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Praise for Books by Robert Mugge

“A documentarian revisits the funkiest musical byways in this scintillating memoir...A vibrant, entertaining panorama of music-making and the picaresque struggle to capture it on film.” 

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“The stories he tells go well beyond anecdotes about musicians. He opens us up to the whole world of documentary filmmaking: how they’re financed; how they’re recorded and edited. Notes from the Road is the best thing I’ve read about what it’s like to direct films since Sidney Lumet’s 1996 classic, Making Movies.” 

—Ken Tucker, NPR’s Fresh Air w/Terry Gross

“One of our best and savviest documentarians about American culture brings his keen social insight and richly expansive vision to his family history. And what history! Saloon Man melds meticulous research with relentless narrative energy in bringing to vivid life Mugge’s great-grandfather and namesake. The elder Robert Mugge, making his way in a turn-of-the-century America rife with both endless possibility and embedded bigotry, is shown throughout to be highly alert to injustice and just as inventive in his means of circumventing it. The lively and diverse supporting cast, from Black entertainers and radical activists to rapacious businessmen and intransigent prudes, enriches this tale of a life well-lived through both travail and triumph.”

—Gene Seymour, Newsday critic and columnist and contributor to Bookforum, CNN.com, and The Washington Post
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Foreword by Aidan Levy

What you have in your hands—or on your screen—is not just a book. It’s a time machine, an archive, a historical record, a musical record, a travelogue, a thousand stories all part of our one cosmic human story—maybe, most significantly, a road map to the heart and soul of American music. Over a five-decade career in what he terms “music filmmaking,” Robert Mugge has chronicled the origins, highways, and byways of American music through the lens of many of its key progenitors: he’s traveled the spaceways with Sun Ra; witnessed the untelevised revolution with self-proclaimed “bluesologist” Gil Scott-Heron; reckoned with the devastation of Hurricane Katrina with Irma Thomas and documented the resilience of New Orleans; taken us there, to Clarksdale, with Mavis Staples, Odetta, and Morgan Freeman; and tapped the roots of the blues with Junior Kimbrough in a juke joint that was, under the radar, one of the most important places in America. Many of the greatest stories he’s heard across this 50-year odyssey are recorded in these pages.

This book joins others in the canon of music oral history books: Nat Shapiro and Nat Hentoff’s Hear Me Talkin’ to Ya, Arthur Taylor’s Notes and Tones, Ira Gitler’s Swing to Bop, Molly Beer and David King Dunaway’s Singing Out: An Oral History of America’s Folk Music Revivals, Paul Oliver’s Conversation with the Blues, Burt Feintuch’s Talking New Orleans Music, and Leonardo Padura Fuentes’s Faces of Salsa. However, as a multi-genre omnibus running the gamut of American music–blues, jazz, contemporary classical, zydeco, Cajun, bluegrass, and more–Quotes from the Road: The Wit and Wisdom of American Musicians stands alone. This is a testament to Mugge’s own omnivorous tastes, but also to the country’s, likely to expand any reader’s musical palate. The book presents a vision of American pluralism and the role of place in shaping the regional character of the various art forms that sprang from the alluvial American soil and its tributaries.

Mugge’s documentaries constitute a kind of music themselves, as does this book–both exemplify the theme-and-variation structure of a sweeping American symphony, or what in this case might more appropriately be deemed a timeless American blues. The twenty-five chapters, organized thematically, put these musicians in call-and-response dialogue across time, space, and genre to attest to a broad continuum within the American soundscape. How did Robert Johnson invent his slide guitar aesthetic, and how might it be connected to Hawaiian steel guitar? To what extent are jazz and bluegrass both marked by improvisation? How has Hawaiian history been passed down through the hula tradition, and New Orleans history through Creole music? How have racial disparities fundamentally shaped American culture? How did Panamanian salsero Rubén Blades use salsa as a means of liberation?

Revelatory first-hand accounts abound, with anecdotes from Mugge’s varied interview subjects revealing riveting tales from the road: origins and unexpected destinations, influences, obstacles surmounted. Did Robert Johnson meet the devil at his first crossroads, playing hooky under a church? How did the Reverend Al Green get from Grand Rapids to Memphis? What kind of boss would fire Irma Thomas for singing on the job? How did Boozoo Chavis become an architect of zydeco in 1955? Why did Sonny Rollins vanish from public life in 1959? How did Sun Ra multi-reedist John Gilmore and the members of the Arkestra make ends meet? How does Bobby Rush conceive of the blues as a way of life? They are all artists who fit into the American puzzle along the periphery, where things tend to be more interesting.

Mugge does seamlessly what many documentarians do not: he lets the music speak for itself, and he lets the artists tell their own stories. Though he has finally told his own story in Notes from the Road: A Filmmaker’s Journey Through American Music, and Saloon Man: A German Immigrant Battles the Limits of Liberty, 1870 to 1915 (about his great-grandfather of the same name), the present volume continues the tradition of oral storytelling that has characterized his documentaries. Sometimes you just had to be there, but if you weren’t, and it wasn’t recorded, the next best thing is to get the story straight from the source.

Yet oral history is about much more than reporting the facts. The eminent oral historian Alessandro Portelli asserts that what distinguishes oral history as a form is that “it tells us less about events than about their meaning.” Though we sometimes turn to oral history for an objective account, we turn to it perhaps more so for what Portelli refers to as the “speaker’s subjectivity.” Moreover, as the adage goes, history is written by the victors, so we need counterhistories on the lower frequencies, often in the subversive form of oral storytelling, to tell us what really happened, and how it felt. Music historians and ethnomusicologists interpret the past, but when artists are allowed to tell their own story, we move closer to emotional truth. This historiographical imperative is articulated in rhythm and flow by the poet-philosopher Gil Scott-Heron, rapping in Mugge’s 1982 documentary, Black Wax:

But if interpreting were left up to me

I’d be sure every time folks knew this version wasn’t mine

Which is why it is called “His story.”1

To that end, across more than three-dozen films, Mugge’s intimate portraits of marginalized voices positioned distinctly outside the groove of history have spun them all in–at 33 ⅓ revolutions per minute, 24 frames per second. Echoing this sentiment, the pianist, composer, and interplanetary oracle Sun Ra, the subject of Mugge’s 1980 classic film Sun Ra: A Joyful Noise, offers this bit of prophetic wisdom that anticipates the credo of this book: “I’m not a part of history,” Ra repeats several times in the film. “I’m more a part of the mystery, which is my story.” He may have been more myth than man, an eternal truth that was stranger than fiction, but that was the point–his story created the possibility of endless stories, of possibility itself, which Ra refers to as his “mythocracy.” With this book, Mugge has preserved the history without losing the mystery, and asserted the power of these uniquely American myths. “They say that history repeats itself,” Ra intones in the final moments of the film. “But history is his story. It’s not my story. What’s your story?” In asking that question of some of our most enduring artists, Mugge pushes us to ask it more deeply of ourselves.

