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My thesis explores the impact of race on Chicago Blues musicians from 1985 to 2012, a 

time when musicians began publicly challenging the control of their music by white promoters. 

While there are a few scholarly works that discuss race and blues, none of them are written by a 

Black Chicago Blues musician. This thesis fills that void and provides further insight on race and 

marginalization through the experiences of musicians captured in their oral histories. 

 Chicago-style Blues music is an African American art form that since its inception has 

been controlled and commodified chiefly by whites, who are gatekeepers. I argue that white 

gatekeepers mostly hire white blues artists as headliners for blues festivals, recipients of record 

label contracts, and winners of blues music awards. This thesis answers the central question: Do 

white gatekeepers predominantly hire, market, and give awards to white blues artists over Blacks 

because they are racist, or is it because it is more profitable to bolster white artists? Importantly, 

these actions are not mutually exclusive, meaning gatekeepers may hire white artists over Blacks 

because white overrepresentation among blues consumers may create market incentives for 

promoters to privilege white artists over Black musicians. In other words, the gatekeepers may 

be responding to white consumers' racist preference for white blues artists. 
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 CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

In 1971, Bruce Iglauer received a $2,500 family inheritance and used it to start Chicago’s 

most eminent blues record label, Alligator Records. Alligator Records is the longest-running 

record label that exclusively publishes blues music. The first artists Iglauer recorded was Hound 

Dog Taylor and the House Rockers. Hound Dog Taylor was an African American blues singer-

songwriter, who performed regularly on Chicago’s Southside. Iglauer recorded Taylor and his 

House Rockers, live at Florence’s Lounge for two nights. The record was a success for Iglauer, 

so he continued recording more African American artists. During the span of the next thirty 

years, Alligator’s roster changed from being exclusively African American blues artists to 

racially mixed. On May 19, 2011, Bruce Iglauer, was interviewed by the Chicago Reader and 

was asked about the change. His incendiary remarks sparked outrage amongst Chicago’s blues 

musicians; especially the African American musicians with a parent who had been signed to 

Alligator Records in the past. Iglauer replied, “I was marketing to the white audience. No doubt 

about it… show me an African American artist who has their act together in business… who 

doesn’t have a significant drug or alcohol issue… and I will take that artist real seriously.”1 

A year later, his article became a major topic of discussion at an academic symposium, 

“Blues and the Spirit,” at Dominican University on June 8, 2012.2 The symposium panel 

included six African American Chicago Blues musicians, three white blues music industry 

employees that advocated for Black Chicago Blues artists, and one white Chicago Blues 

musician. All of them spoke out about racism in the blues music industry. This thesis continues 

the work started at that symposium asking this central question: Do white gatekeepers 

 
1 David, Whiteis, “At 40 years old Alligator Records continues to evolve” The Reader, May 19, 2011, 

https://chicagoreader.com/music/at-40-years-old-alligator-records-continues-to-evolve/ 
2 “Opening Plenary: 2012 Blues and the Spirit Symposium,” YouTube Dominican University, River Forest Il, June 

8, 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cnqA20vPV7k. 

https://chicagoreader.com/music/at-40-years-old-alligator-records-continues-to-evolve/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cnqA20vPV7k
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predominantly hire, market, and give awards to white blues artists over Blacks because they are 

racist, or is it because it is more profitable to bolster white artists? Notwithstanding, they are not 

mutually exclusive, meaning gatekeepers may hire white artists over Blacks because white 

overrepresentation among blues consumers may create market incentives for promoters to 

privilege white artists over Black musicians. In other words, the gatekeeper may be responding 

to white consumers' racist preference for Blacks. 

Chicago-style Blues music is an African American art form that since its inception had 

been controlled and commodified mostly by whites. I will argue that blues music gatekeepers 

mostly hire white blues artists as headliners for blues festivals record label contracts, and 

winners of blues music awards. This happens for two reasons. First, there are white music 

consumers who want to see people that look like them perform blues and will pay a significant 

amount of money to see it. Secondly, white people have more spending power than Blacks, 

which means it is more lucrative to market to white consumers. To understand these consumer 

dynamics, I will highlight that African American Chicago Blues musicians are not marginalized 

from performing in Chicago Blues clubs; in fact, they dominate Chicago’s live music scene. 

However, white club owners controlled the careers of Chicago’s Black blues artists by paying 

them less than what they are worth, barred them from playing other clubs than their own, and 

stipulated how their music should be played. Evidence shows that even though African American 

artists dominated the live clubs, they were underpaid and exploited by the owners. Chicago Blues 

clubs paid very little in the 1980s and the pay did not increase throughout the mid-2000s. For 

Chicago Blues musicians to earn a living, many of them toured. Blues magazines were a popular 

way for blues artists to promote their upcoming tour dates and albums. Research shows white 

blues artists outnumber blacks on magazine covers, as blues award winners, and Chicago’s top-
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selling record label owner admitted in 2011 that he discontinued signing African American blues 

artists. 

Blues authenticity was obscured by gatekeepers and academics who type casted blues 

musicians as poor, illiterate, and destitute. To get perspective and voicing of Black blues 

musicians that laid the foundation for Chicago Blues, I referred to Willie Dixon’s I Am the 

Blues, Billy Boy Arnold’s A Blues Dream, Buddy Guy’s When I Left Home, and Bobby Rush’s 

I Ain’t Studyin' Ya. These autobiographies delineated how the authors struggled with racism in 

the blues music industry and their everyday lives.  

None of the publications focuses on the control white gatekeepers have on blues music, 

and the adverse effects gatekeepers had on Chicago’s Black blues artists. There are no published 

works that are written about Chicago Blues musicians and race, from a Black perspective, let 

alone a Black, Chicago Blues musicians’ perspective. As a Chicago Blues drummer, who has 

performed on the blues scene for twenty years and has discussed race with various musicians 

many times, my experience adds to other African American musicians who have written about 

racism in the music business or conducted oral histories with their cohorts. In the late 1960s, the 

esteemed jazz drummer Arthur Taylor wrote Notes & Tones.3 In the book, Taylor, interviewed 

his colleagues about the evolution of jazz music, racism in the music business, and white 

gatekeepers. Some of the interviewees were Miles Davis, Nina Simone, and Randy Weston. This 

thesis is inspired by Taylor's work, but instead of jazz shaping the motif, I refer to the blues.  

Importantly, I interviewed ten Black Chicago Blues musicians and used their testimonies 

to support my argument. The interviewees will show that racial discrimination and economic 

gain are the reasons why white gatekeepers hire and market white blues artists more often than 

 
3 Arthur Taylor, Notes and Tones: Musician-to-Musician Interview, (New York, NY: De Capo Press, 1977). 



4 

Blacks. Most of the interviewees are originally from Chicago, others migrated there during the 

1970s, into the 1990s. They all currently perform on the Chicago Blues scene and have been for 

many years. 

The method I utilized to conduct oral histories is called the snowball method, used by 

historian Anne Enke in her book Finding the Movement; Sexuality, Contested Space, and 

Feminist Activism. The snowball method occurs when interviewees refer potential narrators to 

the interviewer.4 An example of this is when I interviewed the lead singer for the legendary blues 

band Mississippi Heat, Inetta Visor, I asked her at the end of the interview, who should I 

interview next, and Visor referred me to Tony “T. C.” Coleman who is a drummer that has 

toured with some of the most famous acts in blues, including Etta James, Bobby Blue Bland, and 

B.B. King. Coleman’s father was a blues singer in the 1960s known as, “King” Coleman, who 

penned a hit song, “The Mashed Potatoes Man.” Coleman recommended I interview E. G. 

McDaniel who is a second-generation Chicago Blues musician. McDaniel’s father was Floyd 

McDaniel— lead singer for the 1930s quartet The Rhythm Rascals. Some of the musicians lead 

their band, and others are band members who perform in many different bands; the industry term 

for them is side musicians. My questions included how race had affected their parent's careers: 

1.) Did your father/mother have a white fan base or a majority African American? 

2.) Did your father/mother receive royalties or fair compensation for their work? 

