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Sughr Blue interview.

At %he Franco-American Cafe, 2845 N Clark Street, Chicago.
July 30 1882. 12.30pm

Due to the interviewer's ineptitude, a significant portion of the beginning

of the interview did not appear on the tape. During this section, Sugar Blue
spoke of his origins. He was born on December 16 1949 in New York City. His
mother was a dancer and his father was a jazz enthusiast. The first instrument
he.tried ta learn was the violin, but he gave it up; the neighbours were
suffering. He was attracted to the saxophone, but the cost of an instrument

was prohibitive, and he ended up with a harmonica which his mother gave him.

He originally started to play blues as a rebellion arainst his father, whose
jazz tastes were discriminating, and who tended to view the blues with some
disdain. He bepan to play in the streets unon leaving the army, and found
himself able to make a reasonable living. Then he did some touring with
Louisiana Red (Iverson Minter), but left that after a disagreement with the
management over money. He borrowed a friend's credit card and left for Paris,
where he worked the streets and the Metro, and where he met Cecile, who was
starting to p]ay'bass. She would play the bass line, and he would do the melody
line, "and when we run out of ideas, I'1ll start singing." They decided to "put
the act on the road," sn they bought a car and went to the south of France.

And while there, at a narty, Sucar met someone who introduced hiuself by sayine
that he lived next to ilick Jagger. Sugar had been playing at this pérty, and
this man sugfested that he telephone Mick in the morning. fe diﬁ, and he was
asked to a session. The work was hard, 12 hours at atime, but Sugar was .
enthusiastic and found it rewarding. He was, after all, playing with the Stones.
But he eventually became disappointed to find that he was arsuing with the man-
agement ab ut money - not much noney to the Stones, but vlenty to him. Keith
Richard helned hiu to sor! it out, but the image was tarnished; he was dig-
anpointed with Mick Jageger, that he could seemingly lose sight of his art behind
a pile of money.

"es.you know, the engineers set un all the equipment, and I was
supposed to some work on one of the tunes off Emotional Rescue. And they came
iﬁ, and the guy says, '"Well, here's the tune, play it." I go in, I start messing
around, you know, feeling out the tune and whatnot. I say, "Well, basically, I'm
waiting for {dick." "Jell they're going to bhe here..." So two o'clock, three o
cléck, four o'clock in the morning - where are they? And the guy say, '"Well Goddam-
mit, are you going to play it or not?" I say, "jell hevy 7ar, I'm lookine for Mick,
because he's sunnosed to be carrying my money." He says, "This is the Rolling

Stones organisation!" Blah blah blah. T said, "Look, man, I don't care who you
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blues is what? Jazz withonut the blues is... you know, rock'n'roll without the
blues, even pop music without the blues, it doesn't exist! So as = result, it's
saying how important and how vibrant and how very much.alive this art form is,
even though it's wvery much overlonked. It's kind of like overlookine the heart,
When I'm listening to you vnlay, the things you're sayine, and
technically, I feel I'm listening to a jazz man rather than
blues man. ‘
Well, I'm so much of a jazz baby, and so much into really trying to play the
music from that knid of a bag. Because as a harmonica player T owe directly
very much to cats like Big Walter and Little Walter, andrwhen thev came and when
they firs: started playing, it was very evident their jazgz influences,‘you know,
like the bics bands, the bipg band era. If you sit down and listen to Little Walter
you can hear saxovhone parts from big bands, and puitars are doing the horn lines
=--. and I owe a lot to that, and the whole concept that I'm trying to develop,
as well as a lot of jazz players that I listen to, for scales and scale patterns
and stuff like that.
You have a pretty oriminal sound. Tt seems to me that there
isn't much originality in the blues these days.
Well you know, there are very few younr veople in the blues. If you look on the
scene, the youns blues suitar players are almost forty. And at thirty-two, I'=m
one of the young, I .ean one of the babies of the music. And that's ridiculous..
I feel tha* if there was more input from the younger generation, then like anv-
thing, it would change, because then you've got young people and Young ideas,
and a different apnroach to the music. Cats like Lurrie Bell, for instance, who
really has a different concept of blues puitar, and he's got some really out of
sight stuff, in the way he goes about playing - buf he's ore of three or four
young blues guitar players. And the rest of them are Thirty-eight, thirty-nine,
forty, fifty, and as a result the music is becoming a little geriatrie. But that
has to do with the economie and socizal reality that goes along with the stiema
of beins a blues player. And also a lot of, you know, negative stereotypes, like
you know, they're all alcoholics, thev're poor miserable vpeople, they come from
the ghetto, they're uneducated, that's why they vlay this music, because they
can't play anythine~ else... give me abreak! Where does all this nonsense come
from? Natuarally, and unfortunately, it comes from a lot of reople that really
didn't understand what the music was about. They like it, but when thev sit down
and write about it, they don't understznd that first of all, it's history. This
music is black history, and naturally black history has always been an oral
tradition. Who writes about the realities of the past in America, as far as black
peonle are concerned? I mean, that were written by them, about them, and for them.
The only people that really recorded this history weee blues vpeople. I mean in

