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| Bob Koester interview.

‘At the Jazz Record Hart, 4243 N. Lincoln Avenue, Chicago.
Thursday afternoon, 5 August 1982.

I was going to school in St Louis U. in St Louis, to take a business course,
which I basiecally flunked, preparatory to becoming a movie cameraman. In fact

I have two brothers who are. And I had already got involved in jazz to the
extent of collecting records. I was commanded that I must go to a Jesuit school
by my Catholic parents, and I picked St Louis U. over Chicago or Loyala, in.
the south in New Orleans, because I was afraid I'd cet seduced into the world

of jazz, by the music. So I went to St Louis, where one block of*f campus Tab
Bmith was playing, the marvellous alto player, three blocks off campus was a
sallon owned by a ragtime piano player named JURBRIERNENBHESH, who wrote the

Lily Rag; two blocks in another direction was a dixieland joint, and not too

far away, a ouick streetcar ride, was ﬁ%ﬁ?ﬁﬁﬁgﬁiﬂ?jSo what really happened was

I got seduced from my studies into jazz;méithough I can't claim any particular
perspicécity in listening, I just liked it, I'm just basically a fan. So instead
of a film maker who collects records, I'm a record maker whn collects films. And
it's really just a slow nrocess, the first year I just went around the second-
hand stores looking for records for myself, and like most collectorerfd nick

up anything I might be able to swop or sell to another collector to help support
the hobby. It's like druc addiction: you become a dealer out of need. And by the
end of the year I had met a fellow named Ron Fister, who collected pop music of
the thirties, and we sort of went in teogether to buy collections, and sort of
better deals in second-hand stores, and by the end of the year it was called Ke&F
sales, doina business out of our dormitory selling old 78s. We took over the stock
of a 78 dealer, Ed Crowder, who rave vs his mailing list, and we were sort of

in business. And after I had to haul all of that shit out to his hnnse, and
neither of us owned a car, so I had to promote car to do it with, when he wrote
me, I went hone for summer and he wrote me and said, I've found af§§§§a§ just
richt next to the 8t Louis U campus for L0 bucks a month, let's open a store,
and I said go ahead. Put some money down, I sent hiax my half of the first month's

rent. And that started it. The label began as a result of that dixieland band

I mentioned, that was near the campus, (EiENEn e ix as they called them-

AR TR i

selves, I recorded them. The recording session ;a: held sometime in the early
winter or late fall of '5%, and I think it was 54 before I actnally got anything
released. I did not have the money to bay the guys, so I paid the studio rent

and made a royalty deal with the guvs, and later I had a partner who said, oh
let's just pay 'em off, you know, clean up that deal. From “then on our poliey
became one of pretty strictly at least uﬁﬁﬁwm&ﬁﬁfﬁ;”érd of course often better,
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and the retailer sunnlies the cash register. Generally speaking you could buv

records and sell then before you had to pay for them, and that's more often than

not the case, when yhu‘re in an expanding situvation - I went to a lot of distributors
and said look, these records will do you a lot more go-d in my warehouse than they

will in your warehouse, and mostly they went along with it. But things started

f}en I opened the store, noved

tightening ur, I mean ;

from 7 to 11 West abwuﬁ tﬁo énd a half years ago, and we knew that maybe thines
weren't going to be too sharp when we noved int» the back room, and of course the
comniftment was made, and everythine. But basically it was last summer when we
noticed that sales weren't - we had no way of knowineg what they should be, because
they were constantly growing - but it seemed to level off a bit. Early this vear,
only January this year, did we see.months tha weren't as good as the previos year,
but when we went intn the store, I was prepared to lose a master deal, that T may

lose, a deal to acnuire some masters. I was prepared to not issue any Delmarks at

all for a period of a couple of years. And we have manaced to put out a few thines,

and to record one or two albums. IHeaSHeve _
AGEEEY 1ive est Side Soul and Hoodoo lan Blues,

doine that, but when we reissue [loodoo Man we'll vnrobably have a five or ten

to do this exvnansion. I recretted

thousand piece year non that, and that will more than make ur for the sales we
migsed in the interim, when it was out of print. In fact it's damn cood business
tn do that once in a while with a esood album. We find that often when we reissue
albuns they d» better than the first release. Because Hoodoo fan vparticularly was
a case of pretaturity. I like to think that some of the interest in Chicapn blues

