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Foreword

 

By the time Frank Driggs’ intriguing liner notes to the first reissue album of Robert Johnson’s classic blues recordings, King of the Delta Blues Singers (CL 1654), eventually fired my imagination and motivated me to look into what real information there might be extant about the album’s subject, I had already gleaned what little there was from the unsubstantiated accounts in inaccurate books by would-be researchers and short bits and articles by well-intentioned fans in specialty magazines.  

The liner notes, however, provided some well-founded clues, so I began my search for Robert Johnson where Johnson himself began -- Robinsonville, Mississippi.  I got lucky, and within a few weeks I was learning about the entirety of the life and death of Robert Johnson from one of the best sources of a man’s history -- a family member.  In this case it was Robert Johnson’s youngest older sister, the one who was closest to him throughout his early life, who took me into her confidence and disclosed to me a great deal of information not only about her precious “Little Robert,” but every other member of her large extended family as well.  I wrote down everything she told me and later verified and documented everything I could from various censi and civic records.  I thoroughly re-foliated Robert Johnson’s family tree back to the early 19th century.

The exercise not only fleshed out Johnson as a man for me, including his background and life and death, but it also brought into sharp focus my own propensity for fact and accurate detail in regard to this ultimately important, yet hazy and mythic, blues singer I was attempting to reconstruct for a better view.

At the same time, I was able to set the foundation upon which I later built a successful small business seemingly from nothing from the other things his sister assigned to me, namely the intellectual property rights to her brother’s music and photographs.  From everyone thinking that Robert Johnson’s music and photographs were in the public domain (or should be) due to their age, their age only served to make them just that much more valuable…and they weren’t in the public domain at all…and won’t be for many years to come.   

They were lean years, though, those from 1973, when Carrie Thompson and I made our bargain, until 1990, when Columbia Records-cum-Sony Music Entertainment dba Legacy Recordings released The Complete Recordings, my vision of a box set tribute to Robert Johnson, the King of Spades.  They were Carrie’s last years, too.  Sadly, she died in 1983 without having reaped more than a pittance of the benefits of her bargain. 

In 1990, however, Robert Johnson was born again.  This time, with a concise, yet nearly complete personal and illustrated history for the listener to ponder while he sonically imbibed from the deep well of the great flowering of the Mississippi Country Blues which resonates from the walls of every groove of every Robert Johnson recording on The Complete Recordings.

From then till now, Robert Johnson’s recordings and compositions and photographs have been earning for his heirs every cent that the law allows…at least every cent that the poachers and bootleggers don’t divert to themselves in foreign countries or under cover of feigned ignorance or deceit.

As a result, despite the impossibility of the thought, I think I would understand Robert Johnson if ever I were to meet him.  Yet, aside from the great respect I have for him as an artist (and that includes as a guitarist, singer, songwriter, poet, and photographer), I’m not sure that I would like him…and I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t take to me.  I fear that I’d be far too didactic for his tastes.  He might appreciate me, though, as I was neither selfish in my goals, nor ingenuous in my cheers concerning his son’s bid for recognition.

But that’s enough fantasy…and perhaps the only bit of it that you’ll encounter between the covers of Tom Graves’ new book.  Before the box set liner notes were published in 1990, more than one writer was given access to them.  They did what they wanted with the information, but often changed it to suit themselves.  There was a romantic fantasy akin to an Indiana Jones blurred mix with history, as well as a romantic biography.   There was even a silly film about a search for a 30th song. What?  Why?  And since those early publications, the offerings haven’t improved much.  There’s a book about the myth of Robert Johnson, there’s another one debunking the myth, there’s one about the importance of the myth, one about his place in the pantheon of black musical artists of his time…as if the benefit of hindsight is of no benefit at all!  Okay.  So what!  The book you hold in your hands is perhaps the most accurate recital of the facts of the life of Little Robert Leroy Johnson, the King of Spades, The King of the Delta Blues Singers that you’re likely to come across for many years to come, at least until I have a chance to sit down and…excuse me, What, dear?...Alright, I’ll be right there…

--Stephen C. LaVere, January 2008



Preface

 

FACT, MYTH, AND THE MUSICIAN

 