Yet one voice that remains conspicuously absent, outside of the eloquent headnotes, is Robert Mugge himself. It seems apropos to supply some of his own wit and wisdom here, which he imparted on stage during the post-screening discussion of the New York premiere of his 2025 film, Deep Roots: The Art and Music of Bill Steber and Friends. He was generally “able to fit just a tiny bit of a two-hour interview into a film, so now I have hours more of Sun Ra, and hours more of Al Green, Bobby Rush, and Elvin Bishop, and Irma Thomas, and Marcia Ball, and all sorts of extraordinary people who just spilled their guts and hearts out to me in interviews.” Organizing this book by theme allowed him not only to salvage this worthy material from the cutting-room floor, but also to connect musical worlds. “My whole career has been built around chronicling American music, especially American traditional music, regardless of genre,” he explained. “All these films tie together. . . they’re all part of a larger picture.”

In making those connections yourself, view this book as a companion to the films, a reference guide, a road map both physical and figurative to some of the most sacred sites and sounds in American music, but also as a road-tested travel guide to life in all its glorious imperfection told by boundary-crossing artists who have been there and lived to tell the tale. It may send you right back to the films, to the music, to the juke joint, to chart your own hitherto uncharted journey through the winding, brambly trail of American culture with its many intertwining paths.

What is American music? The artists in this book begin to answer that question, always provoking more questions than answers. Each story in this book is sui generis, and yet brings us closer together, not farther apart. It’s not his story; it’s our story. It’s one we need to keep on hearing, one that needs to be preserved, lest we forget it–one that, thanks in part to this book, we’ll keep on telling for generations to come.

Aidan Levy is the author of Saxophone Colossus: The Life and Music of Sonny Rollins and Dirty Blvd.: The Life and Music of Lou Reed, and editor of Patti Smith on Patti Smith: Interviews and Encounters. A former Leon Levy Center for Biography Fellow, his writing has appeared in The New York Times, The Village Voice, JazzTimes, The Nation, and other publications.

 

 

1 Gil Scott-Heron recorded this as “Black History/The World” on Moving Target, which was released by Arista that same year. ↩







Preface and Acknowledgements

As a nonfiction filmmaker with a specialty in music-related documentaries, it has been my ongoing pleasure to interview some of America’s most accomplished and inspiring singers, musicians, songwriters, composers, and more. All of the interviews included in this book, Quotes from the Road: The Wit and Wisdom of American Musicians, were conducted with stars of my music docs and concert films, whether any given artist was the sole subject of a focused portrait or one of many featured in broad surveys of musical genres, regional music scenes, music festivals or cruises, independent record companies, historic events, or combinations thereof.

All were recorded by crews under my supervision, and most were conducted by me. However, on occasion, I have briefly ceded the act of interviewing to another, while offering gentle guidance and my own questions along the way. Where the origins of this book are concerned, my helpful collaborators (in alphabetical order) have included Jim Abbott, editor of the Indianola Enterprise-Tocsin (A Night at Club Ebony); Scott Billington, Rounder Records executive and producer (True Believers: The Musical Family of Rounder Records); David Dye, original WXPN World Cafe host (Zydeco Crossroads: A Tale of Two Cities and True Believers: The Musical Family of Rounder Records); Morgan Freeman, actor, producer, and music club owner (Blues Divas); Pete Hamill, journalist, novelist, and editor (The Return of Rubén Blades); David Hughes, collector and musician (Last of the Mississippi Jukes); Bruce Iglauer, record company founder, president, and producer (Pride and Joy: The Story of Alligator Records); Stephen C. LaVere, music historian (Hellhounds on My Trail: The Afterlife of Robert Johnson); Dr. Michael Luster, folklorist (Rhythm ‘N’ Bayous: A Road Map to Louisiana Music); Robert Palmer, author, critic, and musician (Deep Blues); Robert Santelli, author and Grammy Museum executive director (Rhythm ‘N’ Bayous: A Road Map to Louisiana Music); Mary Shepard, Club Ebony owner (A Night at Club Ebony); David A. Stewart, musician, songwriter, and producer (Deep Blues); Terry Stewart, collector and Rock & Roll Hall of Fame & Museum president (Rhythm ‘N’ Bayous: A Road Map to Louisiana Music and Big Shoes: Walking and Talking the Blues); Vicky Holt Takamine, Hawaiian kumu hula (Kumu Hula: Keepers of a Culture); Dr. Richard Wernick, Pulitzer Prize-winning composer and professor (George Crumb: Voice of the Whale); and Early “The Soul Man” Wright, Clarksdale, Mississippi radio host (Deep Blues).

	Of the more than three-dozen films I’ve produced, directed, and edited as of this writing, twenty-five specifically music-related films were discussed at length in my 2023 memoir, Notes from the Road: A Filmmaker’s Journey through American Music. By contrast, the interview excerpts in this book have been taken from a larger collection of thirty-one films. All thirty-one are listed at the end of the book, along with their respective years of completion and release (sometimes different than the years in which the original interviews were conducted) and the names of artists and others whose words are included here. 

