Copyright ©2016 Alan Harper

Luther Allison interview.

In the office at the Kingston Mines, 2548 N Halsted, Chicago.
Saturday July 10, 1982.

What's happened to the blues? Why don't you hear it on the

radio any more?
Well, I just think everything's so commercialised. It's money and everything,
and there's never going to be money in black blues for black artists. Never
going to be there.

But there was a time in the fifties and sixties when it was

very popular.,
Oh, it was very popular, but there was still no money. You see, today, how
many record comnanies is interested in recording any black blues artist?
HMaybe two. That's maybe, and he's got to be extraordinarily... with great
potential., Although it doesn't mean nothing. I mean, he can say, 'I play the
blues,' but it winds up that he ain't doing nothing original -~ because I feel
that blues has been written. You can do more lyrics, you can revise certain
tunes, as if you notice I've been doing, but that's just to keep you together.
In other words, to say, 'I can do this, and I know I can do this,' and that's
what we've got to deal with. And as far as some company come to you, or some
promoter say, 'Well he doesn't do anythineg original.' But hey man, I don't
buy that. Because I know every rock artist out there that's on top had to
do somebody's old material. But that's the trip Luther Allison's gotten over
the years, because I love certain people, and if I record certain people's
material, it will go better than if I put something together myself - until
I'm known enourh. But I get criticised un the ass for it. But however I'm
hanging in there, I'm glad I'm part of a family where he got some chance (his
son) and he got some guidance to what he want to do. Like Lurrie Bell, Carey
Bell's son, and I think Lonnie Brooks got a son that's on the way to playing
blues or whatnot. But being in Chicago, you egot to do it like I did it - you
got to play everything, and this is important, to know everything, because you
must work, and if you don't work, you can't go through it,

So what kind of future do you see for your son playing blues?
Hell I think that's a question that's kind of hard to ask. He pot a sreat
future as a musician. Now as blues, it depends on reople like the Kingston
Mines, say the Wise Fools, say Biddy Mulligan's. The places that have blues.
Tonight I'm going to let him play a couple of songs, let the people be the
judre. I don't want them to judge him because they're Luther Allison fans, or
he can play a little bit, but we give hin a hand because he's Luther Allison's
son. We try to let him learn what it really means, how to present yourself.
He respects me highly, when he's out there. He resnects 1like, Aron Burton, as
you notice he's wearing Aron's t-shirt. ile loves what Aron is doinz, and this
is important. We did the Lincolnfest Saturday of last week, and to recognise

Aron from the stage, in the audience with him, was fantastic. And T like that.
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How do jazzmen differ from bluesmen?
Blues people are more like a good old gospel preacher, you belch it out, you
let it go, you can speak it, voice it, or play‘it. And jazz is the same kind
of trip, you kind of get all the way off a little deeper, and you play it a
little bit softer in jazz. It's a certain kind of moan, you might say, but it's
all wrapped up in the same ball. It's an easy step and it's areal rough-edged
thing, you know. It's total meditation, really, when it come to jazz, it's
like if you sit down and meditate, that's what it is, meditation. And blues
is like, 'Man, I need somebody to talk to.' So you got somebody to talk to,
you can let yourself go.

Do you ever play jazz?
I probably could. I've did a few tunes here and there, modern jazz, not of
the real sophisticated stuff, and I can doalittle bit of this that and the
other, 1like Red Ton, stuff like that.