2 way that you could sit down and listen to it, literally. By literally I mean



written, sung, because you can sit down and listen to blues record of 1930
if you want to know what was haprvening with black people - Hard times are every-
where, can't find a job, I'm cannon fodder, you know, this is what's happenine.
Or people feel good, and they write a boogie-woogie song that's really talking
about how well they felt. It has to do with national, and international
history, as related to directly by and for black people. And this is the only
history, if you would, that black people can really say, "This is by, for, and
about us." But unfortunately very few people, excent in the academic world, and
that being very recently, have awakened to that reality. It's ridiculous to say,
man, but that too is the blues. Recently I plaved with Willie Dixon. I've been
a part of Willie Dixan's band for the last four or five months, which has really
been a pleasure to me. Thie man is a genius. Have you heard his latest stuff?
Tunes like, It don't make sense if we can't make peace. And It's in the News.
I mean topical, witty, very down to the nitty-gritty of what we live every day.
I mean, the songs encompass the world view - there's a line in one of thege
tunes that goes, '"They shot the president, Sadat and the pope, dah dah dah, and
it's in the news!" When I heard that stuff, I said hey, here's a man who's well
into his sixties, who has a very together head, who has nothing to do with
the stereotyres of drunken, oppressed and miserable, who's really nroving that
this music is as vital as the people that play it, and the minds behind the -»
insruments. And when he asked me to play with him, it's like "Hey man, would
you like to go Harvard?" Literally, this is what it was for me, I said, "Hey,
let me in!" And since I've been with this cat, man, his concepts musically, his
arrangements, his lyrics, his living, his day-to-day living concepts have broad-
ened and enriched me, I can't tell, I don't even know how far. But I've realised
I've changed my whole way of playing, my whole way of thinkines about music -
and what I could write in music has really chansed. Dixon is a genius. No holds
barred. And he's not even recognised or given the credit financially or morally
that he should have. But his truth stands, which is one of the beautiful things
about the blues, man ~ where it is, what it is, stands for itself. Tt is
répresentative of the power of the music that Mick Jagprer can sing Little Red
Rooster, is saying something of the vower and the all-nervasive asvects of this
small part of the black culture. And that is a statement in itself that is
amazing, and no avount of oprression or shunting to the side can fog this truth.
This is somethings that is, and it's somethinp that makes me real plad to be of
and a part of this music, and to be accepted by one of the rreat deans of this
music, like Dixon, Tike Johnny Shines, like Brownie licGee - what can I say?

