.)


Della struggled at the Cottonwood Plantation. “My grandmother,” Muddy told the authors of Beale Black and Blue in the mid-1970s, “she furnished for me and my uncle. She was a woman, she didn’t know how to git out there and hustle as good as some men. I know I got up one Christmas morning and we didn’t have nothing to eat. We didn’t have a apple, we didn’t have a orange, we didn’t have a cake, we didn’t have nothing.”


Eventually Della Grant moved with her son and grandson eighty miles north to Stovall, in Coahoma County, a six-mile walk northwest of Clarksdale. Exactly when Della moved to Stovall is not known (probably when Muddy was between the ages of six months and three years), but by March 6, 1920, she was there to answer the census taker’s questions. A large plantation—four thousand acres—with a kindly reputation, Stovall was home to Della’s cousins, the Dan “Duke” Jones family; Ollie Morganfield’s two brothers were also there. After Muddy moved, Ollie did not pursue contact, devoting himself to his next wife and their ten children. “I never did see my dad when I was living [on Stovall],” said Muddy. “I didn’t see him at all.”


Tenant homes throughout the Delta followed a standard boxy design. And plantation owners treated the dwellings like the dwellers: as a group, units for a prosperous whole. They painted them all at once, and all one color—usually green or brown, trimmed in white. Most were two big rooms. Della’s cabin (Route 1, Box 84) had begun as a single room built from hand-hewn cypress planks by a hunter before the Civil War. By the time she occupied it, a kitchen and two more small rooms had been added. Tenant houses had neither running water nor electricity. Mattresses were ticks—fabric stuffed with cotton bolls and cotton shuck that had to be fluffed before sleeping and smoothed after waking. Water was hand pumped, and pumps had to be primed, which took an eternity on cold mornings; light came from kerosene (“coal oil”) lamps. Women sometimes mopped the wooden floors with lye and hot water to make them white. At Christmas or other occasions, they’d get newspaper from a trash can in Clarksdale, make a paste with flour, and plaster the walls, which both brightened and insulated the rooms. (Bits of newspaper are still evident on the walls of Muddy’s cabin.)


People grew what they ate, buying flour and sugar, and the Stovalls made sure the vegetable gardens were prepared before the cotton, so there would always be food. Fruits and vegetables, grown in gardens behind or beside the house, were preserved in jars for the winter. There was no refrigeration, no freezers. When there was ice, it was put in croaker sacks (the burlap shipping bags for grain and corn), then insulated with sawdust to make it last. Sharecroppers had to be practical and efficient; even waste was not wasted, with the animal dung used as fertilizer. Bootlegging, gambling, and parties were protected, even encouraged, by Colonel Howard Stovall III, the boss man. “Mr. Stovall wouldn’t let his folks go hungry,” said longtime resident Manuel Jackson. “If you didn’t have enough money, he’d let you get it from the store. ‘Tell ’em not just half either,’ he’d say, ‘all of it. Now get what you want.’ He was fine like that. He’d been in the service and he cussed all the time. You’d hear him cussing and think he was going to eat you up, but he wasn’t fighting nobody.”


According to Stovall’s current farm manager, Pete Hunter, “Stovall supplied the sharecropper his house, his food, lard, medical care, many times hogs and chickens, milk cows. Stovall had a dairy. It was not unusual, around Christmas, to furnish people with hogs and beef. The furnish also included their plows and harnesses, their mules, the fertilizer, their seed, and insecticide—which was powdered arsenic put in croaker sacks on the backs of mules, and a guy would ride that mule down the rows beating the sack with a stick, breathing arsenic all day long. You probably can dig him up and he’ll look like he did the day he died. All that was furnished and charged.” Overall, Stovall was a relatively friendly place, though the region was much less so. One of Muddy’s girlfriends had a friend from Stovall who was promptly lynched after he allegedly flirted with a white woman. (Often this was the trumped-up charge for a lynching, when the real reason may have been “attitude,” prosperousness, or a form of manhood interpreted as a threat to white womanhood.)


Stovall was bustling with kids. Children were an asset to sharecroppers; more hands picking more cotton meant more pay. Duke Jones had a son, Dan Jr., who was five years older than Muddy. Eddie Boyd, who would become a recording artist in Chicago, lived up the road and visited often; his cousin married Muddy’s uncle. Joe Willie Wilkins, who would gain repute as a guitarist, was often around. And Andrew Bolton, known always as “Bo,” who was like a brother to Muddy throughout their lives, was from Stovall. He followed Muddy to Chicago and worked for him as a driver and bodyguard. Even as a child he was physically threatening; lifelong, his running joke was intimidating people.


Life was slow: two mules to a wagon, four mules to a plow. That slow and steady turning of the wheels set the rhythm for the music, the pace for the life. Kids on the farm didn’t have much but each other to play with. A barrel hoop and a stick, a piece of a bicycle; on Christmas they’d have firecrackers. Muddy’s cousin remembers when his family got a radio. “There was just so much you could get on it.” Most of that was country-inflected white music; the Grand Ole Opry was popular among all cultures.


Life was fast: sexual explorations began at a young age. Teenage pregnancies were common. A generation was often less than twenty years. Treatable diseases regularly received no attention, and many children died preventable deaths.


A day on Stovall began early. Colonel Stovall’s daughter Marie Stovall Webster remembered, “They used to ring the bell at four o’clock in the morning to wake all the hands on the place.” The lifetime of labor began before the age of reason, five or six years old. Children too small to hold a cotton sack were sent to the fields with a cart, a keg of water, and a dipper. “Waterboy!” was the holler they answered to, slaking the picker’s thirst. “There were some things we couldn’t do because we weren’t old enough,” said the Reverend Willie Morganfield, the seventh son of Muddy’s uncle Lewis. “But as we grew, we learned to do whatever had to be done.”