Fifty years ago there probably weren’t more than a hundred people in the world who knew anything of substance about the life of bluesman Robert Johnson.  He died penniless and virtually unknown outside the heart of the Mississippi Delta.  On the strength of twelve 78 rpm records he cut for American Record Corporation in 1936 and for Vocalion record label in 1936 and 1937, a legend began to percolate among an elite group of music folklorists and scholars who had begun to take “race” music – the music of African-Americans - seriously

Robert Johnson’s music first reached a wider audience in 1938, when legendary record producer John H. Hammond held a historic concert at Carnegie Hall in New York.  The concert was called From Spirituals to Swing and introduced to the haut monde of New York polite society the best and most varied of African-American musicians, composers, and singers.  The name “Robert Johnson” was listed on the concert bill.

Johnson did not make it to the concert, however. The reason is because he was dead.  On the stage that night at Carnegie Hall, John Hammond inaccurately told his audience, “Johnson died last week at the precise moment...that he was booked to appear at Carnegie Hall on December 23.” He then played two of Robert Johnson’s songs on a phonograph that was miked through the public address system.

Even after this landmark introduction to a world audience, almost no one knew anything of the life of the man himself.  In subsequent years as Johnson’s popularity grew, an army of blues researchers combed the Mississippi Delta for clues to the real Robert Johnson.  Most found the search maddening, a dead end upon a dead end.

Robert Johnson remains one of the most elusive and mysterious figures ever accorded the status of a biography.  Separating fact from fiction, legend from truth, accuracy from exaggeration is a Sisyphean task.  Just when one fact seems verified, it is contradicted by other facts, other research.

Three biographical works on Robert Johnson, each with a unique and valuable perspective, were the cornerstones of wisdom and information used for this book and were consulted frequently.  These books are:  Searching for Robert Johnson by Peter Guralnick, Robert Johnson: Lost and Found by Barry Lee Pearson and Bill McCullough, and Escaping the Delta by Elijah Wald.  Also indispensable were the liner notes to the CD box set Robert Johnson: The Complete Recordings written by Stephen LaVere.  Robert Gordon’s article, “The Plundering of Robert Johnson,” was an invaluable resource for the chapter on the discovery of Robert Johnson photographs.  Anyone interested in delving deeper into the world of Robert Johnson would be well-advised to seek out these texts.  In addition, many other sources, including three documentary films, were used as references in the preparation of this book.  They are listed in the bibliography.

This book, unlike most of the others on the subject, was not written for scholars, ethnomusicologists, or blues purists.  It was written for people who simply love and appreciate music, especially the blues.  My goal was to write a book that anyone could appreciate; that is why I have taken the liberty to give the reader some basic background on what blues is and what blues was (see Introduction).  That isn’t to say I don’t welcome readers with bulging blues collections and an intimacy with all 42 of Johnson’s recordings.

However, it is my hope that after reading Crossroads, novices to the subject will not only have a deeper perspective on the music of their forefathers, but will be able to connect the music dots between blues, jazz, rock and roll, country and western, and even hip-hop.  

If this book makes readers want to turn back the hands of time and listen to some of the classic recordings of Robert Johnson, then I have done my job.  If they figure out the pathways and connections – the continuum -- from the music of then to the music of now, then I have done my job well.

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 

The body of research on Robert Johnson is much more meager than most people realize.  Although there is a glut of minor, often conflicting, details there are dismayingly few confirmed hard facts.  Many writers have been guilty of embellishment and mythologizing. Many bluesmen who knew Johnson also have pandered to journalists and historians, giving false or misleading anecdotes because they didn’t want their visitors to leave empty-handed.  

That is why researcher Stephen LaVere must be singled out for special thanks here, because, as I see it, he has applied the most stringent standards to the facts and has done the most to separate the truth from the hyperbole.  The initial research he did in the 1970s for the aborted Robert Johnson box set laid the groundwork (whether he was credited for it or not) and allowed the rest of us to build on a very solid foundation.

I did not come into personal contact with LaVere until my book was completed and I sought permission from him on my publisher’s behalf for the rights to use one of the two surviving photographs of Robert Johnson for the cover of this book.  LaVere was cordial, courtly, and willing to help.  I also found him to be reasonable, receptive, and wholly professional when it came to the business side of things.  He carefully sifted through the pages of this book and made a great number of insightful suggestions.