3.) Did your father/mother discuss racism in the music business? 

 

 After asking the interviewees questions about their parent's careers, I asked about 

theirs: 

 
4 Anne Enke, Finding the Movement; Sexuality, Contested Space, and Feminist Activism (Durham, N.C & London, 

U.K: Duke University Press, 2007), 15. 
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1.) Do you have a white fan base or mainly African American? 

2.)  Do you think white blues musicians make more money than African American blues 

musicians? 

3.) Do you think the music business is racist towards African Americans? 

The oral histories in this thesis were approved by the Institution Review Board (IRB) in 

compliance with the guidelines for all research that involves human subjects.5 The IRB 

guidelines are derived from the “Oral Histories Association (OHA) Principle and Best Practices” 

document revised in 2018. The guidelines protect the rights of the narrators. This is achieved by 

conducting interviews with integrity and respecting the narrators and the communities from 

which they are from. “This means a commitment to an ethical process and to honoring diverse 

cultural values, ways of knowing, and perspectives.”6 Interviews that are not conducted in 

compliance with the OHA or IRB may misquote and misconstrue interviewee statements or 

publish interviews without written consent. The oral histories in this thesis were conducted with 

written consent from the subjects and is reflective of the narrators unaltered opinions and lived 

experiences in the blues world. 

Chapter one of the thesis discusses the origin of Chicago Blues from 1940 to 1985. 

Chicago Blues has a rich history that began with Southern blues musicians who traveled to 

Chicago in the 1940s and 1950s during the second wave of the Great Migration. I will explain 

the employment conditions upon their arrival to Chicago and how Chicago Blues musicians 

earned a living with their music. By the mid-1950s blues, and other forms of African American 

 
5 IRB-2022-384, Oral Histories of Second-Generation Blues Musicians on Race, November 9, 2022. I changed the 

title of the thesis after it was IRB approved. I extracted “Second-Generation” out of the title since there were a few 

artists included in the oral histories whose parents were not blues musicians. 
6 “OHA-Principles and Best Practices: Principles for Oral History and Best Practices for Oral History.” Revised 

October 2018, https://oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/. 

https://oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
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music were covered by white pop singers. I then discuss why this occurred and how it affected 

blues artists. Next, I discuss how the 1968 Chicago uprisings affected the Chicago Blues scene. 

When Martin Luther King was assassinated in 1968, many Chicago Blues clubs on the cities' 

South and Westsides were destroyed during an uprising. However, later that year the first blues 

club on the Northside opened, precipitating a burgeoning blues scene in a predominantly white 

neighborhood. I also discuss the origin of Chicago’s blues industry gatekeepers, who consist of 

the owners of the Chicago Blues clubs, concert promoters, record labels, members of award 

show committees, and blues magazine owners. 

In chapter two, I discuss the origin of the Chicago Blues festival and why the festival 

promoters hired white blues acts. This will explain how white blues artists became a mainstay at 

the Chicago Blues festival which caused a trend that continued from 1985 until 2012. Next, I will 

discuss what constitutes a Chicago Blues artist as “authentic.” “Authentic” blues musicians have 

been type-casted as being from the South, illiterate, poor, and destitute. These tropes truncated 

most white blues artists from being hired at Chicago Blues clubs while Blacks were being 

stereotyped. Next, I reveal that African American blues artists were being excluded from being 

on the cover of blues magazines, headliners at blues festivals, and winners of awards at blues 

award shows. White blues artists in 2011 were dominating these platforms, while Black artists 

were being marginalized. Bruce Iglauer admitted that he was not interested in signing Black 

artists to his Alligator Records label and the following year, that became fodder for discussion at 

“The Blues and the Spirit Summit” held in 2012, at Dominican University.    

 In chapter three, I reveal the oral histories of ten Chicago Blues musicians. The 

interviews will offer further insight into the people and themes discussed in chapters one and two 

and highlight answers to the thesis question: Are Black blues musicians being marginalized 
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because blues music gatekeepers are racist, or is it because it is more lucrative to hire white blues 

artists? 

Chapter four is the conclusion of the thesis, and it will cover all of the major themes 

discussed throughout the thesis.  
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CHAPTER II: THE HISTORY OF CHICAGO BLUES 1940-1985 

 

There are many definitions for the blues. Willie Dixon, the author of I Am the Blues, 

noted, “The blues are the facts of life, it is the roots, and all of the rest of America’s music is the 

fruits.”7 I define blues music as the soundtrack for African American’s pains and struggles in the 

United States. Blues music does not have a distinct definition because it means something 

different to all that invest their lives performing it. Furthermore, the exact date and location of 

where the blues originated are inconclusive, which is another aesthetic that adds to the obscurity 

of the music. Blues historian Amiri Baraka claims in his book Blues People, that blues is rooted 

in slavery and began from work songs before the antebellum period, in Mississippi.8 However, 

more recent research reveals in Chris Thomas King’s book, The Blues the Authentic Narrative 

of My Music and Culture, “Blues music was created in the 1890s, in New Orleans, by free 

Black Creoles.”9 Despite conflicting locations and dates of its origination, it is agreed by 

historians that it began in the South after the Reconstruction era, which was a violent and 

tumultuous time for African Americans. This was due to racial discriminatory laws known as 

Jim Crow laws. Lynching had become so pervasive in the South that in 1892, Ben Tillman, a 

one-eyed governor for the state of South Carolina nicknamed “Pitchfork,” publicly supported 

lynch mobs and “preached unrestrained white supremacy.”10 It was an extreme act of violence 

used mostly to regain economic control and reduce all political gains African Americans had 

amassed during Reconstruction. White vigilante mobs lynched African Americans with impunity 

 
7  Billy Branch, interviewed by Andrew Thomas, November 15, 2022. 
8 Amiri, Baraka Blues People: Negro Music in White America (New York, NY: Harper Press, 1963),61. 
9 Chris Thomas King The Blues the Authentic Narrative of My Music And Culture (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 

2021), 20. 
10 Michael J. Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights: The Supreme Court and the Struggle for Racial Equality 

(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 12. 
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after President Rutherford B. Hayes pulled military occupation out of the South in the aftermath 

of the Civil War. Military protection from the mobs was paramount for African American 

survival during and after the Reconstruction era. Without it, whites could lynch Blacks with no 

consequence.11 Lynching continued into the twentieth century: 36 African Americans were 

lynched in 1917, 60 in 1918, and 76 in 1919.12 Some of the Blues musicians that lived in the 

South during this period managed to circumvent the racial violence, and they shared their stories 

in their autobiographies.  

Big Bill Broonzy, born in 1893 in Mississippi, was known as the godfather of Chicago 

Blues. During Broonzy's late teens, he left home and traveled throughout the South as a blues 

musician. He experienced trauma when he was nearly lynched by whites, and barely escaped the 

incident by stowing away on a freight train. A white man helped him by assisting him onto the 

train and giving him food. The man told him before they departed, “Goodbye and good luck but 

don’t ever come back here again [meaning the South] because we don’t like Negroes in this part 

of the world.”13 Broonzy followed the white man's advice and migrated to Chicago, like 

thousands of other African Americans who left the South in this era, known as the Great 

Migration.  

After the turn of the century, African Americans left the South in masses. “Between 1915 

and 1918, five hundred thousand African Americans left for cities like Milwaukee, Cleveland, 

Chicago, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, and Detroit. Another 1.3 million left the South between 

1920 and 1930.”14 Subsequently, African American southerners continued to migrate to Chicago 

 
11  Amy Louise Wood, Lynching and Spectacle: Witnessing Racial Violence In America, 1890-1940 (Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina: the University of North Carolina Press, 2009),6. 
12 Michael J. Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights, 122. 
13 Bill Broonzy, Big Bill Blues, 16. 
14 Clyde Woods, Development Arrested: Race, Power and the Blues in the Mississippi Delta (New York, NY: Verso 

Books, 2006), 36. 
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not only to avoid being lynched but also to circumvent racist practices such as peonage. This was 

a system in which mostly African American and poor whites were arrested for violating arbitrary 

laws like vagrancy, or for simply being unemployed. 