I looked you up in the book, and I saw that you were

working outside music from 1963. Does that mean it was a

lean time for the blues?
When I was his age, I was a little older than he is, I spent a lot of time
at juddy Waters' house, because Huddy Waters have a son the sane age I am,
and we both went to the same high school, so I'd have to pass his house every
day to go to school. And my brother had a band, from '52 I believe until '57,
called the Rolling Stones, and we lived in the same apartment, and that's
what really got me interested in playing music, that's my brother. And at
last one day they were nractising, and I said, 'Hey man, why don't you show
me how to play this thing?' and he showed me anote or two, and eight or ten
months later I thought about it, and went back, and I started to follow them
around. I was too young to deal with the nightclubs, but they were doing a
1ot of social clubs - in other words, I could be there as long as I got
somebody there that's not drinking or whatnot. That was good. I'd listen to
Otis, Hagic Sam and all of us, I finally moved to the Wést Side where I pot
really in touch with blues people, like Willie James Lyon, before he died, we
kind of grew up together. It's just then, that kind of a step. I've been
around very beautiful musicians, some that you don't even hear about, and I
don't even know what havrened to them, but the thing is, I know they're still
in Chicago, or maybe back in Mississippi somenlace, like Willie Johnson for
instanoe, he dropped out, which was one of my idols as well, aﬁd I just kind
of hung in there. And it was tough, because I didn't have énything, fa ily
was from down in the cottonfields, and my narents were very old, I waé basically
by nygself except.my brother, who just left a few minutes ago. He did the
singing, and I didn't do no singing. Jimmy Dawkins, I got with hin for a while,
played bass, couple of other pecpie, and then we cot the Four Jivers and then
the Three Jets after Freddie King made Hideaway, and that's where I got a sten.
But it's been a real tough unhill battle for Luther Allison; ithoever nuoted
that 'working outside of music', I used to work day jobs, I gquit my last day
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job in '67 I believe it was. When I went to California I got stranded out
there helping Shakey Jake do his album, Sunnyland $S1im with Big Mama Thornton.
I had to do that. I mean there was no £igs, with no name, that you could do

on any nightclub scale. You could catch Tittle bars that don't have no bands,
take your guys in there and just vlay, that was no money for you. And that's
what we did, and when Freddie King made his move then I took over, the three
of us got together, in other words the drummer and fhe bass player, Big Mojo
Elem and TJ McHulty, and we worked that as the Three Jets for three years or
so0. And then I got together with Shakey Jake and moved out of Chicago, I think
that's the best thing that could have happened to me. Because everybody in
Chicago, even today, is still beating each others' head uv against the wall.
There's no work for enough musicians. I remember many times, peovnle like BB
King come to town, you got a Friday, Saturday and Sunday night audience,
people are going to go to this rarticular bar anyway, you'd get a little ren-
utation going, but when these people come to town, you got nobody. And that's
still happening today. If the Stones were in town today, I'm poines to be alittle
light, but I'm goins to have some Luther Allison fans left. And BB Kine's

the same thing, it used to be if BB King came to town, Luther Allison could
forget it. Then I had more or less the meat of our black audience, because
that's where our neighbourhood was, and certain bars I play now, like Biddy
dulligan's, I pet quite a few blacks coming in. Up here on Lincoln Avenue, far
as blacks are concerned in the Kingston ilines, it's a 1ittle different. You're
getting more blacks across the street at B.L.U.E.S. I think it has something
to do with who hangs out, where people can be themselves, like over at B.L.U.E.S
they know, it's not so big that evefybody's pulling at everybody's woman, or
whatnnt., And vou're getting the hard-core older blues as well as the new blues,
and they can relax more there. That's just like being in the West Side or the
South Side, in a typical black bar. You're more at home there, there's more

of the black blues talent, older blues, that couldn't oroject here. You sgee
what I'm sayine? They could vroject, but you couldn't draw enough people to
keep the man's door open. Ve gotta go modern blues, as well as some of the

old blues. And they're so close together, so ain't no point in the older suys
coming here. But we can still go across the street, and they can come here,
and we can get it on together., But the people don't look at it that way. It's
like tonight, it's Saturday night, it's three o'clock. I'm surprised. I've

got in three good hot sets with a good audience. I still got a good hot set
left to go, now, with some late late people T hope. And it's following the
fourth of July weekend, which is a toush weekend. And T just thought last
night and tonight was very good. And I bring his up, I let him do a few things.
I don't have both my amps, one out on the stase is so small, so I normally
would play with him when I'm on the guitar, and him, then I ean coach him,., But
if IT'm not on the guitar with him, I can't coach him. Tou know, I don't want
to stand and say, 'Do this, do that,' he pgot to learn tuo.