It's good that he's still writing.
Yeah., But the truth is, nobody records him, nobody wants to record the man!
They got this idea that he's said everything he's going to say. It's sad, man.
What's sad about it is the audience wants to hear him. We go places and we plav
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to thousands and thousands of kids, all over the place, all over this country.
And they are ecstatic about it, they bueg out in the audience. And the lyrics
of this man's songs, you could hear a pin drop when he's singing stuff like,
It doesn't make sense we can't make peace, In the news... he's got another song
dealing with, Do what you want, which has to do with the sexmal realities that
are poing down today. Some of the lyrics are "Get you a straight or get you a
ray/ Get a man or a woman, but have it your way..." Hey man, this is what's
happening these days. I don't know anybody in the rock world or in the jazz
world who's dealing with this kind of stuff, and I mean making songs that are
really strong social and musical statements at the same time. It's incredible,
and this cat can't get a record? I've found out after being in the musical
scene, it's not that it's not commercially viable, because they can make anything
commercially viable. You know, if they can make the Ramones commercially viable,
man, then it's not about what the public wants; it's what the public is
programned to accept. After you've put ten or fifteen thousand dollars into posters,
and airplay of a record, ten or fifteen tines a day, nationally and internation-
ally, people are going to get into their heads, and they're roing to but it,
It is simply because they're not putting the money into it, bhecause thev don't
believe in it, or don't want to believe in it, the possibility of this music to
make it. But this is another economic reality that people don't want to deal -
with. Can you-imagine the millions of dollars that would be in the black
American economy if all of the music that has been written, arranged, produced,
by black people, all went into the black community? It would be a hell of a
different picture. And because economic realities also influence political realities
this is why...!

How long were you in the army?‘
Three miserable yvears. It :was really weird, man. When they drafted me, I told
them, well, T don't particularly believe in what you're doing in Vietnam. I have
supported the National Liberation Front, because I feel that these neople are
being stenped on, for your economic gain. Just like so many other realities
that I'm so well aware of. And the guy: "Well, are you telling me that you're
a communist?" And I'M sayine that if communist means that we have a common
reality here, Yeah. But if you mean am I a card-carrying Leninist or Trotskyist,
no. But we do have common intersests here. 1 don't care,if you kick me in my
behind, or if you're ten thousand miles down the road kicking somebody else in
the behind, for your economi¢ gain, you're still wrong, and we have something
in common. So I don't think that I'm going to go and shoot somebody that's
fighting the same fight that I am. They want Vietnam for the Vietnamese, I can
understand it. And the guy said, "Well, alright, he's not communist." So they
took me in, and they made me put my hand up... I said well, i4's a great book,
but I'm not particularly into it., Everybody to their own belief, you know.
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And he said, "Put your hand on the book and say it anyway." Alright, I mean
it's either five years in Leavenworth or three years in the army. This is
freedom of choice! I said, ever since I been this high, my mommy told me, Thou
shalt not kill. For any reason. Can't we discuss it? Hey man, I never did
understand what it was about. I still don't. I understand where it's coming
from, but it's so alien to the concepts that they pump.into you on one level,
and then they turn around and they go directly, 360, and they tell you, you
have a choice, and then they give you a choice like the army, or jail, and then
they say that you musn't kill people, but if it's in the national interest then
you're a hero if you kill five or six hundred people. Hey man, they're all dead,
and they all bleed, and they all have mothers and fathers just like the ecats
over here, and I'm sorry, I can't relate to the man as a gook, because it's a
racist slur. I can't relate to hin as a gook anymore than the people who
trained me in the south related to me as nigmer. It's the same thing! You're
going to send me out here to kill somebody that's in the same economic situation
~ that I am? No way! It doesn't make sense. I''s not risht. It doesn't make any
sense. So when they sent me to the war, man, I went AWOL. Sorry, man. Like, OK,
I'1l train, I'll learn how to shoot a rifle, it may hold me in good stead someday.
But I'm not going to kill nobody that's not doinc something direct to me. There's
nn possible way, I could rever live with myself again. So to avoid killing some-
one, for a really unjust cause - I mean, they impeached the president. I mean,
if the commander-in-chief ain't together, how right can.the army that follows
hinm be? If it was the Nuremberg trials, they would have put the cat away, and
should have spent forty or fifty years in jail, instead of receiving a pardon
from the govermment, which was shocking. I came back to the army after a year,
after they wound down the war...