Willie Dixon was born in 1915, in Vicksburg Mississippi, when at just 13 years old he 

was arrested for stowing away on a Northbound freight train while traveling to Chicago. Dixon 

stated in his autobiography I Am the Blues, “The next thing I know, the guys (the police) put 

cuffs on us and put us in the back of this damn little truck. They locked us up all night, picked up 

five or six other guys and all of them were Black.”15 Dixon was arrested for hoboing, detained, 

and a victim of peonage. Willie Dixon was a victim of this scheme for a month at Harvey Allen 

County Farm. He was beaten by men with leather straps before he escaped the plantation by 

stealing a mule and riding it to Memphis. When he got to Memphis, he “hoboed” again to the 

freight yards of Chicago, arriving in 1936. 

Bobby Rush is another Chicago Blues musician who migrated to Chicago. He did not 

leave the South under duress like other blues musicians. Instead, he left to abandon his inherited 

job as a sharecropper. Rush was born in 1937, in Claiborne Parish in Northern Louisiana. Rush 

explained, sharecropping was a daunting task because his family and all the Black sharecroppers 

in his hometown were being cheated out of their earnings. Rush explained,   

A big part of the sharecropping deceit was that all the plantation owners had these little 

stores. Black sharecroppers would buy from these stores, [mostly] on credit…In other 

words, you paid up when your fall crops came in. Problem was that the little profit you 

made went right back into the hands of the very plantation owners that you were 

sharecropping for. Not to mention that if they charged you two dollars for flour, they 

 
15 Willie Dixon, Don Snowden, I Am the Blues: The Willie Dixon Story (London, UK: De Capo Press, 1989), 26. 
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were probably getting it for a dollar. So, you A get screwed six ways from Sunday: the 

product markup, the credit ruse, combined with any profit you may squeeze out being 

sucked like a vacuum cleaner right back into the white folks’ hands. So, you were never 

free. Never had the opportunity to buy land. Never had the opportunity to have a dream.  

Rush decided that he did not want to live as a sharecropper, so, he left home and arrived 

in Chicago in 1953, via train.16 

Mike Rowe explained the significance of the Illinois Central Railroad to blues for 

Chicago. In the 1940s and 1950s, the Illinois Central Railroad ran almost one thousand miles 

beginning in New Orleans, with stops in Jackson and Greenville, Mississippi before arriving in 

Chicago. African Americans from Mississippi and Louisiana mostly rode the Illinois Central 

Railroad mainly because it was the only one accessible to them.17 

In the 1940s, many African Americans left the South not only to escape violence but also 

to take advantage of the new employment opportunities in the North created by WWII. In June 

of 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt created the National Defense Advisory Commission 

which hired citizens to manufacture munitions for the war. Many jobs in the North were 

previously filled by immigrants, but the war truncated European immigration. This created a 

vacuum, that was filled by African American workers from the South.18 To further elicit African 

American employees, President Roosevelt issued Executive Order 8802, banning discrimination 

in employment practices by Federal Agencies and unions associated with the war effort. This 

order along with employment training services strengthened employment opportunities for 

African Americans.  

 
16 Bobby Rush, I Ain’t Studidin’ Ya: My American Blues Story (New York, NY: Hatchett Books, 2021), 15. 
17 Mike Rowe, Chicago Blues: The City & The Music (Boston, MA: De Capo press, 1981), 32. 
18 Rowe, Chicago Blues, 25-26. 
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In 1941, Bags and Baggage newspaper published an interview of Dr. Robert C. Weaver, 

Chief of the Negro Employment and Training Office, who solicited “Negroes throughout the 

country to take advantage of defense classes now open to all trainees.”19 A. Phillip Randolph’s 

threat of executing the March on Washington is recognized as the catalyst for President 

Roosevelt's executive decree.20 “The prospect of a march on Washington D. C., by 100,000 

angry Blacks scared the government half to death.”21 Randolph used the march to leverage the 

government to emanate employment opportunities for Blacks. Despite The Fair Employment 

Practices Committee and EO8802, by 1945, Black employment declined. Previously, during the 

war, African American workers were offered jobs because they were needed for the war effort, 

not because the government wanted to ameliorate Black unemployment.22 When the war ended, 

Black unemployment rose again. Unemployment was high, the job market was competitive, and 

many Blacks faced discrimination.  

Chicago Blues musician Bill Broonzy wrote about Black labor discrimination in his auto-

biography Big Bills Blues. Broonzy was in search of a job in Chicago when he answered a help-

wanted ad. When he arrived at the office there was an African American lady in line, with about 

fifty whites. They waited about five hours with a number, in hopes of being called for an 

interview. They were notified they were not getting a job when a white man came out and 

announced, “Sorry but we won’t hire any Negroes today and don’t know when we will.”23 Bill 

wrote about the incident in 1945, in a song entitled “Get Back- (Black, Brown, and White)”: 

 
19 "Ask Negroes to Train for Defense Jobs.” Bags and Baggage, Readex: America's Historical Newspapers, July 1, 

1941, https://infoweb-newsbank-

com.eu1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/readex/doc?p=EANX&docref=image/v2%3A12912F9FC45BBE2B%40EANX-

12B76B722EC269C8%402430177-12B76B724F7D83E0%402-

12B76B729D1F98D0%40Ask%2BNegroes%2Bto%2BTrain%2Bfor%2BDefense%2BJobs. 
20 Touré F. Reed, Toward Freedom: The Case Against Race Reductionism (New York, NY: Verso Books, 2020), 41. 
21 Michael J. Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights, 179. 
22 Reed, Toward Freedom, 43. 
23 Bill Broonzy, Big Bill Blues, 59. 

https://infoweb-newsbank-com.eu1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/readex/doc?p=EANX&docref=image/v2:12912F9FC45BBE2B@EANX-12B76B722EC269C8@2430177-12B76B724F7D83E0@2-12B76B729D1F98D0@Ask+Negroes+to+Train+for+Defense+Jobs
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.eu1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/readex/doc?p=EANX&docref=image/v2:12912F9FC45BBE2B@EANX-12B76B722EC269C8@2430177-12B76B724F7D83E0@2-12B76B729D1F98D0@Ask+Negroes+to+Train+for+Defense+Jobs
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.eu1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/readex/doc?p=EANX&docref=image/v2:12912F9FC45BBE2B@EANX-12B76B722EC269C8@2430177-12B76B724F7D83E0@2-12B76B729D1F98D0@Ask+Negroes+to+Train+for+Defense+Jobs
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.eu1.proxy.openathens.net/apps/readex/doc?p=EANX&docref=image/v2:12912F9FC45BBE2B@EANX-12B76B722EC269C8@2430177-12B76B724F7D83E0@2-12B76B729D1F98D0@Ask+Negroes+to+Train+for+Defense+Jobs
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I went to an employment office. 

Got a number and I got in line. 

They called everybody’s number. 

But they never did call mine 

They say if you white, should be all right 

If you brown, stick around. 

But if you’re black 

Mmm, Mmm, Brother, git back, git back, git back24 

Broonzy’s song highlighted the employment discrimination many African Americans 

experienced during the mid to late 1940s. The economy continued a downward trend until the 

1950s when the Korean War began. African Americans were able to work in the defense plants 

again, and from 1951 to 1953, Blacks enjoyed some prosperity, until 1954 when the war ended. 