1ieht not have been nvite so widesovread if we hadn't issued the record. YOu 2o

through = and the only time they'll write =zbout an artist, a black

blues artist, is when he's :And there was a cult on Sonny Bo and there was
3 : ¥ Y

A cult oANNENNEEF. You know, BOREFBey died about the same year we issued the Junior
Wells record. I don't think the success of the Junior Wells record is entirely

unrelated to that fact. Walter died in 69. 'Hi

Yeah., 'Gosh, he was nice.' He was ijust as marvellous a player, and just as good

an artist when he was alive. But once he's dead, he's no threat to t?ﬂn
i!ﬁgggg@ But the Stones have done some nice things. They never wuse a black blues

artiset in the States, but I think mnd m went to Europe with them, ard

SCEER

No comment. IIle's such a character.

The latest one beins ST@Ea:

I wanted to ask vou about nayvment. What's the
Yell, scale right now, it's so long since we did 2 session, I don't really know,

Steve handled the Jimmy Johnsor albuns. 3ut I think scale is somethins like 600
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for a leader, for an album, or is that...? That might be sideman money. I don't
really know. I know what we pay. We have consistently paid leaders of Chicago blues
albuns well over scale. Multiples »f scale. It's vputting their business and mine

in the street if I say this - I am aware »f LPs for which the leader has been paid
$50 or $100, and has been exnected to either screw his sidemen or pay them out of
that money. I krow of albums where suys set no money, thev ret 2 record. I+ can

be arrued that if you're going to go in a studio - and it's no trick to snend a
counle of thousand dollars, even in a modest studio. We used to get sound studios,
45 bucks an hour for an eight-track studio - but the fucking tarne ran 50 or 100

bucks a reel. And if you're really doineg a nice loose session you don't want to
¥ i ¥y

be stoppine and losing performances because you're *,, Ftaveto
ﬂ!!!@% and believe me at those kind »f prices, a lot of q%uff.me+s erased,
nowadays. T didn't used to do it. In the old days it was 15 bucks for half an hour
of quarter-inch tape, and I'd just leave it on there. I'd just let the fuckine tane
roll, T was always inclined to try to have the studio to have two guarter=inch tares,
so we could have a record of everything that was done at the session. That would

be ridiculous.

m’is probably selling more records than I am, but I don't

lose money when they sell a record. I don't lose money when anybody else sells a
record. I lose money when I don't sell a record that I could sell. like Hoodoo,
we're losing money now on records that are out of print, but we're probhably losing

2 lot more money on records that we haven't issued. I go* am
- - i -

A 1 G OETEREEREY Junior W 8 PRCEreFIBEIIY No, if I was coing throuch

this neriod with the retail’ thing, and we had been the strongest blues label in

Chicago blues field, which we have never really been - £l We RAAEHEess " and then

cor. Bruce will be happy to hear that. If I was Allisator, and I

deCTd.d tn do this, screw the label for a little while, I'd be in serious trouble.

3ut I'm »rot. I have Allipator keeping the blues thing cooking, while T take this

'ittle vacation. Ve haven't been totally out of it. You'd be surprised by the number

of albu-:s we haven'r issued - the'“

SoﬁthS1de bilnes jam, with slirht inprovemenf I think in cover desien, the P=Rone
Walker and thed "&llison, we've reprrinted the Blues it Big Town, we'fe.re_
rrinted the JunME-issues, we'fve reprinted two or three other albums,
rather than delete them. So we haven't really just had to delete everything that
runs out of vaper, it just havnens that at the tiue when Hondoo Man and Yest side
Soul ran out of paner, I didn't have money to nrint anvthing. So our comeback has
berun in the fact that we haven't really deleted anything sisnificant in terms of
sales. 1 dislike deletings any record. You're sitting next to a stack of naper that

e 3 ‘Jd:; [
renragents the 1Ta§ Tine Suitar

hblues, and those'll ro out to Califorria someday before ton lons, and set ijackets
1%



made up - I was going to get them done locally, but it's become nrohibitive to
have jackets made here. So we haven't really deleted much. I may do