A lot of people don't understand Luther Allison. I hear these things from say



John Lee Hooker, say BB King, say Willie Dixon, Muddy Waters. Luther
Allison is trying to do what has to be done. We have our set pattern. BB King
is getting canned to death for the stuff he does. Why? I don't care what he
does, ain't nobody else going to be able to do it. I mean without BB King,
who would I be, who would Otis Rush be, who would Mick Jagger, Keith
Richard, Johnny Winter, who would these people be? Clapton? I mean why
criticise him, when Frank Sinatra can do anything he want? Mick Jaggzer can
do anything he want, why criticise BB King?

People expect certain things. Up here. on the North Side

they expect blues, from a real black blues musician. You

obviously don't feel constricted by this...
I am not going to be. I don't think it's fair. I don't see why people
continue to categorise our relationship as human beings. It's like I know
many poor white people, but the old folk is pointing white and black, why?
What about the other nationalities? I know some great musicians, in every field,
every nationality. I mean, we all suffer. You might have an accent I don't
have, you might have the same problems, or you might be the richest man in
the world, but that doesn't mean you don't got blues, or you can't express
youfself. It's just people say, 'Oh, he's white, he can do what he wants.'
Maybe. But at the same time, you can do what you want. Might take you alittle
longer, a little harder, but you can do what you want,

Things were a little different in the fifties - the blues was

the pop music of the time., Did it ever occur to you to play

anything different in the clubs, occasionally?
Yell actually I didn't think I wanted to be vrofessional, I didn't go at it
that way. I decided to be professional when I went to California and got
stranded. I went out there with Shakey Jake; the first time I ever went that
far on the road, except one time, which was in Raver Louisiana. I didn't
do this vrofessionally, I did this because it was a talent, T guess, a gift,
I liked it. We used to play more on the corners, on the front porech, never
dreamed, never thought I would be professional, or have records or anything.
I mean, it was something you lovéd, vou'd say, 'I wish I had something on the
radio,' but that was just a thing went across your mind. We all grew up, man,
we loved it. We'd all go to each others' house on a Friday, Saturday night,
we have a party, we piay the nmusic.

Was it always blues?
No, never. It's blues, whatever you could play, whatever you called it. It's
like all these years after, they call rock'n'roll. OK, Chuck Berry, Little
Richard, Fats Domino, Bill Ialey - these was the rock'n'roll people. Anything
outside of those veople, they weren't rock'n'roll. So Elvis comes through and
really makes rock'n'vroll work. But what did Elvis do, to nake rock'm'roll
work: He pot from Big Mama Thornton and Big Bo Crudup - You Ain't nothing

but a hound dog, and stuff like that. T'his is blues! And people just did not
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understand that. When Elvis stevved out on the stage, can you imagine how
many mothers and fathers did not want their younczsters to go see this man?
It's the same with the black blues. They think blues is dirty. It's black
music. But the white boys love it, the white girls love it, look at Janis
Joplin, her idol I'm sure was Tina lurner, Bessie Smith, and people like this.
ller soul had to be Tina Turner. And that's the way it is. Boy, these people
can do these things, but if Luther Allison did an Elvis tune, that's all wrong.
It's hard, but also you got a lot of bifter blues musicians, really bitter
about the fact that they didn't go any further ~ because they svent many years
as sidemen, working with other peonle. other people drop them, go on to better
things or whatever, and they're still working as sidemen, the next man come
along. You got to say,'ley! I gotta make it for me. I worked as a s:deman,
but I remember - I'm goine to go professional. And the only way I can depend
on my profession is me. So I learned how to treat my musicians right, and I
can guarantee you, there's not a musician who ever worked for me can tell
you any bad things about me. At the time I done got rid of him, he nrobably
thought I was the worst guyr in the world, but he done come back and say, 'Now
I understand what you was tryins to say. ' When it's practise time, and you
can't do this, or you can't do that, you got to tell them. And I teach him
the unity of the situation - learn what you know. If you get your own band,
when you tell a man he's wrong, show hinm where he's wrong. Can't tell a man
he's wrong, and he don't know where he's wrong at. That way you'll get along,
and treat him right. But don't let ‘“them walk over you, because they'1ll do
that to you. If they don't show on the gig, man, they two hours late, or they
just don't show, you got a problem.