For a variety of reasons, an interview conducted for one of my films can last anywhere from fifteen minutes to two hours, and an artist could be recorded multiple times for a single film, as Sun Ra was for Sun Ra: A Joyful Noise, or multiple times for assorted films, as Irma Thomas, Marcia Ball, Bobby Rush, Vasti Jackson, and Sid and Nathan Williams have been over several decades. Of course, even as I spend, say, an hour or two drawing out an artist on his or her background, ambitions, influences, songwriting approaches, performance techniques, and so forth, more often than not, only a small number of the artist’s responses can be fit into a given production, because a feature-length music doc of mine will typically include sundry artist interviews, commentaries from experts, intermittent concert footage, possibly (but only rarely) archival film and video clips, and assorted documentation, leaving little space for a loquacious single source. And yet, the longer I keep an artist talking, the better my odds of pulling quality quotes out of a sometimes rambling whole. Moreover, a happy byproduct of this approach is that, over time, I have compiled hundreds of lengthy interviews, many of which share themes and concerns from one project to another, and which could, in their totality, prove a revelation, even for those who have seen the films for which they were conducted.

With this project, my initial plan was to publish a few dozen complete interviews (or conversations, monologues, etc.) in book form and let readers deduce the connections among them. However, after comment from learned friends, I’ve decided to create, instead, twenty-five chapters of varying lengths, each one centered around a single theme and composed of quotes from contributors (most of them musicians, but also some with a different though related focus). As should be obvious, each theme chosen is relevant to the lives and careers of American music makers, and yet, attentive readers will see that, in some cases, quotes used to illustrate one theme may also relate to others. In addition, although most of the quotes function as stand-alone commentaries or recollections, others are portions of longer tales I have divided among disparate chapters, hoping a pleasure of this, my third book (after also Saloon Man: A German Immigrant Battles the Limits of Liberty, 1870 to 1915), will be pursuing such threads to unforeseen conclusions. 

Please also note that, at various points in the text, sequencing of these similar yet unconnected quotes will give way to actual or implied conversations. My hope is that, as with recurring thoughts from a single musician, periodic dialogues will offer fresh perspectives. 

Artists featured in this work include many I have filmed through the years, mostly by choice, but sometimes by chance, and always with obvious pleasure. All are major talents, in and of themselves, yet also embody the goals, feelings, and experiences of thousands of others with whom I’ve not had the chance of engaging directly. Such participants represent a dizzying range of musical genres, due primarily to my own varied interests as both filmmaker and music fan: blues, jazz, soul, gospel, classical, folk, bluegrass, rock and roll, roots rock, rhythm and blues, soul blues, funk, salsa, brass bands, Mardi Gras Indians, Cajun, Creole, zydeco, swamp pop, Hawaiian slack-key, as well as Hawaiian songs, chants, and accompanying dances. They also hail from assorted regions of the country, differing from one another in obvious ways, while also having much in common. Together, they exemplify the richness and diversity of traditional American culture. 

Although, generally speaking, the work of these artists receives less attention than it should from press and media (other than specialty versions of both, as exemplified in these pages), I believe it offers more lasting value than that of more highly paid and widely known performers, if only because its roots go deeper into the American experience, and because those who create it aspire to something more lasting than fame and fortune. This is why theirs are the voices that have populated my films, and which now make up the bulk of my text as well. In short, these are stories about enduring musical truths, artistic excellence, personal and group achievement, inherited traditions, community connections, regional identity, occasional setbacks, and divine or spiritual inspiration, all of them shared as artfully as if set to music.

In closing, I must thank six more individuals for their contributions to this effort. First, musician, photographer, and artist Bill Steber, who discovered Willie Coffee, a childhood friend of legendary bluesman Robert Johnson, and later allowed Steve LaVere to interview his discovery for my 1999 film, Hellhounds on My Trail: The Afterlife of Robert Johnson, when he, himself, was not free to join us. Ironically, in 2024, I found Bill Steber’s own work so impressive that I produced a film about him as well, resulting in both Bill and Willie being quoted in the same opus. Otherwise, a warm thank-you to award-winning author and jazz scholar Aidan Levy for his brilliant foreword; to acclaimed journalist and publisher Mike Sager for his peerless production of my three recent books, including eye-catching cover designs by Siori Kitajima; to musician, critic, and music professor William Lee Ellis and cybersecurity expert and Canadian jazz deejay Nou Dadoun for their always helpful feedback; and to my wife and production partner Diana Zelman for her skilled collaboration on every film I’ve directed since New Orleans Music in Exile in 2005. With friends and colleagues like these, as well as the best crews and subjects available, my own road has been endlessly rewarding.
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The author chatting with Nathan Williams, of Nathan and the Zydeco Cha Chas, at El Sid O’s Zydeco and Blues Club, the Lafayette, Louisiana venue built and operated by Nathan's older brother, Sid Williams (now deceased). Photo taken by Mugge's longtime cameraman, Christopher Li, in 2014.







Chapter One

Getting Started

Singers, musicians, songwriters, composers, arrangers, conductors, record producers, dancers, choreographers, etc., all recall when they first knew music was present, not only outside of them, but deep within them as well; when their voices shifted from basic communication to earnest expression; when the repeated beating of their hearts, contracting of their lungs, and tapping of their footsteps gave way to more complex, more varied, and more exhilarating rhythms; when a musical spirit took root in them, filled them to overflowing, and had to be released; when they discovered, and then mastered, musical instruments, whether jury-rigged or manufactured; when they recognized similar sounds and movements coming from others and were moved to acknowledge, respond to, accompany, and harmonize with what they were hearing; and when they could no longer imagine a life, or a career, devoid of all things music-related.

In this first of twenty-five chapters, as with those to come, artists and others interviewed during my five decades of self-described “music filmmaking” discuss how the sounds they’ve heard, and the sounds they’ve made, transformed them. Although representing diverse musical genres (and a dance tradition or two), all give witness to the talent, passion, and ambition required for a life in art. (Note: Interview excerpts are listed by the years in which they were recorded, rather than by the years in which productions were completed or commercially released. For the latter information, check the Films and Artists List after the final chapter.)