“I started early on, burning corn stumps, carrying water to the people that was working.” Muddy laughed. “Oh I started out young. They handed me a cotton sack when I was about eight years old. Give me a little small one, tell me to fill it up. Really that never was my speed, I never did like the farm but I was out there with my grandmother, didn’t want to get away from around her too far. Them older people like my grandmother, they didn’t think you could make it in no kind of city. They think if you get in the city—starvation. But they were living in starvation on the plantation.”


Education was a consideration far enough behind work that many things could get in the way of it. While white children enjoyed a standard nine-month term, blacks began school after the cotton had been picked, around Christmas. Black schools were usually one room—often the church—and convened only during the coldest months. Because the spring planting was less labor-intensive than the fall harvest and could be handled by the men, the young girls were afforded an extra month of education.


“I went to school,” said Muddy, who quit after his third year, “but they didn’t give you too much schooling because just as soon as you was big enough, you get to working in the fields. I guess I was a big boy for my age, but I was just a boy and they put me to working right alongside the men. I handled the plow, chopped cotton, did all of them things.” In the course of his life, though he could articulate complex emotions, Muddy learned only how to sound out words on a page, but could not simultaneously comprehend them.


“We’d get up early in the morning, we’d work all day, and the only sound I recall from nights were crickets hollering,” said the Reverend Willie Morganfield. “You really didn’t get much of a chance to hear anything because when you’d go to sleep, you’d just sleep.”


“It was really dark out there,” said Muddy’s cousin Elve Morganfield. “But when you’ve been in the dark so long, you get used to it, you learn to see your way.”
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Had Muddy been born half a century earlier into slavery, or half a century later, his living conditions would not have been much different. The Delta land itself rebels against change; when the seasons move from cold to warm, tornados wreak havoc, one wind battling for change, the other for the status quo. But the music would have been different. Muddy Waters was raised on a musical cusp, coming of age at the time the blues was crystalizing as a genre. The catalyst was the Reconstruction period following the Civil War, when a large population of blacks were unmoored, searching for their place in a society which had previously defined them as chattel. Like a kiln, this integration fired the mix of Anglo-Scottish ballad traditions and jigs (which had cascaded down the mountains and into the Delta like water into a basin) with the existing dominant form in black music—string bands, led by violins and banjos, with mandolins and guitars playing two-chord breakdowns. The blues, born of the frustration of freedom, began taking shape.


Blues came from hardship and became nothing less than a tool for survival. Like gospel music, blues offered release, relief. It commands the present moment, demanding that you forget the toil of your past, forget the woes ahead, that you get into this song and this feeling right now and give yourself over entirely to it. Though the blues draws from a large pool of preexisting lyrics, couplets, game songs, and sayings, it is a deeply personal sort of music. Its generic lines always combine with the singer’s own thoughts and expressions. (In “I Feel Like Going Home,” Muddy follows “Brooks run into the ocean / the ocean runs into the sea” with “If I don’t find my baby, somebody’s sure going to bury me.”) Over the years, the form has become somewhat standardized, with many blues fitting a twelve-bar pattern and taking the lyrical shape of AAB—the first line (often a generic truth) repeated twice, and then resolved in the more intimate third. But many of the masters disregard convention and create their blues in the way that suits them best. At that moment. At that time. Do it again? It’ll be different. Songs are feel over form, eleven bars or thirteen or thirty bars. The singer changes chords when he’s ready and not according to formalistic demands. If he’s getting down with one particular verse and wants to drag it on, he does. This is especially easy when performing solo, but any accomplished blues accompanist knows to change when the leader changes and not to count measures. Muddy called himself a “delay singer” because people—the audience and the band—“have to hang around and wait and see what’s going to happen next.”


One of the earliest descriptions of blues comes from a 1903 article in the Journal of American Folklore, written by Charles Peabody, an archaeologist who was excavating Indian mounds near Stovall. He noted “the distichs and improvisations in rhythm more or less phrased sung to an intoning more or less approaching melody. These ditties and distichs were either of a general application referring to manners, customs, and events of Negro life or of special appositeness improvised on the spur of the moment on a topic then interesting.” He cites several refrains that remain common in blues songs a century later (“They had me arrested for murder / And I never harmed a man” and “Some folks say a preacher won’t steal / But I found two in my cornfield”). Peabody even found himself—his idleness—a subject of their work songs (“I’m so tired I’m most dead / [He’s] sittin’ up there playing mumblely-peg”).


Also in 1903, W. C. Handy, who would be the first to write sheet music for the blues, had been playing waltzes and other formal styles with his Knights of Pythias Band and Orchestra when he heard a guitarist sliding the neck of a bottle along his strings at a Delta train station. The sound, he wrote in his autobiography, was “the weirdest music I had ever heard.” That same year, in Cleveland, Mississippi, he encountered his first blues band, a trio featuring “a battered guitar, a mandolin, and a worn-out bass.” Handy described the trio’s music as “disturbing… agonizing… haunting,” and continued, “I commenced to wonder if anybody besides small-town rounders and their running mates would go for it. The answer was not long in coming. A rain of silver dollars began to fall.… There before the boys lay more money than my nine musicians were being paid for the entire engagement. Then I saw the beauty of primitive music.”