Slidewinder. It's a nediocre seller, it doesn't gell as well as it should, and I
think it might benefit from being dronped for a year or two, and then repackaped.
But I hate to do it, because it hurfts our credibility with retailers, to have
things that mipght be perceived as being good sellers to go out of print. Probably
the only place in the country where we could sell Slidewinder would be the East
coast, where JB works and virtually lives now. It's a decision I haven't made,

we are out of the record, at this moment we don't have it, but I inagine most of
nmy distributors have it. It takes a while for the pineline to emoty out, and on
a thing that sells 300 a year, it can take a year. We might conceivably ret some

overstock returns on that.

What was your last recordine session?

Last recording session was Wy oonnson's
January and February, or December, Januvary and February. There were three or
four sessions, and mixdowns. Recordine now can soietimes in volve, even on a blues

recnrd, can involve an hour of mix time , an hour in tne studio, or even so7etives

two hours. I think @H¥

not sayine Jiﬁﬂy's an amateur. Jimmy's new album 1s a much more pnlished kind of
thine than I versonally could do. I ¢ould not nroduce record like that.m
m who's just left us to go to law school, he's been accented to go to

=

University of Chicapo Law School, Steve produced it, and T would have to get hinm

or someone like hin to produce another albumn like this. Probably, it's possible,
Jimmy can do it unaided. I dn not bring any musieal concepts to the studio, other
than the idea of recordine 2 barnd that T heard somewhere and lited, If the musician

doesn't have his shit together, I sure as hell can't - I'm no bandleader, I'm not

an arrancer, I'n no musician, 88k, usually with no

money in the bank. But our nlan basically is to issue Jimmy's record, follow it

with a Ped@Ewe of Hondoo Man 3lues, Junior \mg then something new, mavbe the

NenphdswSddis. “emphis Slin or sonethineg on Pearl. We have a 1ot of vroduct. I could
show you 20 re=lly cood blues albums that would sell in the 3000 tec 10 000 rance,

we could rut onut ten, mayhe twelve., We've pot a & ; LPy an p;;:ig:fj

rae

el PE ROt Tringto-end A ERat, nAb EFEEr |

I think the idea wns eond, it needed more rehearsal, or more studin time, 2and better
editine. Electric Sleep sorta got nut down, nobody liked it. It was too country
for the Chieaen blues fans, and it was too modarn for the ecountry blues neonle,
and at the tive we did é&é%%??g¢§¥géﬁfw%%a%mﬁlﬁiﬂﬁﬁﬁ John with Ear] Hooker and
Sunnyland S1im and Jim~y Dawkins and all t ese things.- at the time we did that,
at the ti.e we released it, there was absolutely no market for thirties blues,
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you know, the late thirties, the

the rPcord ﬂl?hf have soundnd like that. 3ecause we had

e piclih

hasically nulline that in. It needed more rehearsal. 1'd ]OVF to have used Junior
Wells on that. &f&ﬁﬁﬁ? John sat in on blue monday at

and John didn't look 1live ~mch, 1ittle guy, old, very helnless-looking, %éé%le =

he nrobably looked feehle when he was ten years old, from all the stnries I've
heard ~ and I think Junior kind of under-estimated him, but before he got through
the first tune Jurior did something I've never seen him do before, and that's sit
in with somebody, who's sitting in. He doesn't do tha* often, with somebody of
lesser stature than say James Cotton or Little Walter, doine duets, or he'll sit
in if "Muddy Waters would come in, I'm sure he wouldn't =nind sittine in. But he
wouldn't usually sit in with 'Milwaukee Sam'. That's about it, that storr, vou asked
about the money, and I can't pen very s ecific, but it's good, we pay good noney.
I'm not into payinr verformance royvalties, or signing an artist tn an execlusive
contract. T don't think it's a very gond deal for a very small label like
myself - I ~et the exclusive service of the artis: for one year, and I have to pay
rovalties for ever. And the artist at the end of that deal mirht make a flat-rate
deal with someone else, who will puft his record out on a budret series. We could
conceivably nut most Delmark records out as bud - et records, bnt we'd have to delete
a2 lot of very po~nd records.