Walter Miller, trumpet player who played with jazz great Sun Ra, beginning in Birmingham in the 1940s and off and on for the rest of Sun Ra’s life (1978): I met him about ‘43, so I must have been about fifteen. And Sun Ra [who likely was twenty-eight or twenty-nine] started me playing; he started me developin’ my sound on my instrument. He introduced me to this new thing that was coming in they called bebop. Sun Ra introduced the records, and he was pointing out the harmonic structures and the real musicians that developed this bebop, you know, like Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie.	

He’s been speakin’ about outer space ever since I met him…from a kid in grade school. He’s been always speakin’ about outer space music. And he’s always played this kind of music for ‘em, you know. I used to be with him alone, and he would go into his Solovox and his celesta. He played celesta and his piano, you know. He gets out on these things, and you don’t really know what he’s doin’. Unless he sit and tell you, you be guessin’. But it’s somethin’, you know; you begin to feel it. You listen at it long enough, you know it’s somethin’ there. But it was so far ahead of my time, and the rest of the people’s time, you know, until you could hardly picture a man doin’ a thing this far ahead of time.

He’s always been good to every musician, by helping him with his musical ability, and financially, too! He always shared his earnings with the musicians. And he’s been very brilliant. Sun Ra used to go into music stores, and he’d always get an audience, you know, down south in Birmingham. He’d sit there, and he’d pick out a piece of music, you know…sheet music. He’d sit down [at the piano], and he’d get an audience. And sometimes, one store, he was so familiar with the people until they’d let him copy some of the things off. And he didn’t even have to; sometimes he could recollect ‘em in his mind and play ‘em after he’d leave the place. This was what he was doin’ during the period of time that I knew him.

And he always knew what music to play of the day, along with his own thing that he was doin’. You could always hear it in his music…even in the blues, you know; he’d play the blues. You know how people are: They like to hear blues…especially Black people, you know. And in the blues, you could hear more of it, because it was a more simplified form, you might say.	Sun Ra said sometimes he learned a classic a day. His sister said he was always a brilliant musician from a kid, you know. I met his sister once, and she said he grew up like this; said, from a kid of four or five, he could sit down at the piano and play like a professional person. He was a genius! His sister said his family always regarded him like this. And I think his music is gonna be here for a long time, you know.

Willie Coffee, childhood friend of legendary Mississippi bluesman Robert Johnson (1998): When I first met Robert [Robert Spencer, later known professionally as Robert Johnson], it was at the school, which was in Tunica County…in Commerce down there. And I got acquainted with him. Me, and him, and lots more boys played hooky and get up under the church, and he’d play his harp and pick his old Jew’s harp for us and sang under there. We’d play hooky until the teacher would find out we were out there, and she’d give us five lashes for playin’ hooky.

No, neither one of us wasn’t playin’ guitars yet in those days. But later years, he started ‘fore I did. And he showed me lots about playin’ guitar. Then, down through the years, I got in touch with [Delta bluesman] Willie Brown; he showed me a lots. So, then I come to be a little cotton patch guitar player. But Robert, he was my main friend.

Robert Lockwood Jr., “stepson” of Robert Johnson (1998): I grew up in St. Louis, and Memphis, and Helena. [Robert Johnson] lived with my mother about ten years. And he would leave and stay gone two or three months and come back home with all his pockets full of money and all that kind of thing. And he taught me how to play, ‘cause I wasn’t hard to teach. He’d show me somethin’ today, and tomorrow, I’d hand it right back to him. But that’s the best thing ever happened to me, though, was…he came along. Yeah.

Lil’ Ed Williams of Lil’ Ed and the Blues Imperials (2007): J. B. [his uncle, Chicago blues guitarist J. B. Hutto] taught me in that manner. He would teach me a lick, and then he’d leave and go out of town—go overseas or somethin’—and then he’d come back, and I’d have learned it. I’d be like, “Uncle J. B., I’ve got it!” And he’d say, “But can you do this?” [laughter] And then he’d freak me all out!

Henry Gray, blues keyboard player (1999): I was raised in Baton Rouge, [and] I’ve been playin’ piano ever since I was eight years old; just about all my life. I knew I couldn’t get what I wanted here, ‘cause I wanted to play with the big boys. [So], when I got out the Army in 1946, I went to Chicago. It didn’t take me very long because, when I got to Chicago, I had my own band called [Little Hudson’s] Red Devil Trio, and [people] heard me on the piano.

Nobody have my style but me and Big Maceo [Merriweather], ‘cause I got it from [him]. And when he had a stroke, I was his “left-hand man.” [After that], everybody wanted me, you know? And I was mostly in Chicago for thirty years. I’m the original Howlin’ Wolf piano player; also Muddy Waters, Elmore James. And just about every blues person’s [record], I’m the one playin’ piano on it, you know. Mm-hm. 

Well, after Howlin’ Wolf died, Muddy Waters died, Willie Dixon died, Jimmy Reed died, Junior Wells died, there wasn’t nobody left…but me! My time would be next. [laughing] Time to leave Chicago…come back to Louisiana; come back home.

Denise LaSalle, soul blues artist (2004): I come from a family of perpetual singers [sharecroppers living in Belzoni, Mississippi]; church singin’ mainly. We grew up in church. Well, now, my daddy sounded like Muddy Waters. My daddy was one of those hollerin’ blues singers, you know. But when the kids grew up, he kind of kept it from us. He would sing one line now: “Oh, my baby’s gone.” And then about thirty minutes later, he’ll sing: “Gone away to stay.” And we didn’t know what he was doing, but my daddy was a perpetual blues singer. And you know, in his young years, my mother said he used to sing for the people. But we never heard that. We just heard a line or two here and there. But I knew he had it; he could do it, you know. My mother couldn’t sing, but my daddy sang beautifully.

I moved to Chicago [to live with her older brother] when I was thirteen years old. And I let a guy hear one of my songs, and he took it down to Chess Records. And they asked, “Well, who is the girl?” “Oh, she doesn’t sing.” [They] said, “Well, she’s doin’ all right, so bring her down here.” And I went down to Chess Records, and they signed me to a recordin’ contract. And I wasn’t really trying to be a singer; just trying to write songs. I knew I wanted to be, but I wasn’t trying to be. No! I was afraid to stand up there and sing alone. But singing with a choir or group—I sang in church with groups, and choirs; a female quartet group in Chicago—but never alone onstage. And that’s what I was afraid of. I just have always felt like I didn’t want to be the lead singer, you know. [But] when I got the opportunity, I went at it. 