The introduction of the bottleneck style was essential in moving the guitar from the rhythm section of a group to the fore. Sliding a bottleneck across the strings produces a metallic, keening sound that was refined to high art in the Mississippi Delta. The bottleneck—sometimes a butter knife or penknife—could be applied to one or several of the strings, creating a whining sound that complemented the natural ambiguities of the human voice. The slide could also be pounded like a smooth fist along the guitar’s neck to add impact and intent to the singer’s plaint. When coaxed by an accomplished player, the slide guitar became an extension of the voice, a responsive chorus, an animate entity, called forth and evoked like a spirit, with a character of its own. It also created volume enough to be heard over the din of a raucous good time. The hand’s movement when playing slide is like a beckoning, taking in the listener: “C’mon with me, don’t you want to go? I’m going up the country, where the water tastes like cherry wine.”


Muddy’s introduction to the blues came early, in the dark seclusion of the rural countryside. “Our little house was way back in the country,” Muddy said. “We had one house close to us, and hell the next one would’ve been a mile. If you got sick, you could holler and wouldn’t nobody hear you.… The lady that lived across the field from us had a phonograph when I was a little bitty boy. She used to let us go over there all the time, and I played it night and day.” These were the earliest “race” records, recordings made after the Okeh label had taken a chance in 1921 and released Mamie Smith’s “The Crazy Blues”; it sold seventy-five thousand copies in a month and announced the presence of the African American record-buying audience. Many existing popular-music companies formed subsidiary labels with their established names nowhere evident, afraid of the association with black music.


Muddy also listened to his preacher—to an extent. His childhood friend Myles Long, who himself became a preacher, remembered, “On Stovall, there’s a church and on up the road to Farrell, there was another church. You look up the road, there’s another church on another plantation, and there’s another church on up the road. Churches in walking distance of the houses.” The Fisk University sociologist Lewis Jones, who did fieldwork around Stovall, wrote in late 1941, “There are perhaps more churches than stores and schools combined.” In the world of the field hand, the church was a dominant force.


Church folks did not appreciate blues. “My grandmother told me when I first picked that harmonica up,” said Muddy, “she said, ‘Son, you’re sinning. You’re playing for the devil. Devil’s gonna get you.’” But in fact church spirituals and the rhythms of preaching were quickly incorporated into the blues, and within decades were supplanted by this new style. By the middle of the twentieth century, the power of the church was losing influence to the power of the blues. The essential difference between the blues and spirituals was summed up in 1943 by John Work, the pioneering black musicologist from Nashville: “The spirituals are choral and communal, the blues are solo and individual. The spirituals are intensely religious, and the blues are just as intensely worldly. The spirituals sing of heaven, and of the fervent hope that after death the singer may enjoy the celestial views to be found there. The blues singer has no interest in heaven, and not much hope in earth.” And yet without the church, there could have been no blues. Perhaps it goes back to what Muddy’s cousin Elve said about plantation life: “But when you’ve been in the dark so long, you get used to it, you learn to see your way.” The blues and gospel music were two different lanterns, but the path that they illuminated, if forking ahead, had a single origin.


Under the care of his grandmother, Muddy attended church every Sunday. Services were lively, and they built to an emotional frenzy. “You get a heck of a sound from the church,” said Muddy. “Can’t you hear it in my voice?”


Soon people would.















CHAPTER 2



MAN, I CAN SING


1926–1940


In these communities without electricity, acoustic instruments, makeshift and manufactured, were a chief source of entertainment: a guitar, harmonica, paper on a comb. The smaller instruments could be carried in a pocket, retrieved during a work break to help transport the soul to a kinder place. Initially, Muddy beat on a kerosene can, then squeezed an old accordion around his grandmother’s house (“It was old, I sort of ramshacked it on out”), then fooled with the limited sounds of a Jew’s harp. “All the kids made they own git-tars,” Muddy remembered. “Made mine out of a box and bit of stick for a neck. Couldn’t do much with it, but that’s how you learn.”


It took Muddy six years to master the harmonica. “I was messing around with the harmonica ever since I got large enough to say, ‘Santy Claus, bring me a harp,’” said Muddy. “But I was thirteen before I got a real good note out of it.” When he made too much racket in the house, his grandmother told him to take it outside, where he blew it some more, picking up quick lessons from more accomplished players as well as a penny or two from a passing, sympathetic ear.


At Stovall, Della had purchased her own phonograph, powered by a hand crank. “My grandmother didn’t buy hardly anything but church songs,” Muddy said. “But I got hold of some records with my little nickels, and borrowed some, listened to them very, very carefully. Texas Alexander and Barbecue Bob and Blind Lemon Jefferson and Blind Blake—they was my thing to listen to. And to get down to the heavy thing, you go into Son House, Charlie Patton. Roosevelt Sykes been playing at ‘Forty-Four Blues’ on the piano, I thought that’s the best I ever heard. And then here come Little Brother Montgomery with ‘Vicksburg Blues,’ and I say, ‘Goodgodamighty, these cats going wild.’”


He was “a kid,” he said, when he knew he wanted to be famous. “I wanted to definitely be a musician or a good preacher or a heck of a baseball player. I couldn’t play ball too good—I hurt my finger and I stopped that. I couldn’t preach, and well, all I had left was getting into the music thing.”


It was Blind Lemon Jefferson who, in 1926, made record companies aware of the country blues market, the style of blues pervasive in the Mississippi Delta. Earlier in the decade, blues songs usually featured female singers, such as Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith, backed by jazzy, orchestra-influenced ensembles. Soon after Blind Lemon, Charlie Patton recorded, then Son House, Skip James, Tommy McLennan, and many more. There were other types of music available, but Muddy had no interest. His emotions did not resonate to Bing Crosby, Rudy Vallee, or Arturo Toscanini. Paul Whiteman was not in his universe, nor Fanny Brice, Maurice Chevalier. The Harry James Orchestra was not playing in any of the towns nearby. A little country or gospel sometimes on a stray radio, but when it came to records and Muddy, it was basically all blues, Mississippi Delta blues.