What are the differences, nlaying black clubs and whlte clubs?
Let me tell you, basically. In the block clubs, it's the old tradition.
Especially Chicaro. Like I say earlier, when we started out, we had to learn
te vnlay everything that came out, that means James Brown, Sai Cooke, Otis
Redding, Nat King Cole, whatever came out and wos hot on the box, we had to
learn. Because you didn't have origirality in your head at the time, you were
just playins music.

They were expecting that in the ¢lubs, were they?
Right, And that's what they do today. If I play an all-black ¢lub, first thine
I'm going to hear played is some Tyrone Davis, Joe Simon, Johnny Taylor, O-Jays,
Yempntations, Jacksons - all of the soul people, you're gonna hear that. You
zet a reguast for BB and Bobby, yes, but not véry much

I've been in the Checkerboard when they've been nlayine the

Rolling Stones.
Right. Absolutely. But Checkerboard, that's another breed, because that come
of f the white audience, because Buddy Guy and Junior Wells play for that
audience, just like me, for many years. But they in the neighbourhood where
I grew up at, and those people in that neighbourhood have nowhere else to go.
Unless they follow some disco, or some big nightelub. And these are older peownle,
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they ain't going to those discos. And what you're grabbing for now in blues,
is a younger black audience, They just don't know.
How's that goins to happen?
Got to have prime time radio.
How do you get that?
Somebody pot some money, somebody going to say, 'We're gonna do it.' You pot
a few hard-working mneople right here in Chicago, trying to do that. Detfroit,
Cleveland, Minneapolis, on local levels.
What are the mechanice of getting a single on the air?
A single, that's no big deal. The fact is, who going to buy a single blues?
Blues is album, so you take a single off the album,that's to get airplay, prime
time. So it has to be such a commercial tune, like BB's Thrill is Gohe, other-
wise it don't make it, they won't play it. On prime time. At this time of nirht,
you might turn your radio on and hear some Luther Allison, some real old blues
from Memphis or wherever. Jimmy Johnson or whatever, richt now. But how late
is it? Where's the young people? And when you say young, you talkine about
from twelve years old all the way up to thirty.
A Jot off changes have occurred in the way black people think,
in the last twenfy years. We've had King, Malcolm X, Black
Power, Black Pride, Black Consciousness...
It's coming round now that a few blacks are besinning to go back and check
out the roots. And it's very important. There's many workshops in little private
schools in every big city now with blacks. Black culture., And black music is
the main topic, basically
Blues?
Yes. They're petting it, little by little. And it's dimportant. It's like him,
I never dreamed that he was playing music. I didn't know. You know, you get
off the road, you zo home, you go to sleep, you take yoﬁr guitar there, you
wake ur and he done put it away. By him starting so younpg now, he done turned
on a lot of kids that never would have dreamed that they'd like blues.
There are some very hot young black musicians around.
Yes, Look at Lurrie Bell. The kid is great, but let's face it, Turrie Bell
is 22 years old - he's 16.
And de you think these young puys can »ull it off, convert
their generation to the blues?
If fthey get right management, yes. If they don't, they're goinz to rgo out
there first of all and get too loaded., too drunk or whatever, too early.
Do you think the music is big enouch to stand another
generation of people playing it?
Oh yes. People are spellbpund right now, waiting. They want to see somzthing
break out. And it's happening, richt now it's hapvening. I'm 42 vears old. All
I need in the States is a record label. I'm free right now. We're trying to
negotiate with Rounder Records. Rounder and Alligator are the only two that's
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doing something, and I will not go with Alligator. I can't discuss it, but
I just don't see nothinpg he could do for me.
I'm a guy that keeps a lot inside. Perhaps I'm going to get back started on
my book. I got something in my head that I think in time people might want
to read. But right now I'm concerned about where blues is going. Totally
concerned, But I'm mcre concerned about his future. I would like to be in
a position financially to be his manager. Play when it's necessary for me
to play, not 300 days a year just to make my band's paycheck, just to make
a living for myself, just to pay rent and buy food and go to the next gin.
That's basically what it is. If I could be able to be his manager, and put
him in the right direction to know who is right and who is wrong, then I
could be more comfortable in what I've done - I wouldn't have to worry about
it. But right now I'm afraid that so much of Luther Allison went unnoticed,
it bothers me. It seem to me that people need to see Luther Allison, it's all
a critic situation. People don't see me when I'm at my best, and every time
I'm on stage, even when I'm criticised I'm at my best. They don't realise
there's a musician can mess up everything, there's a nightclub, there's a
promoter. There is just everything is wrong. But that's blues. But when thevy
knock me down I just bounce right back. And I think that's what people are
really waking up to, because this is a dog-eat-dog world. Musicians will
knock you down as long as they can, and a lot of people believe what thev read,
and they don't bother to go and see you, though maybe they've never seen you
before. But I know for a fact, I'm probably the most consistent un-comer out
here.