Blues musician John Brim wrote a song about it in his 1954 release of Tough Times. Brim 

correlated the failing job market to the 1930s recession:   

Me and my babe were talking, and what she said was true 

She said, ‘It seems like time is getting tough, like they was in ’32 

You don’t have no job, our bills are past due 

So now tell me baby, what we gonna do?25 

In 1955, journalist William Haber wrote a newspaper article for the Chicago Defender 

about the lack of employment opportunities for African Americans entitled, “How Secure Is 

Negro’s Economic Security.” Haber explained, “The racial occupation pattern has been dented, 

but not removed. The gap between white and black has been narrowed, but is still very wide, too 

 
24 Big Bill Broonzy, “Black, Brown, and White” Storyville records 6.23703, 1951. 
25 John Brim, “Tough Times,” Parrot Records, P-53194, 1953. 
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wide for a democratic society based on the conception of an equal opportunity for all.”26  Haber 

also pointed out that Black workers were being locked out of skills training positions, which was 

the cause of Black unemployment. In 1959, A. Phillip Randolph established the Negro American 

Labor Council to combat this problem by eliminating racial bars in skilled trades, but the Council 

failed. Later that year, it was reported in the Chicago Defender that “Pockets of unemployment 

exist in 74 major industrial areas and noted that Negroes had about twice as great a jobless rate—

13 percent—as white workers.”27 Even though the job market was volatile in the 1940s and 

1950s, some blues performers were fortunate to find jobs, for those who could not they relied on 

playing music full-time to earn a living.  

During the 1940s, some of the most notable blues artists that performed on the night-club 

circuit were, Memphis Minnie, Big Bill Broonzy, Sonny Boy Williamson, Tampa Red, Johnny 

Shines, and J. B. Lenoir. For most musicians, club performances did not pay enough to cover 

living expenses so, playing at rent parties became another outlet for musicians to earn money. 

Late night, after the bars and clubs closed in Chicago, rent parties offered entertainment 

that included gambling, dancing, food, and alcohol.28 Musicians that performed at rent parties 

during the 1930s and 1940s played piano, harmonica, or acoustic guitar. As unamplified music, 

this style fit the space of small gatherings. Described today as Country Blues, it has developed 

for street performance where the musicians replaced acoustic guitars with electric ones and 

added amplifiers to their harmonicas to outstrip the noise of the city. Amplification changed the 

 
26 William Haber, “How Secure Is Negro's Economic Security,” Chicago Defender National Edition 1921-1967, 

Aug 13, 1955, https://go.openathens.net/redirector/illinoisstate.edu?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-

newspapers/how-secure-is-negros-economic-security/docview/492889665/se-2 
27 “Report Dip in Unemployment: Negro Jobless Rate is Highest” Daily Defender 1956-1960, April 08, 1959, 

https://go.openathens.net/redirector/illinoisstate.edu?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/report-

dip-unemployment/docview/493733902/se-2. 
28 Bill Broonzy, Big Bill Blues: William Broonzy’s Story As Told To Yannick Bruynoghe ed. Yannick Bruynoghe 

(London, U. K.: Cassel & CO, 1955), 42-43. 

https://go.openathens.net/redirector/illinoisstate.edu?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/how-secure-is-negros-economic-security/docview/492889665/se-2
https://go.openathens.net/redirector/illinoisstate.edu?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/how-secure-is-negros-economic-security/docview/492889665/se-2
https://go.openathens.net/redirector/illinoisstate.edu?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/report-dip-unemployment/docview/493733902/se-2
https://go.openathens.net/redirector/illinoisstate.edu?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/report-dip-unemployment/docview/493733902/se-2
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music from Country Blues to Chicago Blues. The first guitarist to take credit for playing 

amplified blues was T-Bone Walker, who admitted, “I don’t know whether I was the first guitar 

player to use the electric. But I was one of the first…I think it was 1939.”29 

Mike Rowe explained, "The largest audience a street musician could reach was to be 

found at the Maxwell Street market area” which had been home to eastern and southern 

European immigrants prior to WWII, and which became the meeting place for all the newly 

arrived singers and the center of the amateur blues activity of Chicago.30 Maxwell street was an 

open-air market that extended a few blocks “where on Sunday morning people came from 

everywhere to sell their goods. [Mostly] garage sale stuff, they’d have it in the streets all over the 

place.” It was a great opportunity to meet musicians, entertain a big crowd, and earn some tips. 

Willie Dixon worked at the Chicago Stockyard during the week and played music on Maxwell 

Street on the weekends; he explained, “I remember many times when we used to come home 

with $50 a piece and that was more than the average guy was making as a salary. I was working 

the stockyards and I wasn’t making but $30 a week.”31 Other than playing for tips on Maxwell 

Street, another way for a blues artist to earn money was scabbin.  

Scabbin refers to when an artist walked to several clubs in one evening asking music club 

owners for permission to play on-stage for tips. After a few songs and a few dollars earned, the 

musician would move on to the next venue. Blues musician Jimmie Lee explained how he began 

his career as a Chicago Blues musician playing at church, then on Maxwell Street, and then on to 

scabbin, with a fellow musician named ‘Blind Percy. “I started playing on the streets with this 

blind man, in churches and things like that… Then there was a man named Louis...he told me, 

 
29 Arnold Shaw, Honkers and Shouters: The Golden Years of Rhythm and Blues (New York, NY: Collier Books, 

1978), 121. 
30 Mike Rowe, Chicago Blues, 47. 
31 Willie Dixon, I Am the Blues, 50-51 
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Boy, I’m gonna buy a guitar and amplifier for you to play on. So finally, one day he came with a 

“Silvertone” guitar and a Gibson amplifier. Then I’d play on Maxwell Street every Sunday, and 

he’d collect the money… We’d go from club to club, and we’d get $25 or $30 a night in each 

club. We did that up until about 1949.”32 Scabbin was a popular way for veteran blues musicians 

to earn money in between gigs and gain exposure which was a popular strategy to becoming a 

hired blues musician who performed at clubs. 

By the 1950s, a new crop of blues entertainers was performing in Chicago. They were not 

playing the old Country-style Blues their predecessors played with acoustic instruments at house 

parties, instead, they played with the power of electricity; further cementing the Chicago Blues 

Sound. Although there were musicians like T-Bone Walker and Blind Percy during the late 

1940s that amplified their instruments and played them on Maxwell Street, Little Walter Jacobs 

was the first to amplify a harmonica and make the sound a commercial hit by recording the 

instrumental, “Juke.” 

Little Walter Jacobs was born in Parish, Louisiana and migrated to Chicago in 1946. 

Before settling in Chicago, Jacobs toured the South with guitarist ‘Honey Boy’ Edwards as a 

blues duo. In 1952, Jacobs stepped out on his own as a solo artist and recorded his first single 

“Juke" for Chess Records. The single became a hit, was #1 on the Billboard charts for eight 

weeks and is still the biggest hit of the Chess Records label. “Juke” was inspired by alto 

saxophone solos that were dominant in jazz and rhythm & blues music in the late forties and 

early fifties. Walter was a fan of jazz music and mimicked the sounds on his harmonica.33 “Juke” 

was on top of the Billboard charts and the aftermath of its success inspired artists to write more 

 
32 Mike Rowe, Chicago Blues, 48. 
33 “Deep Listening: How Little Walters Juke Revolutionary Techniques Redefined His Instrument,” Channel Eye 

Media, March 31, 2021, https://channeleye.media/deep-listening-07/. 

https://channeleye.media/deep-listening-07/
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up-tempo instrumentals. Before “Juke” Country Blues songs during the 1940s had lyrics. Big 

Bill Bronzy’s popular hit, “Key to The Highway” is a song written about the Great Migration: 

I've got the key to the highway  

Billed out and bound to go  

I'm gonna leave here, runnin'  

Because walkin' is most too slow  

I'm going back to the border  

Where I'm better known  

'Cause you haven't done nothin'  

But drove a good man away from home  

Give me one mo' kiss, mama  

Just befo' I go  

'Cause when I'm leavin' here  

I won't be back no mo'34  

Chicago Blues lyrical content was vast. In the late 1930s and 1940s when African 

American blues musicians had good times at rent parties and social events, they wrote songs 

about it. But when the Black population suffered, the songs were about job discrimination, 

homelessness, and poverty. Blues musicians wrote about all aspects of life, including taxes, war, 

and politics.35 In the 1950s, Chicago Blues reached its pinnacle in songwriting and musicianship, 

known as the Golden Years of Chicago Blues. The most influential musician of that era is Willie 

Dixon. 