“Every man would be hollering but you didn’t pay that no mind,” Muddy told author Paul Oliver. “Yeah, of course I’d holler too. You might call them blues but they was just made-up things. Like a feller be working or most likely some gal be working near and you want to say something to ’em. So you holler it. Sing it. Or maybe to your mule or something, or it’s getting late and you wanna go home. I was always singing just the way I felt, and maybe I didn’t exactly know it, but I just didn’t like the way things were down there—in Mississippi.”


Myles Long, who took a job cooking and driving for Mrs. Stovall instead of moving up north, said of his friend, “In the fields, Muddy would always be humming something.” Muddy later recalled, “When I was comin’ up, of course I had no ideas as to playin’ music for a livin’. I just sing the blues ’cause I had to—it was just somethin’ I had to do.”


“Muddy wasn’t a fellow that hung around people too much, but he had his associates in music,” said Elve Morganfield. Muddy palled around with a guy named Ed Moore, who could thump on the guitar and liked to be with musicians. Buddy Bo Bolton liked to mess around at the fish fries and honky-tonks. And there was a tall guy, slightly older, named Scott Bohaner (often misidentified as “Bowhandle”), who owned a guitar, was a bit heavyset, and favored overalls. “We learnt together,” Muddy said. “I was playin’ harp then. I used to watch him makin’ chords and try to copy them. After I learned guitar, he just played second guitar, but he played lead when I was blowing harmonica.”


Before too long, Muddy went a bit more public with his passion. “Cotton farming, you don’t have too many ‘cabaret nights,’” Muddy said. “Saturday night is your big night. Everybody used to fry up fish and have one hell of a time. Find me playing till sunrise for fifty cents and a sandwich. And be glad of it. And they really liked the low-down blues.” At their first gig, Muddy and Bohaner were given a dollar and half a pint of moonshine between them; they each got their own fish sandwich.


Stovall had a baseball team and Muddy played second base, but there were other diamonds that glittered brighter. Merchants in Clarksdale, the Delta’s shipping center, would send trucks on circuits through the country, picking up rural customers on Saturdays. So many blacks would fill the Clarksdale streets, cars couldn’t get through. Whites would sometimes park at the edge of the activity and watch. A barber would set up his chair, the beautician would lay out her supplies. You could get your clothes pressed, your shoes shined. There were sharp suits and hats, there were revellers and dandies. Musicians shacking up in the vicinity played in front of the furniture store, where furniture-sized phonographs were sold, as were the records to play on them.


Clarksdale had pool halls and beer joints for African Americans. Many of the clubs hired musicians, though the newfangled jukebox was steadily taking many of those gigs. But Clarksdale also had something that the country juke joints didn’t—a curfew. “Twelve o’clock you’d better be out of there,” said Muddy. “You had to git off the streets. That great big police come down Sunflower with that big cap on, man, just waving that stick. You had to go in the country.” Bootleggers and others who ran juke joints would come into town by afternoon and see who was drawing crowds. They’d hire the entertainer—and thereby his crowd—to bring it on down to the bootlegger’s place.


The country was wide open with gambling and music. This was a land where “juke joint” rhymed with “half-pint,” and where the heating liquid Sterno was consumed for kicks; it was known as “canned heat” but pronounced “can-dy.” “They would have the parties just where they lived at,” said Muddy. “They would put the beds outside and have the whole little room to do their little dancing in. They’d pull up a cotton house [a covered trailer used during harvest] and that’s their little gambling shed. And they made lamps with coal oil. Take the plow line that they plows the mule with, stick it in a bottle, put a little wet on top and light it, had lamps hanging all around like that.”


“You’d find that house by the lights shining in the trees,” said bluesman Honeyboy Edwards, a contemporary of Muddy’s. “You’d get about a quarter mile from that house and you hear the piano and the guitar thumping; you start to running then.”


“When you were playing in a place like that, you sit there on the floor in a cane-bottomed chair, just rear back and cut loose. There were no microphones or PA setups, you just loud as you can,” said Johnny Shines, a bluesman who traveled with Robert Johnson. “The thing was to get the womens there to get the mens there so they’d gamble. And [the man throwing the party], he’d cut the game, get his money that way. Sell whiskey too.… Beer was served in cups, whiskey you had to drink out of the bottle. They couldn’t use mugs in there because the people would commit mayhem, tear people’s head up with those mugs. Rough places they were.”


“At that time,” Muddy said, “seem like everybody could play some kind of instrument and there were so many fellers playing in the jukes ’round Clarksdale I can’t remember them all. But the best we had to my ideas was Sonny House. He used to have a neck of a bottle over his little finger, touch the strings with that and make them sing. That’s where I got the idea from.”


Muddy was fourteen years old when he first saw Son House perform. Son House was a powerful guitar player and a formidable presence. He could be as even as the rows he furrowed as a tractor driver, or as fiery as the harsh white whiskey he liked to drink. Tall, angular, and bony, he had a deep, gravelly voice, coarse as a leveeman’s holler, that carried easily over a packed juke house. A hammer of a man, a lanky, hard-hitting slide player, House favored a steel guitar, a Dobro-like instrument with a more metallic sound than the wooden guitar. His style was very percussive; he struck the strings with vehemence. His upstroke was as powerful as his down and, in combination with the slide over his finger, he sounded like a lineman driving steel. Listening to Son House was as bracing as a coldcock punch.