Where had you been?
I went home. There's some gond things chout the ghetto. Try and find a black
man among five hundred thousand, when they think we all look alike anyway. They
said here's some money, you have thirty days, a thirty day vacation, before we
send you off to God knows what. And I said, well, thanks a lot, you just gave
me my out. And I went, and I joined a band, kept playing, and I was a little
nervous and whatnot, and the FBI came around looking for me. It was really
funny, man. They came into my avartment building, and they said, "Excuse me, do
you know a Mr James Whiting?" And I said, "Yeah, right up there on the third
floor, man." They went up, and I went down. Then afterwards, they;court—martialled
me, and they wanted to give me some time. They said, you ran out in the face of
the enemy. I said, "What enemy? I never saw no enemy. I never even got near the
enemy. I don't know what you're talkines about.!" But they said that I had
"mitigating circumstances" which was the fact that my father was murdered, and

my mother had a heart attack in the same week. So they said, well because of this,
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we understand thut maybe you didn't come back. And therefore, we're only

going to give you one more year in the army. As opposed to three years of hard
labour. Gee, thanks a Int. So I got out. I spent another year in the army,
and I got out. Actually I think running away fron that saved my life, because
my entire company was wiped out to a man. They were some of the people that lost
their lives for nothing. I can't remember what hill it was, they sent all these
cats un this hil]; they fought damn near to the last man, they gained the top
of the Hill, and some asshole calls un on the radio, and the guy says, "Object-
ive has been reached, and captured.!" They said, "Good, turn around and come back,"
Can you imagine this cat, man? There's this lieutenant and about five guys out

of damn near a thousand that survived this, and they said, yeah, you eot it, great,
come on back, we don't need it any more. And there was all these peonle that

lost their lives for it. And the more I think about it, the happier I am that
I left. This is ultra-musical. Well, it does have a lot to do with music,
because I think music has a 1ot to do with 1ife, but maybe people don't want to
hear about this kind of stuff. o

Yes, I just wanted some backsround or you. I was sorry to hear
about your parentsS...

Yeah, it's life. It was herd for me to deal with at the time. It's still hard

for me to deal with, sometimes. Like momma said, pressure makes diamonds, and

she nrepared me to be out here. She really did prenare me on sone level to
deal with it alone, and to deal with the kind of pressures that the black peonle
have to deal with day to day, in this country. But it's a nar* of the heritare,
it's true of me and it's true of so many other peocple too, man, because if you

fieure man, people work so hard for so little, and they have s» many kids, anrd
they have no help from the povernment - and if they help you, they stick you into
the odious situation of having to accept welfare, or aid to feed Your children,
and at the same time théy denied her her 1iving, because she was a barmaid. The
very ?uritan reality that is the law in this country says, well, you can't be
a very good mother and work in a bar. Hey man, we went to vrivate schools all
nur lives. She made sure that we atrended the best schools that she could afford.
A barmaid’s salary »aid for that., But at the same time, when they toock her to
court - because they were threatening to take the kids frou her, it was incredible,
they actually tried to set us u» acainst our mother: "Tell us something bad
about your mother." Are you kidding? "What am I supnosed to tell you? She feeds
me; she sends me to school. Yeah she conmes in late, she comes ho e stoned somne-
tines. But she's pot to drink.-That's part of her job! A customer offers vou a
drink, you can't niteh it over your shoulder. There's tips invonlved in tha*."
"But son..." "I'm not your son. I'm her sorn. What are you tryineg to do to us,

and our relationship?" You know what I'1 sayine? It's so ate up, man. I don't

know how we pgot into that.