Elvin Bishop, blues and rock artist (2010): I grew up in Tulsa, Oklahoma, [where] you absorb country music through your pores. There is no effort involved in learning that. [But] I heard blues on the radio when I was fourteen or fifteen, and I went crazy over it, because we had just come out of the period when “(How Much Is) That Doggie in the Window?” and Patti Page and Frank Sinatra was the best you could hope to do, you know? And then the rock came in with Elvis, and Fats Domino, and Chuck Berry, and everything, and that was great. And then I heard blues. I said, “Aw, man! That’s where the good part of rock is comin’ from. So, I went crazy on blues. And I’ve been all through R&B and touched on jazz a little bit—enough to find out that it wasn’t my level of dealing with things, you know—and kind of came back to blues.

I found out about blues when I was a young teenager. But nobody in my family was musical, and none of the neighbors knew anything about playin’ music. And above all else, it was totally segregated…hardcore segregated in Oklahoma. I’m talkin’ about the fifties. It was way before civil rights. But I found out that things were pretty cool in Chicago, and that’s where blues was. And I graduated from high school in 1960. 

I was lucky enough to get a National Merit Scholarship. I could pretty much go anywhere I wanted to. I didn’t know whether to go to Northwestern or University of Chicago. I knew they were both in Chicago. What I didn’t know is, Northwestern’s in, like, some sort of suburb thirty miles north of Chicago, and the University of Chicago is located in a place called Hyde Park, which is an island in the middle of the South Side ghetto. I flipped a coin or somethin’ [and] went to the University of Chicago. I got there, and I looked around. Within a week, man, I was down in the ghetto seein’ Muddy Waters and all that, you know.

Gil Scott-Heron, singer-songwriter, musician, poet (1982): If I had to define myself—and people often ask me, you know, what it is that I do—I would have to say that I am a “bluesologist.” And this is a scientist’s concern with the origins of the blues. Like, you know it’s a science soon as you see the “ology” on the end of it. This makes everything scientific. The way that I got my background in the things that make me qualified for this is that, first of all, I was born in Chicago. And before I moved to DC—I been livin’ in DC now about ten years—before I moved to DC, I was certain that the only way you could get a head start on everybody else in terms of the blues was to be born in Chicago. ‘Cause, like, we went through Chicago about six weeks ago. They said it was two degrees, and they was lookin’ for them. So, it’s definitely the blues in Chicago.

When I was eight months old, I escaped, bag and baggage, to a town called Jackson, Tennessee. And Jackson, Tennessee, for those of you who do not know, is located about eighty-five miles east of Memphis. Everything in Tennessee is defined in terms of where it is in relationship to Memphis. ‘Cause folks want y’all to have somethin’ you can be familiar with when they describe it. People from Knoxville say things like, “Oh, yeah. I’m just about 520 miles east of Memphis.” Right down the road, as it were.

I was also about fifty miles north of Mississippi; was nothin’ we could do about that. We thought about movin’ to town. ‘Cause, see, like, when I was growin’ up, they used to have this old joke, says, “What has four eyes and will never see?” And the answer was always Mississippi. ‘Cause most folks felt that Mississippi was the home of the blues. And when I was being, you know, raised down there, the people that we listened to on the radio—like the folks be listenin’ to popular people now—were the “bluesicians”: John Lee Hooker, Earl Hooker, Jimmy Reed, Jimmy Witherspoon, Lightnin’ Hopkins, B. B. King. These were the people everybody kept up with, and the blues was the music of the day.

When I was thirteen, I moved to New York City. But when you move somewhere, the first thing that you try to do is get in touch with the music; you know, find out where the music is you’re gonna be groovin’ on. So, I set the radio up, turned it all the way down to the right; you know, over there where they keep the Black people’s music. [grinning] That’s just a coincidence. Everywhere you go, we be over in this corner here. You know, “somewhere north of thirteen, you’ll find…” You know, turn it over there. And I couldn’t find no Black music; I could not find the blues. I was wonderin’ what the hell was goin’ on. I said, “Well, you know, I come from Jackson, Tennessee, and this is New York. Maybe I need a longer radio!” I don’t know. B. B. King, I knew, was right over there, “over on the other side of sixteen.”

So, I went out in the street, and I run into one of the brothers on the avenue. And I said, “Brother, look here. What’s happenin’? Where can I find the blues?” He said, “Well, hell, you don’t have to do nothin’. Just stand here, you know. In New York City, shit, you don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to find the blues. It’ll find you, you know!” And then I’m sayin’, “No, no. The music! You know, I’m lookin’ for the music! I come from, you know, down there where the bluesicians be runnin’ things. I’m lookin’ for the Black music; the blues. And he said, “Oh, no! Not in New York City.” Say, “You ain’t gonna find no blues up here, cause Black people up here don’t pay no attention to the blues and stuff like that. ‘Cause Black people in New York City, they workin’ as hard as they can to be like white people. And white people do not get the blues.” He say, “White people get…depression.”

And so, I decided, like, right through there, that I was gonna be an urban bluesologist, ‘cause wasn’t nobody keepin’ up with the blues, as near as I could tell. And this needed to be chronicled; this was an important part of our culture, our history. So, I told the brother man on the street: I say, “Look here, man. I’m gonna be an urban bluesologist.” He said, “Oh, no. Don’t do that. That’s so sad.” And I said, “No, man. The blues is not sad. The blues is a description of a certain vibration. And there’s a whole lot of different ways it can go.”