So you don't do royalties deals?
We have mln fact I should be sitting in there knnekineg out statements
mgeght now. I'd rather talk. But we honour the deals we ya%e.:."”_ ; not *E;nﬁke

-GWdﬁayéygma$mﬂﬁ%ﬁﬁat tq*rﬁy"Tﬁl-ﬁffen ever. Tt would make it

S T

difficult to 5éj3 the comnany, if I ever wanted to retire. Rovaltry deals usrally

i AB e & it

involve five nercent royalties, which nermits a company to lease a naster for ten
nercent and still pay the artist. Royalty deals involve, usually, front money,
sonetimes none, deductions for cost of sidemen, deductions for cost of srudio rent,
deduciions for ¢ ver disign cost,; sometimes for neratives, sometiies for the cost
of printing the jacket, the cos. of the road tour, the limousines, the whores, the
heroine, the cocaine, the advertising. I mean, record co panies that make royalty
deals very often make such deductions that the arftist would bhe hetter off to take
a few thaousand dollars of flat ioney. There's nore guv, a blues artist, but he
attracted the attention of a najor coipany, did =~n LP, and thev char-ed him two
thousand dnllars for the three models and the nhotogranher who tonk the nhoto, and
that's chean. Three nodels. And he said, 'I didn'f mo to hed with arvy of those
sirls, and they cost me $%N0 apiece!' Most ar'ists would be well advised to take
rovalties denls, if he's d=alins with a company that's goine te pive hinra decent

count. There are fairly po d-sized ¢ mnanies that voull such shenanigans over
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royalties. If you rot $15000 against royalties, and Koester's offerins you $5000
flat. well if you ref the $15000, which isn't always the case, if you actually eet
the $15000, obviously that's a better deal, because you've got the §15000 and you
mischt cet the five. But when you hear about money naid to artists in advance of
royalties, you very often are not talking about cash money in the pocket, you're
talking about a budget. You're talking about a production budret. You're talkine
about a fee to an A&R man, youve talking about studic rent, tane, g{demen, anything
that the company wants to charese arainst that record, and you get vshatever's Jeft!

i

Sometimes there's nothing left. The wunion would insist on scale as a mini um. !y
royalty deals, I don't think there's any reason not to say, cenerally were 5%
royalties arainst scale. with sidemen =nd studio rent as deductions. I didn't
dedvet for... oh, I think the first one or two guys who wanted full-colour covers
I did, because it was a hell of an expense. You™d put a colour photo on a cover,
and it isn't jus! a matter of payine a photorravnher a little more monevy to do a
¢o'our shot, you're talking about colour seps, which can run as hich as a
thousand dollars, you're talking about a four-colour printing job - althousgh now,
album nrinting has got to the voint where you can print four just about as cheaply
as one - your printing cost is not the main factor. You rot these biz co'our presses,
maybe twelve colours on an enormous nress, the nress has colours so vou pet the
colour you want, if you're using the nrocess richt, and it doesn't cost that
much mnre than one or two colours. There's not really much saving on one-colour
envers any more, There used to. that's why when we reprint our covers, like
Luther Allison, T-Bone Walker, and when we nrinted the Eddie Vinson, we 0o with
this blue, we use what's called nrocess blue, which is the blue that's used in
half-tone colour printing, and it's a nice blue, T like it, and it's almost
becoming a trade mark. You see Blues Piano quy over there, that's out of nrint,
it nceurred to me to put 'orey' in red, and have 'blues piano' in blue. I don't
really know, I'd seek the advice of a rood desiesner. 3ut it renerally seems to work
when we jus- nut the artist's name in thris process blue when we renrint it two-
e¢o'our. It makes a two-cnlour job out of a one-colour thing. But if you =m0 to a
jacket copany, and youn v»rint on the cardboard, pgenerally vou have ta deal in what's
called nroacess colours, S0 if vou want an oranrse, it's two colour, and little dots
hanren. There's what's called PMA, PSA, what the hell, it's a coloyr system, and
if yon want certain colour inks used, then yvou have to go to a smaller press, and
eneral'y it beco.es more evpensive, There i=s 2 Caradian c¢o nanv thourh, *hat dnes
M8 colours for very little more money than nrocess. T ruesgs they just fit i+ into
a busy schedule. Buf you might have to mayhe wait a little extra, I don't reallyr
know.