 
34 Big Bill Broonzy, “Key to The Highway,” Vocalion records, P-05441, 1940. 
35 Mike Rowe Chicago Blues; The City & The Music, 96-97. J. B. Lenoir sang about taxes, politics, and the Korean 

War. 

https://www.definitions.net/definition/highway
https://www.definitions.net/definition/bound
https://www.definitions.net/definition/gonna
https://www.definitions.net/definition/going
https://www.definitions.net/definition/border
https://www.definitions.net/definition/better
https://www.definitions.net/definition/drove
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Willie Dixon migrated to Chicago in 1936. He became a songwriter and bassist who 

became a full-time staff songwriter and session bassist for Chess Records. Chess Records, 

established in 1950, released songs written by Dixon that became known as the “Chess Sound” 

which set a precedence for what constitutes Chicago-style Blues. The instruments used to create 

“The Chess Sound” was amplified harmonica, acoustic bass, electric guitar, piano, and drums. 

Some of Dixon’s biggest hits in the 1950s were “I’m Ready,” written by Dixon and sung by 

Muddy Waters in 1954, and “Maybellene,” written by Chuck Berry and produced by Dixon in 

1955. “Maybellene’s” success solidified Chuck Berry to become the first “actual rock ’n’ 

roller.”36  

As the 1950s progressed, Chicago Blues evolved. However, in 1955, a new sound was 

burgeoning on the Westside of town. It was a new style of blues that made the “Chess Sound”—

which began just five years ago, seem old. It was called “Westside Soul,” a style of blues that 

emphasized electric guitar riffs, smooth-sounding vocalists, and danceable rhythm sections akin 

to soul music. Cobra Records was an ephemeral African American-owned label that ran from 

1955 to 1959. Otis Rush, Buddy Guy, Ike Turner & his Kings of Rhythm, and Magic Sam were 

some of the most notable artists on Cobra Records, all of whom had hit songs. 

When blues, rock ’n' roll, and soul became the vogue in the 1950s, music industry 

executives hired white artists who could sing the popular songs in those genres. When an artist 

records a song originally performed by another artist, the process is known as “covering a song.” 

White artists who covered songs originally recorded by African Americans became normalized 

in the music industry. In a 1953, newspaper article titled, “A Critic Takes A Look And Says 

Let’s Save Negro Music,” the journalist John Henry explained that African American music was 

 
36 Dixon, I Am The Blues, 91. 
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inspired by real-life experiences but pop music, which was performed mostly by white artists 

lacked realism. To ameliorate this, white music executives instructed the white pop artist to 

record blues and soul songs previously recorded by Black artists. The writer used “How Much Is 

That Doggie In The Window” as an example of a popular pop song performed by white artists 

that lacked lyrical substance, which was the biggest commercial hit of that time.37 Henry also 

noted that white music consumers preferred being entertained by white artists rather than Blacks, 

because the music industry's lack of diversity shaped their taste.38 

 By the end of the 1950s, blues music was not popular with the masses because soul, 

rock, and rhythm & blues were gaining popularity, but it was still being performed nightly in 

clubs on Chicago’s South and Westsides. Blues music was unknown to many throughout the 

United States, but by the 1960s it traveled internationally, making its way to Europe. 

In 1962, two German concert promoters Horst Lippman and Fritz Rau brought the first 

American Folk Blues Festival to Europe. Lippman and Rau met Willie Dixon in Chicago and 

told him about their idea to host a blues tour in Europe. Dixon became the producer and musical 

director for the tour, and they traveled throughout Europe for four weeks; the tours continued 

throughout the 1970s. “Nowhere was the impact of those shows felt more thoroughly than in 

England. The Folk Blues festivals triggered a whole new phase in music…”39 Blues music tours 

began burgeoning in the United States. The 1960s and early 1970s became known as the Folk 

Music Revival. The folk festivals gave many white people their first opportunity to hear blues 

music; many of them fell in love with the music.  

 
37 John Henry, "A Critic Takes a Look and Says-- Let's Save Negro Music!” Freedom May 1, 1953, News Bank: 

Black Life in America. https://infoweb-newsbank-com.bpl.idm.oclc.org/apps/news/document-

view?p=AAHX&docref=image/ 
38 John Henry, "A Critic Takes a Look and Says-- Let's Save Negro Music!” Freedom May 1, 1953, News Bank: 

Black Life in America. https://infoweb-newsbank-com.bpl.idm.oclc.org/apps/news/document-

view?p=AAHX&docref=image/ 
39 Willie Dixon, I Am the Blues, 122. 

https://infoweb-newsbank-com.bpl.idm.oclc.org/apps/news/document-view?p=AAHX&docref=image/
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.bpl.idm.oclc.org/apps/news/document-view?p=AAHX&docref=image/
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.bpl.idm.oclc.org/apps/news/document-view?p=AAHX&docref=image/
https://infoweb-newsbank-com.bpl.idm.oclc.org/apps/news/document-view?p=AAHX&docref=image/
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The Folk Music Revival inspired many white musicians to study blues. Billy Branch is a 

veteran Chicago Blues musician, who explained that by the late 1960s, the blues musician milieu 

was racially diverse, “Historically white people have always gravitated towards Black music, 

maybe not so much in mass, but you always had a steady trickle of white fans and musicians. I 

mean, even in 1969, by the time I appeared on the scene, white musicians were playing in the 

clubs and, and jamming in the clubs… It was more young white cats when I came along, I was 

one of the few Black cats trying to learn how to play the harp (the harp is a slang term for 

harmonica).”40  

The early 1970s fostered a new generation of white blues musicians that became famous, 

Corky Siegel, Paul Butterfield, Charlie Musselwhite, and Michael Bloomfield are a few. Corky 

Siegel was inspired to play harmonica by listening to Bob Dylan and Bob Buchanan records, 

both of whom were a part of the Folk Blues Revival.41 Bob Dylan is often credited by white 

musicians for being a conduit to blues music via The Revival. Chris Thomas King explains this 

further when he purported that in 1964 many Folk Revivalists considered Bob Dylan, “The voice 

of a generation, a poet…[and] prophet.”42 He was the star of the Folk Festivals because he sang 

blues, played harmonica, and was embraced by Black Blues artists. Dylan along with John 

Hammond, Michael Bloomfield, Charlie Musselwhite, Elvin Bishop, and Paul Butterfield is 

described by Thomas King as part of a new wave of white American musicians, who for the first 

time, promoted themselves as blues musicians.43 The Folk Music Revival became a high point in 

history for many white blues gatekeepers and music fanatics that discovered blues during this 

 
40 Billy Branch was interviewed by Andrew Thomas on November 15, 2022. 
41 Marty Gunther, “Featured Interview: Corky Siegel,” Blues Blast Magazine, November 17, 2017, 

https://www.bluesblastmagazine.com/featured-interview-corky-siegel/. 
42 Chris Thomas King, The Blues, 181. 
43 Chris Thomas King, The Blues, 179. 

https://www.bluesblastmagazine.com/featured-interview-corky-siegel/
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era. They visited Chicago’s South and Westside blues clubs to hear them play. There were music 

venues in Chicago’s Black neighborhoods that featured live blues before 1968. However, after 

the Martin Luther King uprisings many were destroyed. 