You still see yourself as an up-comer?
Oh yes. I've got a lot to learn, I've got a lot of things to do yet.

WVhen are ynu going to arrive?

When the time comes. I always feel, what's for me, I get it. HMuddy Uaters
auoted: 'You can't spend something you ain't got, and you can't lose something
vou ain't never had.' I like that. So I ain't dreaming out there in no clear
blue sky, 'Look at me, look what I done, I deserve so-and-so.' Sure man, maybe
I do, but whoever would have dreamed I'd have gotten this far? Because like
I say, I didn't start out as a nrofessional. But I realised I couldn't work
that day job, and put all the time I wanted to put into my music, all at the
samr timne. Especially the older you =zet. Used to be, these were the kind of
bars I was doing in Chicago - four and five o'clock - and I had to be on my
job at six or seven o'clock in the morning. At a dollar an hour, dollar and
a quarter an hour. And I was making three dollars a night if I'm lucky, or
you could drink, and at that time I didn't drink anything. So I was just there
for the music for at least ten years out of my career. And that's the way
that goes, and I'm hanpy, and I still got energy, and I like that. If I was
still in Chicago, I could be a big help to a lot of un-coming younrsters,
but I'm not. fAnd I will never move back to Chicago.

Huddy Waters is about 66 now. Do you think you'll still
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be playing blues when you're 667
Te? I'11 still play if I'm alive. But I won't do it just the way BB and Muddy
Waters is doing it. I'1l be his third hand. I want him to enjoy it., I'11l be
nushing him. I want hiu to enjoy it, accomplish something. I won't retire
professionally, I'll just cut back., Take care of myself, in other words. Take
Willie Dixon for instance, he's pot his manager sitting there on the side, and
he's too in pain to go out and do these shows every day and every night. In
all these years you ain't got enough money - OK, he got sons that's just as
good, or daughters that's just as good, to go out there and, really, prove what
to the world? You done vproved it to the world. What else has Willie Dixon got
to prove to the world? What else has BB got to prove to the world? Muddy?
Why can't they now just take a nice little time off, and have a nice little
school, play a concert once or twice a year, they going to get enourh money
to deal with it, and they esoing to gel money coming throusgh this school
situation. That's what I want to do. These nightclubs, they eat you un, man.
The concerts, they eat you up. Well hey, I'm enjoying myself, but what sood
am I when I've burned myself out, to myself or anybody else?
If I'd known I was going to go professional, I'd have wrote a lot more tunes.
But you're doing other peoples' tunes, what the hell, you're not going to
make money. But one thing is, I'm goine to have to make money to continue,
because I still want a big band. ot a huge band, but a zood horn section,
and some percussions - I figure a ten piece band, that's what I want. I'm looking
at him, at his age, I think he skould do a three piece trivn. Like Hendrix. He's
young, he got the energy, he can »ull it off. But himself, not trying to be
a Jimi lendrix, but be himself. And when that time come, the youngsters going
to be ready for it. Because right now, the musicians, the youngsters, the
writers, and all these people, have run out of ideas, man. Look at vour
automobiles, where's the styles, man? Don't nothing look right. Running out
of ideas. Except blues, you don't run out of ideas in blues, bhecause you're
gonna have blues. You got blues all over the world, now, because everybody,
every country is suffering. I'm from a different country anyway, beine from
the South, so I always have suffered, so this ain't® nothing new to me., I pgot
two musicians out there, who ain't used to these time barriers. Four o'clock,
five o'cloek in Chicago ain't nothing. I grew up with this. We used to do a
Sunday morning till four o'clock, go home, take a bath, and get ready for the
blue onday party, which starts right about seven in +he morning. And that's
what it takes. Look at Detroit Junior out there, for instance. We all used
to do thesé things. uddy used to do it. Wolf used to do it. Hubert Sumlin
did it, And still we're doing it. And then you get these guys fron Wisconsin,
Minresota, from these little places tuat have to close un at one o'clock, they
can't do it. They be bitchin and bitchin and bitchin... but when paycheck come,
no problem. They're spoilt. I had a guitar nlayer, took him dowm to tﬁi&@“Af
Checkerboard. He was from Hinneapolis, the guitar player from the ke Cranston