“I stone got crazy when I seen somebody run down them strings with a bottleneck,” Muddy said. “My eyes lit up like a Christmas tree and I said that I had to learn. I used to say to Son House, ‘Would you play so and so and so?’ because I was trying to get that touch on that thing he did.” Muddy was awed by this lanky wizard. He’d been previously getting pointers from an older boy on Stovall named James Smith. “When I heard Son House, I should have broke my bottlenecks because this other cat hadn’t learned me nothing. Once, [Son House] played a month in a row every Saturday night. I was there every night, close to him. You couldn’t get me out of that corner, listening to him. I watched that man’s fingers and look like to me he was so good he was unlimited.”


Three years after seeing Son House for the first time, Muddy bought his first guitar. “I sold the last horse we had, made about fifteen dollars for him, gave my grandmother seven dollars and fifty cents, I kept seven-fifty and paid about two-fifty for that guitar. It was a Stella, a second-handed one.” He purchased the instrument from a player in the area, Ed Moore. “The first time I played on it I made fifty cents at one of those all-night places, and then the man that run it raised me to two-fifty a night, and I knew I was doing right.” When he’d socked away fourteen dollars in gig money, he ordered a guitar from the Sears Roebuck catalog. “I had a beautiful box then.”


The first guitar piece Muddy learned was Leroy Carr’s “How Long Blues.” Carr was a piano player; the guitar was just coming into its own as a lead instrument, and many signature guitar riffs were transposed from the pounding piano. But Carr was unlike the barrelhouse players around Muddy. He played a smoother, more urban style, with a light edge to it. His playing, often accompanied by guitarist Scrapper Blackwell, captured a carefree, lackadaisical feel. Before Carr died at the age of thirty in 1935, he had achieved substantial popularity through his recordings. His style was antithetical to Son House’s, the two of them defining the range of influence on Muddy.


There were other influences too, among them Robert Johnson and the songster Charlie Patton, who added syncopation to material that had been relatively staid. Born in 1891, Patton was raised on the Dockery Plantation in the county adjoining Stovall’s. By 1910—three years before Muddy was born—he had so developed his style that he was already attracting imitators. He sang in a heavy, bold voice, and his repertoire included spirituals, ballads, breakdowns, and Anglo songs familiar and pleasing to white plantation owners. His innovations with the slide and with the structure of songs—breaking from their Victorian roots to a more hook-oriented form—made him a cornerstone of modern blues.


“I saw Patton in my younger life days,” said Muddy. “What got to me about Patton was that he was such a good clown man with the guitar. Pattin’ it and beatin’ on it and puttin’ it behind his neck and turnin’ it over.… I loved that, but I loved Son House because he used the bottleneck so beautiful.”
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As Muddy progressed, music became more than a hobby. “I worked for fifty cents a day from sun to sun. That means fifteen, sixteen hours a day. But on the sideline I loved my guitar. I would get out at night and do that guitar. The blacks have their parties, hustle a little liquor, get some things together, and I used to play for those peoples. They’d come get me on time but they wouldn’t bring me back on time. And lot of mornings I get home and change my little ironed blue jeans and put on my cotton-picking clothes and go to the field and work. Done picked cotton all day, play all night long, then pick cotton all day the next day before I could get a chance to sleep.”


Muddy also picked up extra money trapping furs. That again meant working after a long day in the field, setting and checking traps at night, but game was plentiful: possum, raccoons, rabbits, and mink. Mink hides paid the best; raccoons also sold, but possum and rabbit were thin-skinned and the hair came off too easily. All of the meat was fit to eat, or to sell as food. He’d stretch and dry the skins, then sell them in batches.


And all his life he’d made extra money assisting bootleggers. As a kid, Muddy would scout empty bottles and sell them back to the moonshiner. Homemade whiskey came in half-pints—called shorts—and also six-ounce bottles. He learned to make whiskey, though mostly he worked as a middleman. “We made the whiskey in canal ditches in the woods, hid off the highways. We’d get some of them fifty-gallon oil drums, that’s what you cook it in. You got to know how to burn it so ain’t no oil in there no more. You got to get the copper pipe, make a coil, get one of them big wooden barrels, that’s your cooling barrel. Get that flour dough and cinch up where your pipe go through so no steam come out. You start the fire. And you set there. You can’t rush the fire. It’s a baby, you got to nurse it. It start to doing its thing and you can hear the pipe start making a little funny noise. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop-pop-pop. There it is. All of the South was dry then, the people so thirsty for it.… You make it, you sell it. No aging, no nothing. Sell.”


Whiskey, wild game, and music—the world over, that spelled party, and Muddy soon began hosting his own. “I’d have my own Saturday-night dances. I got hip and started making and selling my own whiskey, playing for myself. I had my little crap table going in the back. I’d put coal oil in bottles, take a rope and hang ’em up there on the porch to let people know my dance was going on, and I had a lot of them lights for people to gamble by. It’s pretty hard to see the dice sometimes in that lamplight. They had some fast boys with the dice down there, you had to have good eyes.


“At night in the country, you’d be surprised how that music carries. The sound be empty out there. You could hear my guitar way before you get to the house, and you could hear the peoples hollerin’ and screamin’.”


Money flowed around musicians and whiskey sellers, and Muddy, embracing technology, put a down payment on a used 1934 V8 Ford. “I was so wild and crazy and dumb in my car,” said Muddy. “My grandmother said I’m going to kill myself. It didn’t run but thirty miles an hour, how you going to kill yourself? You could take a good fast horse and keep up with them.” The gravel road was hell on wheels then, and one local trick for beating flats was to fill the tubes with cotton seeds, then soak them until they’d swell up. You made do.