During the 1960s, some of the most notable blues clubs were, Peppers, Theresa’s, and 

Ada’s Lounge on the Southside, the Club Zanzibar, Silvio’s, and Vis Lounge on the West side.44 

On April 5, 1968, one day after Martin Luther King was assassinated most of the businesses in 

the Southside and Westside neighborhoods were looted and burned down. The city's high school 

children as reported by the Chicago Tribune, were the protagonist of the uprisings when they 

began looting and destroying stores on 63rd street on the Southside and Madison Ave on the 

Westside.45 Blues bassist Carl Norrington performed in the clubs during the 1960s before the 

riots, he reminisced on the days when the Westside was vibrant with blues clubs, “Bobby Rush, 

Freddie King, Luther Allison, Magic Sam, Eddie Taylor Sr.— they all played at Silvio’s, later 

renamed the Riviera…Two blocks away at Lake and Sacramento [street] was the Boula-Boula 

[club]. Duke’s Blue Flame and the Avenue Lounge stood at California and Madison [street], near 

the site of the now-closed Wallace Catfish Corner [restaurant]. Ma Bea’s Lounge was at 

Sacramento and Madison [street]…Then, in 1968, the riots came…The Riviera [theater] wasn’t 

destroyed, but it was broken into. Everything slowed up in the area.”46 Most of the Westside and 

Southside blues clubs that were destroyed were never rebuilt. However, white-owned blues clubs 

sprang up downtown and in white neighborhoods on the cities' Northside and suburbs.47 

 
44 Caleb Dube, dissertation p.42 
45 Tony Briscoe, Ese Olumhense, “Rage, Riots, Ruin,” Chicago Tribune, Tony Briscoe, Ese Olumhense, August 16, 

2018, http://graphics.chicagotribune.com/riots-chicago-1968-mlk/index.html. 
46 Bonnie McKeown, “Veterans of West Side Blues Recall the Music,” Austin Weekly News, February 18, 2019, 

https://www.austinweeklynews.com/2019/02/18/veterans-of-west-side-blues-recall-the-music/  
47 Bonnie McKeown, “Veterans of West Side Blues Recall the Music,” Austin Weekly News, February 18, 2019, 
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“Well, there you go he knows what’s up. You know DuJuan, Tim’s son, he talks about this stuff 

all the time, he’ll talk to you.” 

 

 
DuJuan Austin 

 DuJuan Austin, born May 12, 1976, is a Chicago Blues drummer. His father Tim Austin 

was a blues drummer as well, who performed with some of the biggest names in blues and Latin 

music: Mavis Staples, Otis Rush, Junior Wells, Carlos Santana, and Buddy Guy. Tim Austin 

died April 3, 2019, leaving a legacy as Buddy Guy’s drummer for twenty-five years. Dujuan 

Austin is a highly recommended drummer on the Chicago Blues scene. He graduated from 

Fenger Academy High school and went on to study art at American Academy of Art College. 

Austin also plays drums for multiple blues acts, Mississippi Heat, Ms. Peaches Staton, Nellie 

“Tiger” Travis, Matthew Skoller, and many more. Austin has also recorded many records for 

Alligator and Delmark recording artists. I began our interview by asking about his father, Tim 

Austin’s illustrious career. 

 I understand your dad’s first gig was with Mavis Staples, how did he get the gig? 

“My grandfather went up to the staple singers when my dad was like 15 and told them, my son 

could play drums. That's actually how Pop Staples got my father's number. My father started 

playing with the Staples when he was seventeen, that was in 1974.” 

 

 Did your dad ever discuss what he got paid as a blues drummer? 

 

“His motto was ‘some money, is better than no money,’ and he lived and died by that motto. He 

went from getting paid $125 to $175 on a real good night or on a weekend in the city, to getting 

paid $200 or $300 a gig. I think he was making between $500 or $600 a gig for a 45-minute set 

when he started playing with Buddy Guy; plus, the five-star hotels, flying first class, he wasn't 

complaining at all. But he was only making $300 a gig with Mavis Staples.” 

 

  Is there a difference in pay from when your dad started out playing drums in blues clubs 

until now? 

 

 “It's the same. That is the most sickening and embarrassing thing I think I've ever had to deal with 

as a professional. McDonald’s pay has gone up; everybody’s pay went up. When I was 25 years 
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old, I was getting the same hundred dollars my daddy was getting when he was 25. When my 

daddy was 40, and now I'm 40, I'm getting the same thing my daddy was getting when he was 40. 

$100 was the base pay for this level, right? Now, if you earned anything over, you were supposed 

to be grateful for it. This is the mentality they had us functioning under forever.” 

 

 Do you think the clubs and festivals pay white blues musicians the same low wages as 

Blacks? 

  

“Well, I don’t know exactly but, I make money playing with this white kid name Jimmy Nick out 

in Naperville, Illinois and other places in the suburbs. Jimmy is an up-and-coming player, not as 

talented as some of the young Black guitar players. When I played with Jimmy on Wednesdays, 

my pay was $200, sometimes $225 with tips. Sometimes, I was walking outta there with almost 

$300. I am not exaggerating. I said, hell, the clubs we played wasn't even big venues like Buddy 

Guys Legends or Blue Chicago. They were small taverns. I could do three gigs with Jimmy and 

have $800 in my pocket. I was thinking, how is he paying us $200 plus tips on a Wednesday night? 

And, I know he got his cut. So yes, I do believe it's another pay rate that a lot of these clubs have 

for us Black musicians because they don't have to pay us nothing else. I made more money with 

him than musicians that’s been out here playing blues for over thirty-five years.” 

 
 Do you think we get less money because of racism, or do you think it's because whites 

purchase more blues albums than Blacks and the owners or promotors want to appease them? 

 

“I think it’s all because of racism. If we aren’t careful we’ll look back thirty years from now and 

our kids will believe that the blues was white music. We thought for a long time that rock and roll 

was white music. They'll see blues as white music. When I go to blues festivals, a lot of times its 

mostly white, that’s what happened to rock & roll. First, it was Chuck Berry and Little Richard, 

that’s what rock & roll was. Then came the Rolling Stones, look how much the Rolling Stones get 

paid versus Little Richard. He still don’t have a Grammy.113 That speaks in itself on how the 

industry is and how it's marketed and geared towards white people. But, they got the money and 

the control to direct it, where they wanted to be directed.” 

 

 What did you think of Bruce Iglauer’s comments in the Reader, a few years back when he 

talked about not signing Black musicians because we are not sober enough to be taken 

seriously? 

 

“I thought he actually was not speaking from a racist point of view. Black musicians are saying 

the same exact thing that he said. I think Iglauer picks white musicians over Blacks because the 

white guys are not full-time musicians. So, they're eager and happy just to be a part of the blues. 

They come to the recording session two hours ahead, you seen them. They're not high. They don't 

have to be high. They don't live in the hood. They don't live in the ghetto. Everything isn’t about 

racism. A lot of the Black blues cats are undisciplined in their rehearsing, never on time, and come 

to work intoxicated, which is different from the white guys coming in. They are just happy to be 

getting a chance, to be a part of our world.” 

 
113 Little Richard never won a Grammy in competition but was recognized in 1993, for a Grammy “Lifetime 

Achievement Award.” https://www.billboard.com/music/awards/little-richard-1988-grammys-best-new-artist-rant-

9374831/. https://www.grammy.com/news/little-richard-dead-at-87. 
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 You play a lot on both the Southside and Northside; I know most of the people who see 

you perform on the Southside are Black. Do you think Blacks abandoned the blues? 

“Blacks support the blues on the Southside, if it’s free entrance. The clubs on the Southside don’t 

last long because of the lack of community. Black people don’t have communities anymore. I’ve 

been playing blues a long time. Blacks from the Southside don’t come to the Northside for blues. 

I think whites support the blues a little more than Blacks. Blacks don’t support it as much as whites 

because we live the blues every single day. So, if you live this life, if you are of that life, why 

would you want to go and hear it regularly?” 

 

 Who do you think I should interview next? 

 
“Marquise, you know, he’s probably the most outspoken out of all of us, I think it’s because he so 

young. Talk to Marquise, he ain't scared.” 

 

Marquise Knox 

Marquise Knox was born in St. Louis Mo, February 8, 1991. He is a young blues singer-

songwriter, yet he has veteran status because he started his career at thirteen years old. Knox is 

the progeny of blues musicians. His grandmother Lillie taught him to play guitar, his cousin was 

blues legend Big George Brock, and he performed at blues concerts with his uncle Clifford 

Knox. Knox was raised by his grandmother. When Knox was sixteen, he recorded his first album 

titled “Man Child” which was nominated for a Blues Music Award for Best Artist Debut. Knox 

tours the United States and Europe frequently, while maintaining a steady presence in Chicago 

and St. Louis Blues clubs. Knox has been outspoken about race on his social media platforms 

and was very eager to do this interview. I began with asking about his family’s rich history. 

 I understand you come from a rich family history of blues musicians; can you talk about 

your family? 