band. Went down to the Checkerboard, he got scared. 'Luther, I want you to krow,
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man, I'm just a suburban white boy.' 'But you told me you plays the blues.
You wants to pay your dues. This is what we have to deal with. Ain't nobody
bothering you.' He couldn't stand the environment. Peonle were drinking, and
drunk, acting the fool and having a good time, He couldn't understand that,
If they had their three-piece suits on and tie, they had their three pieces
on., If they was ragsed and dirty, they was that way too. Nobody was introducing
nobody on the stage - people was up, and doing their thing. He couldn't under-
stand that. But he was a nice guitar star, he was a wonderful guitar nlayer.
I say, 'From now on, you shouldn't tel]l peonle you play the blues.' Because
what you're doins, vou're trying to learn to vlay blues, and not understanding
or feeling it at all. 'Why are you afraid to ro into my neighourhood? Look
around you, there's white people there, you don't see them uptizht. Because
they got out the damn rich neighbourhoods, man, they wanted to know. Clapton
and them wanted to know. That's why you won't be nothing, see?!

Did you listen to Clapton much?
Ko. He's a wonderful writer. We got a jam together bufore Freddie King died,
California. Clapton, Noel Redding, Buddy Miles, Freddie Kiné and myself, few
other people. It was just fantastic.

Was it recorded?
I don't think so. Same time as I had bad management. Clanton asked me through
to tour with him, manager never did pull it off. Who is the manager of Chean
Trick, eh? But that's the way it zoes. I'm still here, Clanton's still here,
Ireddie's gone. I might go tomorrow, but the fact is, shit, I've had a pood
time. And iI've had some bad ones. But the fact is, I believe in him,., He's
going to be the same age in November as T was when I started. Excent I was
two months from beins 18 when I first tried *o really go at it. So he got a
little juup going. It's a little tougher for him now - I hate to tell him, 'Hey
man, you got to go out there and really stick with blues, otherwyise you're poing
to be eriticised.'But the kind of blues that the blues lovers - the handful
that can't support you - want, he already got that. So now you tura that
stuff around, and you make it Bernard's blues. And you go for it. If you want
to play it upbeat, if you want to play a Chuck Berry beat, you play that
beat. Jlecause you can say Stormy Monday even on that. So I think what I'd
like to do is continue to pattern ayself, carry myself in a real good way,
be able to go to Europe, be able to g0 to ilexico, where I ain't never been
yet, Japan... be able to coach hin a little » and help him when he needs it.
Because he hasn't had no daddy, far as I'm concerned, in his growing un. You
know, just off and on I'm home, two or three days, and I'm gone again. And
I think he came out pretty smoothn, and I'm proud of that. If he zets his
high school dinloma, he can always pick up a couple of years in college if
necessary, later, But right now T want him to concentrate on music. Even musie
school, when the time right,

hat do you think of that, Bermard?
Bi I'm going to stick with it. www.waitingforbuddyguy.com

1%


TQ Print & Design
Text Box
www.waitingforbuddyguy.com