The car wasn’t just for fun. “He’d go back and forth to town to buy groceries and carry people,” said Magnolia Hunter, a neighbor. “He’d get him a carload, make a couple dollars.” Always hustling.
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When cotton was not in season, farmers still kept their fields active. Muddy learned early he could pick up extra money following the crops, running from berry harvest to sugar-beet harvest to pea and bean harvest. Hopping rails made moving about easy, though the police plucked free labor for county penal farms by arresting hobos. “I rambled all the time,” Muddy remembered, “and that’s why I made that song ‘Rollin’ Stone.’ I was just like that, like a rollin’ stone. But I didn’t ramble that far. I was in love with my grandmother. She was gettin’ old, and I didn’t want to push out and leave her.”


Like a pollinating bee, Muddy made journeys that put him in contact with other musicians and playing styles not common around Stovall. “I knew Robert Nighthawk before I could pick nary a note on the guitar,” Muddy recalled. “That was in Clarksdale. We had one round circle—we all swam in that circle. Now he definitely knew Robert Johnson, because they all grew up around Friar’s Point way, from Friar’s Point over to Helena, and I stayed from Clarksdale down to Rosedale, and Duncan, and Hillhouse, Rena Lara, and all them places. We had a circle we was going in.”


Other musicians in their ring included Tommy Johnson, Houston Stackhouse, Robert Lockwood Jr., Joe Willie Wilkins, Rice Miller (Sonny Boy Williamson II), and Big Joe Williams. Big Joe was a peripatetic guitarist who encountered nearly all the Delta bluesmen in his rambles (and who invented his own nine-string guitar). “I played with Big Joe Williams when I was a kid,” said Muddy. “Used to blow harmonica with Big Joe.” Big Joe has claimed to be the first to take Muddy on the road, though that depends on how one defines the road. “I used to sorta pal around with him, but he do add a little bit to it,” Muddy said. “Really, I wasn’t travelin’ that much with him like he tell everybody. We went right around to a few places in Mississippi, we didn’t even get to Memphis.”


But Big Joe’s influence extended beyond just playing. He was proof that music could earn a man his living and that it had other payoffs as well. “Big Joe made Muddy quit coming around with him,” said Blewett Thomas, who was friends with Big Joe. “Joe said, ‘One morning I got up and left Muddy ’cause he was taking all my women away. All these women coming up going, “Oh, your little son’s so nice and attractive.”’”


Muddy was tall and strong, “a big-sized man, good-conditioned fella” said Magnolia Hunter, who worked beside him on Stovall, but his manner was more bashful than imposing. His skin was a deep, dark black, with hints of red and brown. His face was distinct: round and flat, with high cheekbones and heavy-lidded eyes that hinted of Asian descent. Oh, those eyes. Almond shaped, the deep pools of blackness sharply demarcated by the extraordinary whiteness around his eyeballs. These eyes were seductive and alluring, and people drowned in them. Muddy wore a pained expression, not unlike a grimace, and spoke with a stutter; he charmed with his vulnerability and warmed with his virility. And he rarely said no. He liked to get his johnny pepper picked, his natural-born ashes hauled. “You got to keep your head when it comes to women and whiskey,” said Reverend Myles Long. “Muddy, he wasn’t so bad at whiskey, it was the women. The women messed him up.”


“Every girl I met mistreated me,” said Muddy. “I’m tellin’ you—every girl. Come into my teenage years, every girl I met mistreated me. I says, ‘Do I have a curse on me? Why everybody got something but me?’”


But if the girls burned him when he was young, Muddy spent his life spitting back fire. He went through several wives, and always had women on the side, and women on the other side too. “Cotton-field women” was what the men called an easy lay in that land; you didn’t even need to make a pallet on the floor.


The first of Muddy’s wives was a girl on Stovall named Mabel Berry. Her brother played guitar in a string band popular in the area, the Son Sims Four. “Mabel was a tall, skinny, dark lady, nice looking,” said Elve Morganfield. “She worked on the farm. Very soft-spoken, very easygoing, didn’t hardly raise no sand about nothing. She got along with people, but she’d get you up off her.” On November 17, 1932, Muddy traveled to the Coahoma County clerk’s office and bought a license to marry Berry. Three days later, on the twentieth, the wedding took place. Muddy returned to Clarksdale on the twenty-fourth to file the marriage certificate. They lived with his grandmother. He was nineteen years old.


“Robert Nighthawk played at my first wedding,” Muddy said. “Him and Percy, his brother. Supposed to been his brother—I don’t think they was brothers though. Robert was popular all over Mississippi.” The wedding party got so wild that Muddy’s floor fell in. But the joy didn’t stay in the marriage. “He had a lot of trouble with his first wife, Mabel,” remembered Myles. “He was running around on her. He’d make a lot of money at the juke house, then spend it. Easy come, easy go.”


“Muddy was a good guy,” said Elve, “but he was a man. He said that in his song. Muddy loved women. Just like any other man, you supposed to love a woman. But you ain’t supposed to try to have all of ’em.”
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A guitar player could get a break in a string band. The fiddle, because it was louder, usually played lead, but occasionally the guitarist could step out and solo. The most popular string band of the era was a local group, the Mississippi Sheiks. They’d been playing most of Muddy’s life, but became stars in 1930 with “Sitting on Top of the World.” “They was high-time through there, makin’ them good records, man,” said Muddy. “Anytime they’s in my vicinity, I was there. Walk, catch a ride on a wagon, steal a mule out of her lot—I was there.”