I've been talking to a -usician (John Littleiohn) wha's

heen at emrtinr to reclain 1asters from various co panies, hoth

here and in Eurene. Yhere dnes he stand?
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Well, the man ~made the work for hire, =nd it's up to hine to nesotiate - I mean,

if you sell something, and you do not makeit part of the deal that you set to buy

it back if you want to, then you have fo so to the man and nake the man hapny, and
buy it back. If you sell a car and you chanege your mind, it's exactly the same
thine. It is a master richt. You're dealine with sonethines rather ethereal - with
art. An artist is the author of the work. It's like a painter, if he sells a painting,
it's exactly the same thing, it's a work of art. He sells that paintine and he makes
his money, and he gsoes his way, and the suy cers the nainting and he roes some-
where else., Putting a price on art is a very difficult, difficult thing. What a
record company buys, they ~et a proverty, and the phrase is used - a vronerty.

And when you think about all the records that get bootlerpged, I mean half the

fuekine blues records in this store, no not half, a gond third are bootleps. I

tell you, more than half the ones in the new releases arei

gﬁ? Because I keer
bootlegs, if a bhontlep don't sell well, fuck it, I don't want it in the store. I
get money from my store, and I lose money on my label, and I record Junior Wells,
Buddy CGuy, Ris Joe Williams, and I pay them money, and sonebodv else rores alone
and decides they want to issue Junior Wells, and there is not -uech I ean do. T

f:% ho~rtlepred, I have a George Lewis record over here in the

Preservation Hall jazz section, and two thirds of it is Delmark Teorge Tewis

masters, with audience overdubbed. I've got a JT Brown record, on Flyright, that

is a bootles of masters that I own, that I issved on lPearl. 1f of my
Fearl albun is hootleswed on Flyricht, THET =i ~ed to pay me ros jf?fh;?T said

no, give some money to Browr's widow, and they're suvvosed to delete it when they
run out, but when's that poino to be? So unless you conyright a master, and are
willing to spend money protectines that conyright, suinec veonle who might bootlecs
it, you don't really =zet much. You get the privilege, you set the best source
material, but I don't see why an artist should just be able to arbtrarily walk
back and g2t his money back. No artists have ever tried to buy their masters from
me. I would sit down and discuss it, but T wouldn't feel an obhlipation, say 'Here,
I made my money, here's your tape.' Becsuse the artis* that wants his master hnck
is the artist that can take that master and ca» sell it somewhere. T mean, Big
Joe Williams isn't gnine to core back to me and say here, cive me hack nv tapes,
because there's nowhere he can ro and pet any money for it. I mean, Bi~ Joe Williams
master tanes are worth Jess money than it talkes to way thestudio rent. And I mean
that, really. Yon ro to buyines record masters Lhat have been issued, and you are
dealing in very small money. The kind of money that's paid to lease uiasters, lilte
when Kinr records leased the English richts, you would be amazed how 1ittle monew
is involved. It's not a lot of m.ney. Flyrirht, mar, they leased a whole goddam
Cobra, Chief, Profile, Awe, Formal, Abet catalogue, and I don't believe they vaid
more than a few thousand dollara in advance. ﬁﬂéy nay royalties to the Fuy who
cwn® the master, in FHe sawe way T deal with a royalty artist. T pay front 7oney,

and a royalty, and the front money is an advance on the royalty. I lease a master
17



to Peavine records in Janan, and it's the same thing. In Japan you ret more monev,
because the records =ell for more money. I have leased LP masters for $100. I
did a deal on Australia, ¥50 an album, for three albuvs. It was a long time ago,
it wonld be li%e %150 now. Who are some of the labels this guy is trying to set
his masters from?

Arhoolie, Black & Blue...
Well, the time for sonebody %o do that, tn try to buy the rights - he is offering
to nay monev, is that it?

I'm not really sure. He just wants them back.
He thinks he ought to have them. Well, that's a naive thought. The guy doesn't
¥now much about selline, I bet if he s»1d a car, or if he boueght a ear from some-
hody, whether he felt he had a szond deal or not, he wouldn't exnect the ~uy to
cnie and renossess the avtomobile, as long as he paid for it.