Full disclosure compels me to alert readers to two areas regarding Robert Johnson where LaVere and I philosophically differ.  As a result of his own research LaVere concludes that Robert Johnson did in fact drink whiskey poisoned with strychnine, yet did not die directly from it.  He believes that Johnson, in his weakened condition, contracted a fatal case of pneumonia, for which there was no cure or easy treatment in the 1930s.  Secondly, LaVere argues that the crossroads legend regarding Tommy Johnson did not leapfrog from one bluesman to the other, but that Robert Johnson’s crossroads allusions derived from his own life.  As evidence, he cites an interview with Willie Coffee and Johnson’s mentor Ike Zinermon, who said he (Zinermon) learned to play guitar while sitting on tombstones at midnight in graveyards. 

Peter Guralnick’s book Searching for Robert Johnson also set a standard for the rest of us to follow, both in its scholarship and elegance of writing.  I also thank him for permission to use a quote or two from his book and for his thoughtful correspondence.

I want to confer my deepest appreciation to my early readers, who always encouraged me yet didn’t hesitate to let me know when I erred: my old, dear friend Jim Newcomb (the world’s greatest line editor), Tom Carlson, Margaret Skinner, and John Wilkinson.  I also want to thank Robert Gordon for his help and attention, and biographers/researchers Elijah Wald, Gayle Dean Wardlow, Barry Lee Pearson, and Bill McCullough.  

Others who helped beyond the call of duty were Dr. David Evans, recording engineer Steven Lasker, my brother Norris Graves, photo archivists Greg Johnson and Shugana Campbell at the University of Mississippi, Leo “Tater Red” Allred, guitarist Buddy Merrill, Phil Jones, Steve Nichols at the Shelby County Medical Examiner’s Office in Memphis, Hawaiian guitar expert Lorene Ruymar, Howard Speir, Faye Speir Watkins, John Sale at The (Memphis) Commercial Appeal, Lauren Sposato with the United States Postal Service, photographer Bill Steber, photographer and musician St. Louis Frank, guitarist Calvin Newborn, Fred Jasper with Vanguard Records/Welk Music Group, Inc., filmmaker Robert Mugge, and writer/critic Ed Ward.  

--Tom Graves, Memphis, January, 2008



INTRODUCTION

 

The Lowland Mississippi Delta Plantation Blues

 

Summertime could be both heaven and hell on the sprawling, low-lying cotton plantations in the flat bottomlands of the Mississippi Delta during the 1920s and 1930s.  Hell was working from sunup to sundown plowing behind the backside of a long-eared mule, not a shade tree in sight, the sun boiling the sweat right out of a black man’s skin.  Too much rain and the thick mud made plowing near impossible and the mosquitoes a swarming blanket of misery and fevers.  Too much sun and the crop would burn up and ruin, and the biting flies and gnats would take up where the mosquitoes left off.  
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Ten thousand rows of white hell is what life was like for field hands in the Delta cotton fields during the Great Depression of the 1930s.  It was a life Robert Johnson wanted no part of.

 

If you got a little bit lazy on the job the boss man would be on your back and the landowner might dock your already subsistence wages.  Strong arms and strong backs were a dime a dozen in the Mississippi Delta and few of the workers, almost all of whom were descended from West African slaves who had worked those same fields, didn’t dream of something better somewhere, someplace.

Times were tough, especially during the Great Depression, and jobs were scarce, even for the educated whites who lived in the bigger cities.  Soup kitchens and bread lines fed thousands of Americans, black and white, who might have starved without handouts.  For the black farm laborers in Mississippi, there seemed little hope beyond ten thousand rows of white cotton.

There were those times, though, when if a man put his troubles out of mind for a night or two he could maybe find a little piece of heaven close to home.  For those who had found religion, Sundays could be a time of praise, joy, and celebration, the singing a way of communicating all the world’s hurt and evil to a God who understood their suffering.  But for those who liked to walk on the wilder side of life, Saturday nights offered pleasures and trouble, often in equal measure.