The Son Sims Four were in the Sheiks’ mold. Henry “Son” Sims played fiddle; he’d been associated with Charlie Patton since 1910 and recorded with him in Wisconsin in 1930. Born on August 22, 1890, near Rolling Fork in Anguilla, Mississippi, he was the grandson of a slave who also played fiddle. Sims was not the most accomplished musician, but he was versatile—he played the piano, bass, viola, mandolin, and guitar. “Kinda like a saw” was how Sims’s sister described his fiddling. “He didn’t put any resin on. I didn’t take time to ask him about the roughness, I’d be enjoying the music.”


Sims formed the band in 1922. Guitarist Percy Thomas, who played a black Stella guitar and the kazoo, set a foundation for Sims’s fiddling, and he also sang. They recruited an older mandolin player (and occasional vocalist) from Farrell named Lewis Ford, and rounded out the lineup with a rotund man on bass known to history only as Pittypat (for the percussive sound he made with his bare feet), who also entertained the crowds with dancing. They played a white square dance for a Clarksdale social club on the first Friday of each month at the Riverside Hotel.


In 1933, Percy Thomas recalled, Muddy got into Sims’s group as a singer. Before long, the Son Sims Four started to call on Muddy’s other skills. His harmonica playing was a nice complement to their sound, and his guitar work—well, he had his own guitar and he was learning fast. “We played juke joints, frolics, Saturday-night suppers, we was even playing white folks’ parties three or four times a year,” said Muddy. “My boss really liked that kinda carrying on. He’d give a party and he’d get me to come do his things for him. Sometimes the fish fries didn’t have enough money to pay the four or five of us—just two of us had to go. Me and Son Sims, we’d play there sometimes by ourselves. Or somebody’d sit in with us, maybe me and Lewis Ford. Some harp player come by and we let him jam. We really just have a good time.”
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On May 1, 1935, twenty-two-year-old Muddy had his first child, Azelene. Her mother was Leola Spain. “She was a little brown-skinned country girl,” said Magnolia Hunter. “Kinda smallish, wasn’t heavy.”


“She was a young little girl,” remembered cousin Elve. “Nice figure, about five foot three, nice grade of hair. She wasn’t over sixteen. Muddy went for beautiful women, young women. That’s all I ever knew him to like. Leola was married to a man named Steve, and she was going with a guy named Tucker. Her husband caught them together. It gets complicated.” And Muddy was in the middle. Mabel, tired of being on the outside, left Muddy, not even bothering with divorce papers, and moved to Chicago.


Though he ultimately established a household and kept a home for twenty years with a wife in Chicago (and several outside women), he never lost touch with Leola. She followed him to Chicago, and there from the West Side to the South Side. “They always had a special bond with each other,” said Amelia “Cookie” Cooper, the couple’s grandchild, “all through his life until his death. He kept a very good tie with my grandmother because of the child that they had and then once the grandchildren came it made the bond even closer.” Throughout all the women Muddy picked up and discarded, Leola was the only one with whom he maintained a lifelong friendship.
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As Muddy was becoming more accomplished and more confident, he saw many of his friends and acquaintances releasing records. Tommy Johnson began recording in 1928. Robert Nighthawk’s first recordings featured backing from Big Joe Williams. The Chatmon Brothers, Skip James—his running buddies, his moonshine pals—were now recording artists. Muddy sought the popularity of Leroy Carr and the force of Son House, but insisted on an identity of his own. He knew it was possible to take the influence of others and create something unique. He’d seen one of his neighbors do just that: Robert Johnson.


Robert Johnson’s two recording sessions, before he was murdered in 1938, have made him the most popular of the early blues artists. He was born, raised, and he died in the Mississippi Delta. His legend, even during his lifetime, grew around the sudden facility of his playing; reportedly he’d made a deal with the devil. But what has kept his name at the fore is his command of the form, his artistry with the three-minute song. Each of the twenty-nine songs in his legacy is carefully crafted—the musical hook, the lyrical image, the totality of the piece—a conscious recognition of the recording process, its limitations, its possibilities. He recycled melodies and words, sometimes nearly the whole of a song, but he reshaped them into creations of his own, singularly passionate manifestations that have reached across generations.


Johnson recorded and was killed before Muddy faced a microphone, but they were of the same musical generation, each descended directly from Charlie Patton through Son House. “I loved [Robert Johnson’s] music,” Muddy said. “I first heard him when he came out with ‘Terraplane,’ and I believe ‘Walkin’ Blues’ was on the other side. I always followed his records right down the line.” Muddy had only seen him once, on the street in Friar’s Point, and the experience had been overwhelming. “People were crowdin’ ’round him, and I stopped and peeked over. I got back into the car and left, because he was a dangerous man… and he really was using the git-tar.… I crawled away and pulled out, because it was too heavy for me.”


Little commercial recording was done in the Delta; musicians were taken to Chicago, or the East Coast, or Grafton, Wisconsin. Sometimes labels would hold sessions in hotels—in Memphis, in Jackson, in Dallas. Muddy, like most Delta residents, would make occasional trips to Memphis, the largest city in the region. There, on the Delta side of town, was Beale Street—Harlem of the South—where black lawyers and dentists offered their services alongside bookies and hookers. And in the center of Beale Street was a park. Music and card games were plentiful. On weekends it was an open-air market where you could find anything fresh: fruit, corn liquor, women, dope. On weekdays, it was harder to find fruit.