“My people from Grenada, Mississippi. Magic Slim is my cousin on my mom side, and Big George 

Brock is a cousin of my mom.”114 

 
114 Magic Slim, 1923-2013 was a Chicago Blues musician, https://chicagoreader.com/arts-culture/magic-slim-the-

teardrops-3/. Big George Brock, 1932-2020 was also a blues musician, 

https://www.baucomspreciousmemories.com/obituary/George-Brock. 
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 Did they give you any advice on how to navigate the music business? 

 

“I recorded my first album at 13 years old, and at 16 I recorded my second album in Salina Kansas. 

Henry Townsend was my blues mentor, he told me, you need to make $2,500 every time you step 

outside your house, because when you step outside the house, you on their time and they paying 

you for being on their time. My people told me what to watch for in business, how to carry yourself 

with respect, and to show up on time and all this other stuff. But the common denominator was 

always, carry these Black blues on, and represent us to the best of your ability, and do not let them 

white boys take over the blues.” 

 

 Do you think that whites are taking over the blues, because the audience is mostly white, 

and they want to see white blues acts or do you think the promotors hired them more than us 

because they are racist towards Black artists?  

“I think there's a great bias that exists in the blues. Promoters may not be racist or bigoted, some 

have good intentions. They start out understanding that they are promoting Black heritage music. 

After about two or three years they waiver, and instead of promoting Black heritage, it becomes 

all about having a party with their friends. So, then the concert promoters just want to book their 

friends, or some of these men want to book the blues women so they can get close to them, or they 

just want to book some guitar player that they like. They want everybody to think that everything 

is a party with the blues—the popular theme nowadays is there’s no Black, no white, just the 

blues—as if we all get along. No, we are struggling, Black women who are single have less than 

$200 in their checking account at any given time in the month. That’s the blues, then you wonder 

why little boys are killing and stealing, that’s the blues.” 

 
  Are you being excluded from the big opportunities in the blues, you know, the head lining 

slots? You ever think the promoters may be overlooking you, because you are Black? 

“There are concert promoters who think I'm too political. They try to say, I’m like a Malcom X. 

We are in the blues world, and I cannot speak about Blackness, but they making money on Black 

history; the blues is Black history. I could never be too political as long as I'm centered in 

Blackness and playing the blues.” 

 

 Do you think Black people abandoned the blues, and that is why white musicians are the 

majority on blues festivals? 

“They (concert promoters) act like we don't exist now. And now, the first thing they say is, there 

isn’t any Black folks playing blues. Well, yes we are. We've been doing this a long time. I've been 

doing this since I was 12 years old. That’s when I got my first paycheck, I used to get snuck inside 

the clubs. I come up underneath the ranks of all those blues guys, around the town and then on the 

national front. I think if you went out into the Black neighborhood fifty years ago, the clubs was 
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playing the blues. And, right now today, if you get ready to go out in the Black community to have 

a good time you still going to that hole in the wall (a term for small no frills dance club in Black 

neighborhoods) and guess what? That hole in the wall will be playing blues and Southern soul. 

Blues music wasn’t broadcasted like r & b, and the rest of the music that was showcased. Blues 

had a safe haven inside the Black community because blues clubs existed there and still do. So, 

white people have never really been inside Black people’s homes. White people have never been 

inside our community, really, unless they were getting drugs or hookers, and it is about still the 

same way today. But, we've been in their household. My grandma used to say, we familiar with 

white people, we’ve been in their homes, scrubbed their floors, we know everything about the 

white community. Now, how many of them have been in a Black person’s house to make that 

broad statement, that Black folks abandoned the blues? Have they seen the record collection of 

every Black person’s grandma or grandpa? Have you been in the house to see it? Cause we’ve 

been inside your house. We know what your house look like. Have you been inside ours to make 

that distinction? To have the qualification to make that statement they would have to know enough 

about us. They just reading about us from books and statistics and haven't been around us. So, how 

can we abandon something, if I got the blues, and you got the blues? The white man did not bring 

us the blues, we found it where we was at, in the Black community.” 

 

 Can white people play the blues? 

 
“I think they got the right to play it because they have hands (Marquise jokingly laughs out loud). 

Outside of that, they cannot feel it. They cannot feel it the way we feel it and that's not being racist. 

Because the blues is more than a missed paycheck, a missed woman, a missed love or a missed 

opportunity. It is the complete domination of American suppressing Blacks with slavery, sundown 

laws, Jim Crow laws. And then, they used the prison industrial system, and they'll never understand 

this. How can you have the blues when the totality of whiteness is being propped up automatically. 

In order for the white man to have the blues, he'd have to lower his condition in his standing in 

America. And, he’s not going to do that, so he would be lying to say that he feels like he got the 

blues. So, whites have the right to play the blues, they just don’t have them.” 

 

 Do you think the blues industry is racist towards Black blues artists? 

 

“I think it is, it's a bigoted game. To charge a concert promoter with racism, You'd have to prove 

that it’s in their heart. We couldn't prove that unless somebody starts spewing racist comments out 

of their mouth. But, now when you start claiming to be an ally of Black people and you put on the 

festival and you book three and four Black people out of 10 or 12 bands band, well we know what's 

up. And then, out of those three and four Black people, you put them onstage before three o’clock, 

before a crowd shows up, we know what's up! And then, you can just go on down from there. I 

done got to the point now personally, where I don't even try to be mad at the way white people 

treat us in the industry. I try not to even be mad at the way that they treat me. I know that it is bias. 

Because, I know a lot of promoters personally, and I know how a lot of them feel because I'm very 

outspoken. So, I can just imagine, if they feel that way about me, how they feel about an average 

Black person. Inside the blues industry they want to hush up Blackness. We can't charge white 

fans with being racist, but they are bigoted, and they are biased to the Black people of today. They 

like dead Black blues musicians. They don't give a damn about no living Black [blues]folks, unless 

we gonna talk about their discography—about CDs and the music—that’s fine. But now, you start 
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talking about the lifestyle of Black people, that’s going to have to lead you talk about social issues. 

The blues world do not want to wrap itself socially, around Black people. But, they do for 

handicapped people, they raise money for programs for leukemia patients or, cancer, diabetes, or 

anything, but they won't raise a dime to help Black folks. What kind of business is this?” 

 

Conclusion 

 The oral histories reveal that there are three reoccurring themes. They were class division 

amongst Black people, white dominance in all aspects of the blues industry, and the perception 

that blues musicians did not believe that gatekeepers were racist. In this section I discuss each of 

the key themes and provide examples using excerpts from the oral histories.  

  In the 1950s and 1960s Black people were divided by class. Many upward mobile Blacks 

did not like blues, instead they preferred jazz. Blues was associated with low-class dwelling 

Blacks, whereas jazz was correlated to upper class Blacks. E. G. McDaniel explained, “my 

mother was from a prominent family and did not like blues. She was born in Pine Bluff, 

Arkansas. There were a lot of Black people that were upwardly mobile. Her family had good 

jobs and were making decent wages to be able to afford to live in a nice comfortable house.” She 

identified as upper class and like many Blacks did not want to be reminded of the oppression the 

genre is rooted in. Billy Branch’s interview showcased class division as well. 

 Billy Branch echoed McDaniel when he explained that there are Black people who do not 

like blues music because it is associated with an inferior class. He observed this when he 

performed for Black music consumers on Chicago’s Southside. He stated, “You know, just even 

the name blues are [associated with] bad times and struggle, the Jim Crow South, the lynching’s, 

and the segregated South. And, the blues is attached to that. And, then people deem it as, as low-

class. You know, jazz was viewed as sophisticated, when you think Duke Ellington, [John] 

Coltrane, and Miles Davis. But, when you think about cats like Muddy Waters and Jimmy Reed, 
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these guys had very little, if any formal education, the, stigma, the perception is of an inferior 

cast…And, that's why a lot of [Black] folks say, I love jazz, but I don't care. We're blues.” 

Branch delineated that Blacks like blues, they just did not know it; when his band, the S.O.B.’s 

played on the Southside, the patrons enjoy it.  

