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January 7, 2011An interview with
blues musician
John Hammond
By genemyers

John Hammond Jr. was a part of the legendary New York City

Village music scene of the 1960s. While his friends revolutionized

rock music, he concentrated on preserving blues. It wasn’t that he set

out to preserve it, he just loved singing the old songs. He still does. I

talked with Hammond about that love, the music business’s skewing

of blues music history, and his famous friends.

Gene: Seeing Jimmy Reed perform made a huge impression on you.

I read that it changed your life. Is that right?

John: Well, that was the first time I saw someone play a harmonica

and the guitar at the same time, and I was very impressed. I think the

first introduction to blues music came in 1949, when I was 7, and I

saw Big Bill Broonzy. That made a very deep impression on me. I
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sort of gravitated towards blues music ever since then. I was a huge

blues fanatic before I began playing the guitar. So when I did get a

guitar when I was 18, I already knew the songs and I kind of knew

what I wanted to do. I wanted to be an itinerant blues singer.

Gene: What was it that drew you to blues music?

John: It’s hard to put into words. I mean it was the music itself, the

history and the great variety of blues artists over the years who

recorded and just laid it all down for my generation to pick up on.

Gene: I’m reading a book called “Escaping the Delta: Robert Johnson

and the invention of the blues.” It talks about how the blues man and

even the term the blues was retrofitted for marketing purposes. The

actual blues men, instead of being these down-on-their-luck people

hanging out in train stations, they were really well-rounded,

professional musicians.

John: Well, you have to be professional in order to have a career.

There’s no way you can just be really talented and be recognized, or

make money, have a livelihood at it. You have to have your stuff

together, as it were.

Gene: Especially in the olden days, when they were the only

entertainment, they had to learn a variety of things to entertain

people.

John: I think any entertainer, any artist, whether they be blues or

jazz or rock and roll, has to have a variety of tempos, of kinds of

music that will keep the audience into it and make the show be

dynamic.

Gene: Blues musicians, being as versatile as they actually were, have

done so much more material than people realize. But record

companies weren’t interested in recording the material that wasn’t

blues by blues artists. So you’d have no idea that people like Muddy

Waters also enjoyed and played country music.

John: Yes, right. You know I’ve always loved a certain kind of

country music that’s soulful, that has the same message as blues.

They’re interrelated in a lot of ways. I’m a fan of all kinds of music

besides blues. But that’s what I do, and that’s what I do best.

Gene: Do you think if more people knew that Howlin’ Wolf loved

country music, there’d be less of that kind of reaction. People

wouldn’t even have the thought that this kind of person shouldn’t be

doing this kind of music?

John: Wolf told me that his major influence to want to sing and play

was Jimmy Rogers, the Yodeling Brakeman! That floored me. At first

I was shocked, but then I thought about it. The passion and the

emotion is all there. So, it doesn’t surprise me. When you feel that

thing, whatever it is, and it gets you, it’s real.

Gene: You don’t write many songs. But I heard that NPR interview

where you said that working with Tom Waits, inspired you to start

doing more originals.

John: When you’re hanging around a guy who’s that talented and has

that kind of facility to write songs that really get you, it’s inspiring.
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Gene: How did you first come together with Tom Waits?

John: He opened for me in 1974, in Arizona. This guy came out and

played a set that just completely boggled the mind. I didn’t want to

go on [stage after him], but I had to. At the end of my show he came

backstage and introduced himself and said, “Man I’ve been a fan of

yours since I was in high school.” That floored me right away, and we

became friends…My wife, Marla, talked his wife, Kathleen, into the

concept of Tom producing an album for me. So “Wicked Grin” came

about. That was really dynamic, and the best-selling recording I’ve

ever made.

Gene: Besides “Wicked Grin,” you’ve also done the Waits song “Cold

Water” and on your latest record you did “Get Behind the Mule.”

John: Yeah, I include a song of his or two just about every night. I

love these songs. They nail it and they have a blues base… all the

feeling, and Tom’s take on life.

Gene: You’re connected to so many artists. You were in a band with

Hendrix and Clapton?

John: Well, I had a little band together. I was playing at the Gaslight

Café in New York in 1967, and both Eric and Jimi, who I knew, were

in town and weren’t working that week and came down to the club to

hear the show. They both wanted to sit in. They came back every

night for five nights. So, I had a band with Eric Clapton and Jimi

Hendrix.
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and countless musicians have followed that trail since.
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