“Memphis,” said Muddy, a pause afterward indicating the enormity of the city. “M-E-M-P-H-I-S, only thing I can spell yet. I can’t even spell Clarksdale. Memphis was up north. Beale Street was the black man’s street. Memphis was like you was going almost to California. Get in a car going to Memphis, you’d change drivers: ‘You drive some, I’m tired.’ That road wasn’t very good and your tires wasn’t very good. Me and Son Sims, sometime we’d go up to Memphis just to come back for the big word: ‘We’s in Memphis last night.’”


But as big and wild and slick as Memphis may have been, Chicago was of a different order. “Robert Nighthawk came to see me and said he was going to Chicago and get a record,” Muddy said. “He says, ‘You go along and you might get on with me.’ I thought, ‘Oh man, this cat is just jiving, he ain’t going to Chicago.’ I thought going to Chicago was like going out of the world. Finally he split, and the next time I heard [1937], he had a record out.”


By 1938, when he was twenty-five, Muddy’s reputation had spread more widely; he was known for playing “Bluebird Blues,” which he learned from the recent Sonny Boy Williamson record, featuring Big Joe Williams on guitar. He played in Friar’s Point for a man who’d taught him to fix cars. He played the Trump Club in Clarksdale, where tamales and watermelon slices were sold on the street. “I got big enough to start playing for the white things,” said Muddy. “I used to play Howard Stovall’s store for these [county agricultural] agents. A white dance, you could play a waltz all night long. And then you’d play them something a little jumpy, end up with ‘Sittin’ on Top of the World’ and they would get down.”


By then, much like when her boy played in the mud, Muddy’s grandmother had to reconcile herself to her grandson’s ways. “My grandmother, she say I shouldn’t be playing, I should go to church. Finally, I say I’m going do this, I’m going do it. And she got where she didn’t bother me about it.”


Yet, despite the occasional urban foray, Muddy’s world remained the backwoods. “Muddy stayed in the country a long time,” said Honeyboy Edwards, who’d been rambling far and wide. “When he come to Clarksdale, that’s the brightest place he was.”


In the late 1930s, when the Silas Green traveling tent show set up in Farrell, three miles south of Stovall, Muddy attended. A traveling show was a major attraction, an alien culture bringing new ideas. Unlike the medicine shows, where the music was a vehicle for drawing crowds to whom elixirs with high alcohol contents could be sold, the Silas Green show was professional, a show built around music. These performers didn’t just count on tips, they had regular wages (or the promise thereof). And the show was on wheels—it was a way out of town, a way off the plantation. But Muddy’s brush with Silas Green was limited to Farrell. “I didn’t follow the show. I played with them right there for a night or two. We had five or six of us, we made a lot of noise out there.”


Even if he had had the desire to move on, Muddy wasn’t sure where he should go. “I started asking some of my friends that had went to Chicago, ‘Can I make it with my guitar?’


“‘Naww, they don’t listen to that kind of old blues you’re doing now, don’t nobody listen to that, not in Chicago.’”


Indeed, Chicago was still a jazz town, accustomed to sophisticated arrangements. RCA’s Bluebird label, its budget subsidiary that also targeted the black audience, had begun recording some of the rawer blues artists in 1933, but its focus (and its successes) was sweeter, ragtimey numbers, blues with the dust shaken off. Artists such as Tampa Red, the first Sonny Boy Williamson, and Big Maceo Merriweather were playing a more up-tempo, danceable sound; Robert Johnson’s records had found an audience, but the buyers were not so much popular music fans as dedicated blues heavies. The growth of jazz reflected the penetration of African American culture into broader American society.


Then there was St. Louis, where, it was said, blues changed its stride. The saying fits, referring not only to the stride piano stylings popular there, but also to the city’s location. During the Great Migration, when southern people used all available resources to strike out for a new life up north, passing St. Louis meant getting over the hump. Located halfway between Memphis and Chicago, St. Louis was a city of size—more industrial than Memphis, not as overwhelming as Chicago—and it had its own black city within a city: East St. Louis. St. Louis was both familiar and daunting, and it invigorated the travelers with a thrill and new excitement; it put a little more bounce in their step, a little more pep in their stride.


Muddy knew of many great blues artists who called St. Louis home, including Lonnie Johnson, Big Joe Williams, Roosevelt Sykes, Peetie Wheatstraw (the devil’s son-in-law), and Charley Jordan. Pianist Walter Davis lived there, and Muddy had many of his records. If “going to Chicago was like going out of the world,” then St. Louis was the last stop within Muddy’s stratosphere. It was conceivable, reachable, possible. And so Muddy set out for an exploratory trip away from home but not out of this world.


“In 1940 I went to St. Louis for a little while,” Muddy said, “and didn’t like it.” In his first taste of life outside the Mississippi Delta, he heard people speaking in mild midwestern accents and he encountered a town with more progressive ideas about race relations, though many of the faux-slavery attitudes of Mississippi were certainly still present. But perhaps most frustrating to Muddy was that his reputation did not precede him and that, musically, he would have to prove himself all over again.


“He said he met Henry Townsend there, and some other musicians,” Jimmy Rogers, an early Chicago friend, remembered Muddy saying. “He was just up there scouting around, fooling around, trying to get hooked up with some people.”


“I was trying to be a musician there,” Muddy said. “I stayed maybe a couple months or so. I wasn’t gettin’ enough work with my guitar, went back to Clarksdale.”


Clarksdale was familiar, but it couldn’t help but seem even smaller and more isolated after St. Louis. Traveling shows beckoned and Muddy passed. St. Louis opened her arms and he just shrugged. Muddy Waters, it seems, could not be satisfied.
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