Bill Steber, musician, photographer, artist (2024): I’m originally from Hickman County, which is a rural part of Middle Tennessee about fifty miles south of Nashville. And I’m about…I don’t know how many generations…seven or eight. I mean, I had people in this state before it was a state. And everybody in my family were artists, though they didn’t call themselves that, and they didn’t realize that. One of my primary influences was my grandmother who was born in 1904. And everything she did was art: cooking; she made corn shuck dolls; she made quilts. But one of the things that she taught me—when I was a child growing up and spending time with her…a lot of time with her—we would find whatever was in the house, and she would make toys out of it. She would make art out of it. And she gave me the kind of permission to just be creative all of the time. My mother, who is an artist: painting, home décor. All my uncles: you know, they woodcarved; they did all of these things. They played music, they sang. Everybody was creative, but there were no expectations. There was no kind of imposition of “You must do this.” It was just, whatever you did, in play…it was an acceptable thing.

Deborah Coleman, blues artist (2004): Well, actually, my father [a career military officer] was born in Tennessee—Memphis—and he trained classically in piano. And he dabbled in guitar a little bit. When I was eight years old, I wanted to do something, and I asked him, “Hey, can I play that?” You know? And he put it in my hands, and that was the end of it. I just fell in love with the guitar, and [I’ve] been workin’ at it ever since. One day, I kind of felt somethin’ go through my body and into the guitar. And I said, “You know, I think I can do this.” And so, that’s when I decided, “Yeah!” It felt like I had that spirit in me, and I’ve been doin’ it ever since.

Andrew Love of the Memphis Horns (1993): Well, we grew up in Memphis, where blues was very dominant at one time. And we played blues on Beale Street. We’ve been exposed to it all our lives, and we still love it.

Wayne Jackson of the Memphis Horns (1993): When Andrew and I were growin’ up—in the sixties—Memphis was full of clubs. And all the clubs were playin’ blues, rhythm and blues; and had singers dressed in nice suits with nice steps. We called ourselves “entertainers.” [chuckling] We could make a livin’ at it, you know: fifteen, twenty dollars a night, six nights a week; and then workin’ the Stax [Southern soul recording studio and label] makin’ records. And it sort of flowed away from us in the seventies and eighties [with] rap music and disco. The amount of music bein’ made here just waned; it went away. But it’s pickin’ back up now, and we’re glad of it. We’ve been runnin’ around the world tryin’ to make a livin’.

Ann Peebles, soul singer (2004): As a child, my dad had a big, big family of brothers, and they grouped together everybody in the family and called them the People’s Choir. And he has eleven children. So, as we got a certain age, we had to sing in the choir and kind of trained there. And I guess I have to say, I’ve sung all my life.

One time, we went from St. Louis to Memphis, just vacationing, and we went to a place called Club Rosewood. I was with my oldest brother, and he went up to the bandleader, which was Gene “Bowlegs” Miller. He’s known everywhere, but he’s dead now. And my brother asked, could his little sister sit in? And [“Bowlegs”] said, “Yeah, sure. Can she sing?” [I was] seventeen. And so, I sat in and sung “Steal Away.” And the next thing you know, he was askin’, “Do you want to record?” But see, that was like a dream come true. So, it went on from there [largely at Hi Records in Memphis].

Rev. Al Green, soul singer-songwriter and gospel preacher (1983): I was naturally born in Arkansas, and I said “naturally” born. That means, without going to the hospital. [laughing] That was during the old times when mothers had children at home.

My brother had a guitar, and I used to steal his guitar. And I would take this thing, and I would try to learn to play it. And he didn’t know how to play it, either. So, I had just as much of an advantage. [laughing] So, when he would go out, he would have to put it up or hide it. And I would take this thing and try to… [picking at guitar strings] …with one finger, you know. And I tried to learn to play, and I became obsessed with it.

And then I heard Sam Cooke sing on the radio. He used to come on on Sundays. And I just loved this guy…his voice, I mean. I was overcome by this guy’s voice. I said, “Oh, this guy’s incredible.” But nobody seemed to be very interested, you know. He was very popular. But I just didn’t feel that no one had the value of this guy’s talent, at all. And here—eighteen, nineteen, twenty years later—I still don’t think that they have assessed the value at the right place. I really don’t, because you can put on some of his music now, and it sounds to me as fresh.

Afterwards, I came to learn to play with three fingers…like that, see [demonstrating]. And then I tried to put in four [demonstrating]. And then, when I moved to Michigan, a guy showed me how to play with all of them. 

Well, I had the opportunity of meeting, in rehearsals with my brothers and my father: these guys came over—Curtis Rogers and Palmer James—and they said, “This guy can sing! This guy can sing! Hey, this guy can sing!” I says, “Oh, please.” So, we were rehearsin’ in the house, naturally—in the living quarters of the house—the front room, as we would call it at the time. And says, “Let’s try to get him to sing in this group.” I says, “Well, I don’t know if I’m very interested.” They said, “If you sing in this group, you can go a lot of places; you can do a lot of things, if you would come and sing with us. ‘Cause soon, you’re gonna become a star.” I said, “Hmm. How ‘bout that. A real star?” I said, “Oh, let me come over and just listen.” I went over to listen to these guys rehearse. I liked the things they were singin’. They sang some James Brown and Wilson Pickett; all these different songs. I thought, okay. So, I tried to sing it, and it came off well.

Yeah, I cut a record with the Creations called “Back Up Train.” And there was a slump in the career for about two years after that with the Bell Records group. I was going to Dallas, Texas often. So, I met Willie Mitchell out in Texas: not Dallas this time, but it was Midland, Texas, down from Dallas about a hundred-and-so miles. The band that evening that was playing was the Willie Mitchell group. I said, “Ta-da, ta-da, ta-da.” So, I left the hotel. I went to play with this group—the Willie Mitchell Band—and we rehearsed that evening. Willie says, “Well, you seem to have a very different voice.” I says, “Well, great.” ‘Cause, at that time, I was kind of despondent with it, you know.

So, I left Texas, and he said, “How’d you like to come to Memphis?” I says, “Well, you know, I live in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I don’t have anything to do with Memphis.” He says, “Well, you know, boy, you could be a star in about…hmm, not long.” I say, “Well, how long would it take?” He says, “Two years.” I said, “Sorry, I don’t have that much time.” I left. [laughing] He says, “I need to talk to you about this, you know?” I said, “Well, man, two years. I don’t have two years.” [laughing] Anyway, he talked me into comin’ down, and I came to Memphis in ‘69.