I was readines Malcolm X's autobiozraphy, and he's ot some

bad things to say about the welfare beople. He had a hard

time.
That man was a genius. And when you look at his life, and the different musicians
that you might have a chance to read all the biosraphiies of, and you multiply
them by about ten million neople, or fifteen million reonle, that have to live
the same reality, that don't have the opportunity to speak about it - that's
when you say this shit is heavy. But what's incredible is that underneath this
intense psycholésical and physical bressure you have the flowers of Duke Ellineston,
and Tony Horrison, and Malcolm X. They're saying, "Squeeze me, baby, squeeze me,
because the harder you pack me, the brighter my diamond will shine, the more
facets." And you keen on putting on the pressure, and the diamond gets bigrer,
and look out - they're goine to have a Hope diamond staring themselves in the
face:. This is what it's about. I've seen the situation, and I know where it
came from, and I know why. and I feel that... oppression breeds evolution. And
revolution, And one of the sad thinss about that is that if peovle would deal
with the fact that the humanity, and the incredible strength that is vpart of the
black culture could he shared by the world, it would enrich the world so mneh
more and so much better, and we as human beings would profit from our differences,
as opposed to being alienated by our differences. We wruld all profit. We would
all share in that sreat Utopian ideal of civilisation. But if not, we're poing
to destroy each other. I mean on a2 world level, it's not juét the alijenation that
roes on between races. but nationalities, and classes. Tt's crazy, because if
people put this all together, and sort of like, let's nool our resources - Hey
man, everybody would have so much more, and go so much further., It's crazy. We've
got computer technolopy, and we're still digging around in the mud with it. It's
insane. But that's the blues, mant But I think it lies, as it always has, it lies
with the youth to try and go a little bit further than their parents did. I re-
member in the sixties, kids were really tryings. They were looking for another
alternative. But then they told them at Kent State, if you try hard enoupgh, we
will destroy you. You remember that? You remember there was a ereat song, 4 dead
in Ohio? These were kids, man, marchine and throwing flowers at the National
Guard, and they were shot *o death, and these were vpner-niddle class, youns
white kids, and ‘the sovernment told them, We don't care who vou are. And if they'd
really understood what the government was telling them, they was sayines, "You're
in the same bag as anyone else we'll shoot down, if you dont't go along with our
triv." Be it Malcolm X, or a Vietnamese... and evntually all our battles are the
same, which are to ret together and to oust all the poisonous factions, beins
the profiteers, the peonle who enforce our differences for profit. It's real,

man, look at South Africa. It seems there are people that continue to promote
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this even against the will of many of the white citizens that live in this
situation. Robbin Island.Boom. Shut up. But I think the more this kind of
stuff happens... and it's polarising,‘every day. The more aware reople are
that we're either all going to live here together or we're all roing to die here
together - the more that's evident, the more possibility we have for change. I
think the music has done more to get together black and white people than
any other thing that I know of. T Just played the Yontreux Fest, and you've
got people from Switzerland, Africa, China, Mexico, the UK. You got an English
cat who's a member of the government, sitting next to a cat fronm Ireland. And
they're all sittinsg there (snapping fingers) Yeah! And people come uon to me
and say, "Well, what is tie blues about?" THAT'S what it's about. It's sayino
that you all have the same things in common, that the joy of life is to be shared,
and that's what makes me so happy to be a musician, because it's about harmony.
Music is about harmony, and harmony is the most important thing that we can have
in our lives, musically or socially.

Who were you playing with at lMontreux?
Koko Taylor, Koko Taylor's band. I have to say very many things to Koko, because
she took time oﬁt of a very rushed tour, she was very pressed to get to her next
gig, and I was stuck without a band to play with, and she said, "We got to help
each other. Use my band." And I asked the cats, I said hey is it alright? And
they said, pleasure. There was Steve Freund, who just recently joined her band
for that tour, Maestro, who's a really incredible guitar player, lotta soul,
beautiful singer too; Willie D. Hayes, wha's a beautiful drummer and vocalist,
and a great human being - boy did we have fun. It's fun to be around this cat.
And unforturately I can't remeber the bassist, a really nice guy too. It was a
mas man, it was really beautiful. Coming on after Koko Taylor is not easy, let
me tell you! She had i£ lit. It was heated to the point where it was lieuid,
the audience was oozing all over the seats, man! But I came on through with a
lot of really strong support from her rhythm section, and I came through pretty
well. And then I got to hang around with some of my great loves in music, like
Lioneél Hampton, Slim Gaillard, and I 2ot to jam with BB King. Man, what a
guitar player. They can talk about all the cuitar players they want in the world,
and there's no doubt that they play really great, but when it comes to playing
the guitar, this man has a sound like no other guitar nlayer that I've ever heard.
I lave guitar, and I've listened to all of them, and they plav, and they play
well, man, but when it coves to ruitar, BB King. And this was one of the most
incredible shows I've seen hia put on in a long time. It was all topether, it
was running like a Vee-8,man. I don't know, there's somethins about music, and
the people that make the stuff live, they have such incredible spirit. You get
out there, and your heart starts beating faster and your blood runs. I don't
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know, there's something so exhilerating about it. I was like .in my world,
forget it, man. I know heaven is where.you make it. I couldn't believe it.
He made me play, boy he made me play. Being éo mucﬁ spiritually, physically
into the wusic, you can feél like, ssssshh! a laser beam coming from the cat,
it just fills you up and you just go nuts. Some of the best music I've played
this year was ri-ht there, those few minutes with him. It was really a pleasure
to be there.