 A second theme that emerged from the oral histories is the prominence of white 

ownership in the blues music industry. In 1951, Paul Robeson highlighted this problem during 

his speech at the conference for Equality for Negroes in Arts, Science, and Professions yet, it still 

remains a current issue. There are no Black owned blues record labels in Chicago, no exclusively 

Black blues committee that produce award shows, no Black owned blues magazines, and there is 

only one Black owned blues club in Chicago, Buddy Guys Legends.  

Tony T. C. Coleman lamented that he was aware that racism and exclusion exist in blues, 

but he was more concerned about how Black blues musicians were going to deal with it. He 

believed that group economics and Black ownership was a path to Blacks being successful in the 

blues business. Coleman stated, “All I can say is this, start your own labels together. You know, 

start your own shit and be unified and do your own thing. Start your own companies. Promote 

yourself. Book yourself. Start your own booking agency. We have to work together, I’m past 

being angry about racism and acknowledging it. It exists, but what are we gonna do about it is 

my question.”  

Wayne Baker Brooks agreed with Coleman that Blacks should have more ownership in 

blues however Brooks explained that Black individuals should own their own businesses. Brooks 

stated, “I think everybody nowadays should start they own [record] label. Record labels are 

going to exploit their artists, that’s a standard practice.” Tony Coleman advised that Blacks 

needed to unite and own their own record labels so there are more Black gatekeepers in the 
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music business. This suggest that Blacks will operate in good faith not to be exploitive toward 

other Blacks, which is an obfuscation. Having more Black owners in the music business does not 

guarantee that Blacks will act in good faith toward other Blacks. There are Black music business 

gatekeepers who already exploit Black musicians just the same as white owners. Mzz Reese 

concretized this when she explained that she was underpaid by Southside Black owned blues 

clubs. The club owners and musicians were of the same ethnicity, but this did not prevent the 

owners from exploiting the workers. Moreover, the Brooks brothers explained that being 

exploited and cheated is standard practice in the music business which means that both Black 

and white gatekeepers exploit all musicians, no matter their race. To ameliorate this Blacks must 

own their own business and work in the best interest for themselves to circumvent being 

exploited. The third theme the oral histories revealed is that most of the interviewees believe that 

the blues music industry was not racist towards Black artists. 

 Sixty percent of the interviewees perceived that gatekeeper’s in the blues industry 

predominantly hired white artists over Blacks because it was more profitable. I was especially 

concerned with Ronnie Baker Brooks opinion on this matter because his father was an Alligator 

Records recording artists when the founder Bruce Iglauer made inflammatory comments about 

Black artists in the Chicago Reader. I expected a vitriolic outburst from Brooks about racism in 

the music business, but to my surprise he calmly stated, “I know some white people that got 

screwed in the business too so, I would hate to say it's racist.” Ronnie’s brother Wayne did not 

think gatekeepers were racist either. He believed that it is easier for concert promoters to market 

white blues artists to white people because whites can relate to them, which is another way of 

explaining the Elvis Presley Syndrome. I asked Billy Branch if he thought the blues industry was 

racist toward Blacks and he answered, “The record industry is going to gravitate toward what-
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sells, whether you are Black or white. So, you can't really take that attitude, that it's just about 

Black and white. It's about money…”  
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION  

 

The title of this thesis, These Blues Are in Spite of You, Mr. Charlie, was inspired by a 

quote extracted from Sugar Blue’s poem he recited at the 2012 “Blues and the Spirit” summit at 

Dominican University. Blue’s poem explained that Black people endured racial discrimination, 

Jim Crow, and lynching. These injustices notwithstanding, under these circumstances, the blues 

emanated. 

Blues music is an expression of the struggle that Black people experienced due to racism. 

I expected that the musicians’ narratives would indicate that racist gatekeepers were the reason 

that Black blues musicians were excluded from lucrative gigs, causing them to struggle 

financially. This is somewhat true; however, the onus is not exclusively on the gatekeepers, it 

extends to the music consumers. As explained by Barry Dolins, the gatekeepers are responding 

mainly to the racist preference of white music consumers, who have historically suffered from 

the “Elvis Presley Syndrome.” Whites are eager to celebrate other whites playing blues music. 

Even though the most powerful, white gatekeeper in Chicago Blues, Bruce Iglauer, gave 

a public, bigoted statement, that does not prove that all white gatekeepers are racist. Marquis 

Knox further explained that the blues, “…is a bigoted game…to charge a concert promoter with 

racism, you’d have to prove that it’s in their heart.” White gatekeepers claim they love the art, 

but many have little regard for the Black artists. This is reflective of the axiom “They love our 

rhythm but hate our blues.”  

When Black blues musicians talk, sing, or write blues songs, they have the option to 

express their disdain for institutional racism or the individuals that perpetuate it. When this 

occurs, it is often shunned by white music consumers, who want nothing more than to “have a 
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good time,” and “forget about their problems.” Blues music lyrics serve as a reminder that 

Blacks have social and economic problems that must be addressed, so we can have a decent 

quality of life. For many white music consumers, they already have great livelihoods, the laws 

are governed in their favor, and the wage gap is tilted to favor them.  

 I expected the oral histories would reveal that Black Chicago Blues musicians believed 

they were being marginalized because Mr. Charlie—which is synonymous with white blues 

gatekeepers—were racist. However, to my surprise, the findings were opposite. Despite the 

exclusion to which Black blues musicians succumbed, most of them did not blame or believe that 

white blues gatekeepers were intrinsically racist. This made me wonder why, even though they 

were marginalized by white gatekeepers, and in some cases, their parents exploited by them too, 

they saw it as standard business practice. More research may be required to fully understand their 

disposition and reluctance to see race as a factor in their treatment. 

Another aspect of the interviews, was that the two youngest participants, Marquis Knox 

and Dujuan Austin, believed that the blues industry is racist, whereas the veteran musicians 

defended the industry, stating it is not. I suspect that Knox felt this way, because he is militant 

and very outspoken about race on his social media platforms and during his live performances. 

Knox stated, “there are concert promoters who think I'm too political. They try to say, I’m ‘like a 

Malcom X.’” He is aware that his remarks about race are the reason why concert promoters 

excluded him from blues festivals. However, I wonder, is he excluded by gatekeepers because 

they are offended by what he believes or are they afraid he may offend the music consumers, 

who may be thwarted by his disposition? Knox and Austin are, most likely, earning the least 

money out of all of the interviewees, so their perception that the music industry is racist may 

have been shaped by gatekeepers who excluded them from lucrative opportunities in blues.  
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Dujuan Austin is a side-musician. Side-musicians make the least money in the blues 

field, and to make matters worse, blues club salaries have remained the same for decades. Blues 

musician pay does not adjust for inflation. Austin explained, “now, I'm 40 [years old], I'm getting 

the same thing my daddy was getting when he was 40 [years old]. A hundred dollars was the 

base pay for this level…” Chicago Blues clubs pay about four-hundred dollars for a four-piece 

band. When the band splits the pay, the members receive one-hundred dollars each. One hundred 

dollars is the base pay for side-musicians in Chicago Blues clubs, which is a modicum amount, 

when compared to a veteran musician’s salary. Veteran artists may not believe that the blues 

industry is racist, because their earnings may be considerably more than the younger artists. 

Also, their top-tier status in blues may have afforded them business relationships with blues 

gatekeepers, that the younger artists have not yet established. 

Young artists are not the only group of musicians being paid less than their worth. It is 

common knowledge that women, in all professions, have it harder than men. Women are paid 

less money and face gender discrimination. Furthermore, Black blues women confront a unique 

intersectionality of working in a male-dominated profession that is run by whites. More research 

is needed to examine how Black blues women cope with marginalization, being pressured to 

perform in a hyper-sexualized manner, and being excluded from lucrative gig opportunities. So, 

not only do they face the same problems that male artists face in an industry that does not 

compensate them fairly, but they are also reduced further by their sexualization.  

I would be remiss without considering my own positionality in this project. Although the 

finding that most blues musicians did not perceive that racism was the underlying factor in their 

or their parents’ treatment in the industry may seem like an anomaly, I am certain that the 

interviewees were candid in their oral histories. If this research was conducted by an outsider of 
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