Irma Thomas, soul and gospel singer (2010): Well, growing up in New Orleans was very normal…I mean, in terms of childhood. If you notice, New Orleans—being a musical city—growing up in New Orleans was just part of who you are. You had music every day, somewhere around you. And I was told, as a youngster—when I say youngster, meaning before age six—that whenever my mother wanted to find me, there was a local bar around the corner from the house that she could find me standin’ in front of the juke box. Well, you know, I just loved music, and the social clubs, you know. At least once or twice a week, there would be a social club with a parade going through the city. So, you had music all around you. But I had no clue that I would be a singer, professionally, because everybody sung around me. I mean, my family, my cousins, aunts and uncles: we all sang in church or something or other. And even at school, there were plays that you participated in. And you sang, and every child had a part to do and somethin’ to say or sing. The few years I spent in the country learnin’ to be a country girl, I can remember those.

But growin’ up in the city was the most prominent part of my life when…you get out there and you do what you have to do. You go sit in with the different dives, in the bands. I was always kind of a straightforward person. If I wanted to sing with someone, I’d go up there and sing. But it cost me two jobs. So, I guess it was meant for me to be in this business, because the first time, I lost my job for singin’.

I was a late-night dishwasher, and I’m the only one in the kitchen. So, I’m back there singin’ to keep myself company. Mind you, these are segregated times. And [her boss] came back in the back; he says, “I don’t want to hear that music.” I said, “What music?” He says, “I don’t want to hear that ‘N’ [for a racial epithet] music.” And so, I said, “Okay.” And when I thought he wasn’t gonna be around, I started singing again, and I lost my job. Stayed out of work for a year or so, and then I got a waitressing job. And music was there—live music—at that time. We had a lot of local Black clubs with live bands and what have you. And here I am, a mom, trying to make some money waitressing.

It was the Club Pimlico [or Pimlico Club]. Tommy Ridgely’s band was the house band. And so, you know, after serving all the tables I had to wait on—I’d make sure they had their drinks—I’d run up on the stage and sang a couple of songs. And it got to the point where they started asking for the singing waitress. And the boss didn’t like that, of course. He was Caucasian. And once again, he waved his finger and said, “No singin’. I didn’t hire you to sing; I hired you to wait tables.” Little did he know he would live to regret that. [laughter] And of course, I did lose my job again for singin’ on the job. And Tommy told me that he wanted me to come to an audition. [As Irma told Morgan Freeman in a 2004 interview for Blues Divas, “And he picked me up and took me to Ron Records. I auditioned on a Monday; I recorded on a Thursday; I had a record out two weeks later, which was, ‘You Can Have My Husband, But Please Don’t Mess With My Man.’ And the rest is history.”]

He was great; he was great. The little bit I knew about the industry in terms of the business aspects, Tommy tried to tell me what to look for. I didn’t get disheartened by it. In fact, I never thought I could make a living at it, anyway. So, I knew I could go find me another job…up until the seventies, when things got tough, and I moved to California.

But growing up in New Orleans was interesting, because of the musical surroundings. And everywhere you went, or go, or look and see, children were playing on tin cans, and buckets, and making instruments out of gadgets you never thought could be an instrument. And so, I guess it was inevitable for me to be in this business. But I never aspired to do it.

Marcia Ball, singer-songwriter, keyboard player, bandleader (1993): You asked about musical influences, and then you named one: Irma Thomas. I’ve always given Irma a lot of credit as a vocalist, and just as a lifestyle model. I saw her when I was thirteen years old, in New Orleans, where I have family. My grandmother was there…and aunts, and uncles, and cousins. We went to a package show at the Municipal Auditorium; and I don’t remember anybody else on the show, but I remember Irma. Through the years, when I was in college at LSU, I used to see her play. [And] when I was expecting my son, I saw her on Mother’s Day in Abbeville…at Mouton’s, a little joint down in Abbeville. And she was pouring champagne for all the mothers. And she walked right to me, like she knew that I was gonna be a mother. [laughing] She’s really kind of fine.

Well, I grew up in a wonderful place for that kind of music, you know: Texas and Louisiana both. I think if you took a compass and just drew a half circle—starting over about Mobile; and looping up through Northern Mississippi and the Delta; and, you know, catch Helena, Arkansas…maybe Memphis; and loop back down on the other side of Dallas and Fort Worth; and hit the Gulf Coast—you would have ninety percent of the roots music in this country. And I came from the heart of that, which is the Texas-Louisiana state line.

That state line area—the Golden Triangle of Texas and on over to Lake Charles—gave us everybody, almost, that counts, you know? [laughing] From George Jones and “Gatemouth” [Brown], and Lazy Lester and Lonnie Brooks, and Cleveland Crochet and Cookie and the Cupcakes, and Johnny and Edgar Winter, and Janis Joplin and Katie Webster: just from right there in that little area. And then, when you spread it out, it goes on and on. We were getting it on the radio. We were having our dances on Wednesday nights when I was in high school, with great bands playing great music: soul music, Cajun music. It was just a great place to grow up, if you have an ear.

I came to Austin from Baton Rouge, and I’d been going to college in Baton Rouge and living there. [Then], after the little country band I was in that established me as a musician in Austin [Freda and the Firedogs], I decided to start my own band. And one of the first things I did was grab [longtime friend, Marguarette “Margie” Pousson] in Baton Rouge, and we went down to Morgan City, because her friend Jan’s brother had the only copy we knew of New Orleans: Home of the Blues, that had “It’s Raining” and “I Done Got Over It,” and all those great Irma Thomas songs that I knew I wanted to do when I started my own band.

My first record is a forty-five. It shows where I was at that time—in 1975—in my music. Side A is a yodeling song called “I Want to be a Cowboy’s Sweetheart”; side B is “I Done Got Over It” by Irma Thomas. That’s where I was, and where I was going.