Did it get recorded?
I think so. I think they record all of the stuff that goes on on the main
stage at Montreux. And I got to play with some cats that I really dig a lot,
Winton and Bradford Marsalis - this is a young jazz trumpet player and saxophone
player. You haven't heard these cats, you gotta hear them, man. Winton is bad,
but you got to listen to Bradford too. Nobody's talking too much about this cat,
but this cat comes on, really comnes on. It's very ... it's jazz, in all of its
beautiful fluidity and constant search. It sounds like, the way this cat plays
makes me think of a tune by Lee Morcan, a tune called Search for the New Land,
and every time this cat comes out to play, it sounds like that, like - "WHERE
IS IT? IT'S OUT TIERE SOMEWHERE!M He's pleying in all directions, and it's so
incredible, because he's pot the chops to p'2y deal with it. It was a pas to ,
play with those guys. That's what I love about the Euronean musical sceﬁe -
I have been able to meet, talk to, and play with jazz people. Whéreas here,
there's such a division made between jazz and blues people that you very
seldom have communication between the jazz and blues people. Huch to the loss
of both mugics. If I've been able to really say something in my way, in a litile
different way than other people have approached my instrument, I think very
much it's because of my goins into the blues, and then go into the jazz, and
then talk to the blues neople, and then talk to the jazz people, and then sit
down there and put it together, and see where it's coming from, and as a
result I'm that much richer, because I'u a part of both realities. I've always
believed the more you nut neople together, the better off they're all going to
be, because they're so much richer for all their different experiences. Their
different exneriences become an experience that's beyond them, as an individuwal.

Where were you when they asked you to play there?
I was here. Claud Nobbs, he's a harmonica player, and a harmonica fan himself,
and Willie Leiser helped me to pet over there.

| DoesMontreux pay well?

It pays fairly well. T wouldn't say that you're going to get rich doing it,
but it's a pood gig and they pay the musicians. They pay them like they respect
the music they play. It amazes me souetimes that a cat who's going to sit down
and think up a new way to make a bigrer and better bomb would be thought better
of, and paid more than an artist, who's trying to figure out a better and bigrer
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way to make people havoy. But this is =2 part of our crazy society. I'm a very
politicised person, which is pretty obvious. I cuess just being a child of
the sixties it really grosses me out that a lot of the youth, all of the youth,
is not so interested in the political realities that we have to face. I suess
the sixties showed them, sort of frustrated them, so what? all you need is love,
but =o what? They still kept killing. But if you pound on a wall lone enough,
vou're poines to crack it, I don't care how big and how thick it is. Because
the people that erected that wall, they're locked in behind it, and they need
it broken, whether they know it or not. It's a trip, sometimes you can help
somebody in a situation, and they'1l fight you for it, and then a 1ittle bit
later they'll say, "Yeah, Thanks." They may not even say it to your face. But
weneed that change. If the culture's to continue to g0y, if humanity's to
continue to po, either we're going to change, or... nothing remaims statie. If
somethine can't change, it dies, be it the human mind, or life as we know it.
If we don't change it, man, the law of nature isy, it will die. She has given us
a way to do it,.

Yes, it's difficult to wateh arms build-ups and not wonder

if we're in our last five years.
And that's Jooking at it with a lot of hope. What worries me is, Now! BOOM!
What haprened!? It's crazy, man. And every day I read in the newspaper, well
Denspak is a very rood idea, and If we have first strike and they have second
strike... before, they wouldn't even put this kind of madness in the newspaper,
because the people would have been totally outraged and horrified. Have they
forgotten Hiroshima and Nagasaki?

They were Japanese, they don't count.
They were human beings, man. That's what's horrible, because people, they look
at their exterior differences, which are so unimvortant, because T can cet a
heart transplant from you; you can rpet a heart transplant from a Afriecan that
lives in the heart of Africa, wvou can get a blood transfusion. These are the
things that are important, these are the similarities, the things that make us
hunan. I mean, if T can live on your blood and you can live off mine, that's
saying we've got a hell of a lot more to gset together about than we've =ot #a

fight about.

www.waitingforbuddyguy.com
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