A black man working the fields of Mississippi all week long could find a good time at any number of shotgun shack clubs - “juke joints” – that were overflowing with music, dancing, gambling, and alcohol.  If you were a decent looking man and carried a roll of cash in your pocket, you might have your pick of women to boot.  Monday mornings you’d be back looking at a mule’s hindquarters, but those Saturday nights were like stepping into another world – a world where the rules for African-Americans were completely rewritten.

Those good times, though, often came at a high price.  Streetwise cardsharps could easily cheat a naïve country boy out of his wages at the gambling table.  Getting liquored up was the cause of jealousies, brawls, broken bottles, broken bones, knife fights, gunplay, and on occasion cold-blooded murder.  Parchman Farm, the notorious state penitentiary in Parchman, Mississippi, housed any number of black prisoners who had stepped over the line of common sense one time too many at a juke joint.  Lots of songs were written about Parchman Farm by those who spent hard years there.

 

[image: img2.jpg]

Library of Congress, Marion Post Wolcott

 

Juke joints, such as the one pictured here in Clarksdale, Mississippi, 1939, were dangerous places where gambling, drinking, fights, and occasionally murder happened in addition to the music.

 

The music that was most popular with African-Americans during this period defies easy classification – tastes crossed almost all boundaries.  But blues was at or near the top of the list for most.{1} 

Many historians argue that the term blues was first popularized commercially around 1914 by the African-American composer and bandleader W.C. Handy, who published and performed “St. Louis Blues.” However, many fans today would find his style more akin to the star-spangled marching band sounds of John Philip Sousa than the whine and cry of metal sliding across guitar strings that one associates with deep Delta blues.  Handy led a full, uniformed band and his instrument was the cornet, a brass instrument virtually unheard of in the blues of today.  
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W.C. Handy, standing in the middle of his large brass band, is considered by many to be the father of the blues.  

 

A fascinating footnote to the beginnings of blues is contained in W.C. Handy’s autobiography, Father of the Blues.  Despite his big band ambitions, Handy confessed that the original inspiration for his blues came from a rural Southern black man he heard while waiting for a train who played a curious style of guitar music. As he described the scene:

 

“A lean, loose-jointed Negro had commenced plunking a guitar beside me while I slept. His clothes were rags; his feet peeped out of his shoes.  His face had on it some of the sadness of the ages.  As he played, he pressed a knife on the strings of the guitar in a manner popularized by Hawaiian guitarists who used steel bars.  The effect was unforgettable.  His song, too, struck me instantly.

 

Goin’ where the Southern cross’ the Dog,

 

The singer repeated the line three times, accompanying himself on the guitar with the weirdest music I had ever heard.  The tune stayed in my mind.”

 

The tune stayed in his mind long enough for Handy to put down on paper a song called “Yellow Dog Blues” based in part on what he had heard at that train station.  “Yellow Dog Blues” was yet another of Handy’s great successes.

To the buying public of the Roaring Twenties, some ten years after W.C. Handy published and popularized his first songs, blues had evolved and very probably conjured an image of a loud, sassy song sung by a loud, sassy big-voiced belter such as Bessie Smith who wowed audiences with New Orleans jazz-styled songs like “Down Hearted Blues.”
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Bessie Smith, one of the most popular of the blues divas of the 1920s.  

 

Smith and blues queen Ethel Waters might sing songs containing double-entendre adult humor as a sort of naughty wink to their sophisticated, hip audiences then turn around and sing a popular Tin Pan Alley show tune typically favored by whites.  Even in the most remote juke joints in Mississippi, where, as the cliche has it, they had to ship the sunshine in, jukeboxes carried a surprising cross-section of music, from jazz and blues numbers to show tunes to white country hoedowns like those heard every week on the Grand Ole Opry out of Nashville, Tennessee, a radio show listened to at the time by almost everyone within earshot of a radio.

In crowded juke joints throughout the Deep South during the Great Depression of the 1930s – the time of Robert Johnson - popular blues songs were sung by men like Charley Patton who accompanied themselves on acoustic guitars.  In big cities such as Memphis, stomping piano blues with a jumping, boogie-woogie beat was what audiences clamored to hear, particularly in and around the houses of prostitution near Beale Street.  In certain parts of the U.S., even whites occasionally bought this music and listened to it on phonographs or, more rarely, heard black artists on the radio.
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A little Saturday night action at a Clarksdale, Mississippi juke joint, 1939.
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