Well, when I discovered [New Orleans singer and piano player] Professor Longhair, that opened a door for me that I stepped through, and I’m still exploring what that gave me. He, of course, influenced James Booker; and in return, they both influenced Dr. John, who I think the world of. And so, that gave me a whole body of work. And of course, there were all the New Orleans piano players; and New Orleans is a piano town and a saxophone town. To me, that’s what you get out of there. And so, as a piano player, I haven’t stopped exploring. I also like some of the Chicago guys: Pinetop [Perkins], and Sunnyland [Slim], and Otis Spann, of course. I love Otis Spann.

Malcolm “Dr. John” Rebennack Jr., singer-songwriter, keyboard player, bandleader (2006): Well, I remember lots of things, like [pioneering New Orleans record producer] Paul Gayten when I was young. He says, “You guys’ll never make any money in this business. You’re sure not gonna work here in this club that I’m managin’.” He had this great band. He says, “Until you get your own arrangements of songs.” He says, “As long as you’re copyin’ records, you’re never gonna get anywhere.” And the next night on the gig, we started playin’ new arrangements. We stayed up all night. I didn’t go to school that day, ‘cause I was still in school.

But Paul Gayten had produced the very first… When Roy Brown made “I heard the news, there’s good rockin’ tonight,” that Elvis Presley later covered and had a big hit on, Paul had produced that, and he had produced a lot of great early New Orleans records. Him and Dave Bartholomew were the two original great producers, before Allen Toussaint and the other guys come along.

Vincent Francis “Frankie Ford” Guzzo, rock and roll and rhythm and blues singer (1999): I cut my first record in ’58, and it was a regional hit called “Cheatin’ Woman.” And then, we were traveling around. And the owner of the record company wanted to bring up the group. And so, he wanted me to do “Sea Cruise.” I was to be the new lead singer [for pianist, songwriter, and bandleader Huey “Piano” Smith], because Bobby Marchan—rightly so—was going for a solo. So, we cut “Sea Cruise” in September 1958 [overdubbing Huey Smith’s previously recorded tracks], and it came out February 1959, because it was supposed to be the follow-up to [Smith’s] “Don’t You Just Know It.” They said, “You don’t need a record right now, Huey. Let’s put this out on Frankie.” And then they put it out as a solo on me in 1959.

Well, we were riding back [to New Orleans] from Jackson, Mississippi after a gig, and my manager woke me up. And he said, “Listen to this [on the car radio]!” And I said, “Well, yeah, ‘Sea Cruise’ in Mississippi. The label’s from Jackson. You know, it’s gonna be played.” He said, “No, this is Hoss Allen in Nashville [a white deejay famous for playing rhythm and blues and Black gospel on Nashville’s 50,000-watt AM station, WLAC].” And he said, “The next thing will be Dick Clark [of TV’s American Bandstand] in Philadelphia.” And he was absolutely right. It took a little while. But once Dick Clark played it, it was all over. And then I went from station wagons to planes. [chuckling] That’s how it changed my life, Of course, from then on, it was just one of those tunes that everybody plays, you know.

Kermit Ruffins, trumpet player and bandleader (1999): Yeah, I was fortunate enough to start the Rebirth Brass Band in ‘82—me and Philip Frazier—at Clark Senior High School. And I kind of wanted to swing. I was still watching the old guys playing all that swing music with the different instrumentation: upright bass, the piano playin’ all those chords, and the drums…drummers playin’ drums. And I really wanted to do that ever since I can remember. And I had the opportunity of doin’ it by doin’ my first record. And I kind of like got out of Rebirth and started playin’ nothin’ but this good old New Orleans swing music.

Jon Cleary, keyboard player, songwriter, bandleader (2005): I live here in the Upper Ninth Ward of New Orleans: a part of town called Bywater; an old part of town about three or four blocks from the Mississippi River. And I’ve been here in New Orleans for about twenty-five years. I came here [from the UK] when I was a teenager, because I’d been lucky enough to have an education in New Orleans music from various family members who were musicians or music lovers, and I had the benefit of all these great record collections when I’d go stay with aunts and uncles. I came here as a teenager thinking I’d be here for a couple of weeks, with no idea that I’d end up living here. So, I’ve been here for most of my life at this stage. And it’s home; New Orleans is home.

I think when I left, my folks thought I was coming back in a couple of weeks. [laughing] So, I don’t think they’ve quite got over it yet, that I’m still here after all this time. But I was very lucky, because I got to hear some fairly obscure New Orleans music, and bands that, even nowadays, a lot of people don’t really know about, like Jivin’ Gene and the Jokers.

When my uncle left—he was a bit of an intrepid explorer, and he’d always be taking off for foreign climes —and when I was a really little kid, I can remember him packing to leave for America. And he went to New Orleans, and his luggage was a suitcase full of forty-fives and a pair of jeans. That’s all he took with him.

And he came back a few years later. I was all excited when he came back. And he had two suitcases full of forty-fives and a pair of jeans. [laughing] I’d go up and stay with him, and he’d go through the forty-fives. And there’d be great things: Clifton Chenier stuff in there; Snooks Eaglin, Professor Longhair, Clarence [“Frogman”] Henry; all kinds of great old New Orleans rock and roll and rhythm and blues records. And he had such enthusiasm that, as a little kid, it really rubbed off on me. So, my idea was, I just wanted to come to New Orleans and see all these people that had just been names in stories. And I got here, and sure enough, they were all still playing. Professor Longhair had died, unfortunately. He died just before I got here, so I didn’t get to see him.

I was a guitar player. I started playing guitar when I was really little. Everybody in my family played, pretty much. So, I started as soon as I was big enough to get my hands around the neck of a guitar. But when I came to New Orleans, I didn’t bring a guitar with me, and the house that I moved in had an old piano. And all the New Orleans music I heard featured piano, pretty much predominantly. So, that was my fun. You know, I’d go work whatever jobs I could get, then I’d come home and play piano all night and try and cop all these little Professor Longhair licks.

And the barroom that I started working at—the bar where, in fact, I went to on my very first night in New Orleans [and later was hired to paint]—is still my favorite bar in the city, and that’s the Maple Leaf Bar on Oak Street
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