I think his pgrivce is that he's not getting any royalties. I'm

not sure what the deals were...

> A survrising nunber of records made

He mipght not have made a deal %y set :
for the much-reverad Caicago blues labels, R&B labels, were made with no noney
involved. I've had artists come to me, 'Hey, I don't wan* any money, I inst want

a record out.' The idea beinz that Tthev're so sure that the record will mean
instant fame and fortune. The record is a way to get that, so it's worth rivine

u» money. I don't want to namne labels, because I only have hearsay, but some labels

Pay thne sidenen, pay the

would have @
studin, ﬁse a roocd studio, but no money for the leader., He might cet royalties on
sonrs. Ir some cases they'd sell the songs, or they'd give un the songs too.

Because you're dealing in records that renerally sell poorly. The maximum sales
notential of an albunr by a Chicago blues artist, who is totally unknown, his first
alhum, the maxiasun, I think Iglauer would fell you, five +o ten thousand. And that's
bir, that's with a 1ot of nrovntion. I don't think he did more than 15000 on thre
firs!t Hound Dog, zand T douht that he's done that well on anythin~ s=ince, Maybe,

I don't really bnow, I havern't talked numbers with Bruce in some tine., Bv*t the

nice thing about blues is, they are steady. You know you're going to sell, when
you nut out a Chicago blues record, you know, if it's anythine at all, you're
w»inz tn do two or three thovsand. If deoesn't pay everything. If you spent two or
thre= t ousand on studio rent, and then you're »ayines a courle of thousand to
sidemen, and then you're payine a thousand or more to the leader - and you sell
two thousand records, that's §7°097 or something like that, and you're payvine
freight on the records, you're paying for jackets, pressinss - your nhone bhill,
man, 1 mean, we're inactive, bﬁt we have a $150 a morth nhone bill, or 135 bucks

a "onth, and we're not doing shit. Some of that's Jaz ' Recnrd Mart busines=, =2n
nccasional vpersoral call on a local level, yovr know, call my wifc, see if Adinner's
ready - it's just, you're on the phone tn the pressing plant twice a month, jacket

ntante once a month, each, and we deal with three diffe ent iacket nlants. The shit
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adds us, man., Therets a2 nercention aitonc certain people that every dollar that n
record co'nany ma<es is free and fair money, over and above what they nay the artist.

A 1ot of musicians think that.

Well, thev look at a majior en nany sellineg a million records 4
eV AT R S COOER O SR C PO : and, or one isand. They

find five thousand unhelievable. TI'+ sure mosi. of the artists that we record do

not believe the nunbers. (S nRerigood r 8¢ The

artist we have never had an exelusive contract with ig the hest-known artist an

the 1nbel. SNINEMNERIIS. Some of the best records or the label. Wever = bad one.

And never a snuidreon of naranoia. The bread is there, he =0t his morney. Ie did

edid for me, probably will

ge honuses.

A2lwyavre he the cage. lle'a rotten honuses. At one noint we arranced a deal where he
g0t a - which ve could have cut onrselves in on, bastarde had cut hi ont, Tt
involved £ilm richte though, so we would have been on tricky leral ~round. Ve just
§imn'y had to rake the cherue nut ‘o Junior, and I %now for a fact that he pot more
money for makin~ that deal than he cot for makins the Hondon Man Blues =alhum.

There were otha~ resasons and excuses tn rive him money -~ he peeded money, hn wasg
gick onee, T just wrotn out a chenne. I d-n'' want to sonnd ratronising, shit, m=an,
And the money he's rotten eut of the records - every tize we do a new recnrd i+
rosts a whole 10t more noney - I sor of firure what T ran 2y hi: on the baesis

of a nraojection of the ne-t sale, nlus what the other records wonld have eavrned

him. if they had hern royalty deals. You know. I don't think he's lost any money.

gﬂ_becauqe -

SR e
SRS 0

where we are

fuck 'em, what A4id they do? We have a s3+uation with one artist,

rayine somebody royalties, ~nd +4B not,.. torn off

your recorder a second...

www.waitingforbuddyguy.com
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