HOWLIN’ WOLF INSIDE/OUTSIDE THE DELTA:
BLUES PURITY AND INNOVATION

Brad Vice

Chester Arthur Burnett (1910-1976), aka Howlin” Wolf, was
not born in the Mississippi Delta, but almost 200 miles east of
that legendary, if not mythic, landscape, in the year 1910 in White
Station, Mississippi, near the town of West Point. Though the lives
of most black people born in Mississippi at this time were sure to be
made dismal by backbreaking toil and limited opportunity because
of the racist Jim Crow caste system, many found consolation as
well as the voice of defiance in the music known as the Blues.
While the Mississippi Delta is now known as the Birthplace of
the Blues, the Cradle of the Blues, and the Home of the Blues, it
is significant that Howlin” Wolf, one of the defining blues figures
of his generation was born outside of the geography of the Delta,
as the particular innovations he brought to the blues genre are as
inspired by the popular music of the day as much as the gutbucket
“authentic” sound that originates inside the Mississippi Delta.
Indeed, his signature “wolf howl” is inspired by the white country
twang of Jimmy Rodgers and his Americana version of the alpine
yodel, all of which lie solidly outside the parameters of the mythic
“pure” Delta. Regarding the music that did originally spring from
the Delta, the music crafted by Charlie Patton and the bluesmen
of a previous generation, Wolf’s variations of these songs result in
not word-for-word covers of his forbears’ songs or even style, but
a creative reworking that electrified and urbanized the older Delta
idiom.

Howlin” Wolf’s childhood was bleaker than most. Rejected
and abandoned by his mother, a religious zealot, who probably
suffered from some mental illness such as bipolar disorder, Wolf
was given his nickname by his maternal grandfather, who would
admonish him that wolves would get him if he were bad (evidently
as a child, he sometimes hurt chicks when he held them in his large
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Howlin’ Wolf at the Ann Arbor
Blues Festival, Aug. 1970.
Photo by Jeff Titon

but immature hands).! A wolf attack would have been technically
possible in the era just after the Great War, as the last of the red
wolves in Mississippi would not go extinct until the end of World
War II. The idea of being ravaged by wolves terrified the young
boy and he would run away and hide. Wolf was the sobriquet the
musician would make famous, but in his early years, it was used by
his grandfather to mock him, though later he would claim that the
name was given to him by the most famous yodelling Mississippian
folk singer, Jimmy Rodgers. In a 1968 interview article with Barry
Gifford, “I Couldn’t Do No Yodelling, So I Turned to Howlin’” in
Rolling Stone magazine, Wolf recounts his admiration for Rodgers
and the folk singer’s influence on him. Wolf would ultimately
transform Rodgers’ “blue yodel” into an Awwww-Hoooo howl that
he would make famous to both blues and rock 'n’ roll audiences
alike (Gifford 1968: 6).

1. All biographical material is drawn from Segrest — Hoffman 2004 and Gioia 2008.
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It would be a long time before the young Burnett would take
on the persona of the strong and powerful wolf. For some reason
unknown, Wolf’s grandfather turned him out as well, and the boy
was left with no other option but to throw himself at the mercy of
a great-uncle, Will Young, who took him in but treated him more or
less as a slave. Wolf was underfed, forbidden from attending either
school or church, and was subjected to frequent beatings. After years
of this abuse, Wolf ran away from his great uncle after the boy killed
a hog that ruined the first nice clothes Wolf had somehow managed
to save up the money to buy. Chased by Will Young for miles on
a mule with a leather lash in his hand, at the age of thirteen, Wolf
walked barefoot across most of the state of Mississippi to the Delta,
where he was reunited with his birth father and greeted warmly.

Inside the Delta: “Pure Soil, Endlessly Deep, Dark, and Sweet”
The historian James C. Cobb, in his book The Most Southern Place
on Earth: The Mississippi Delta and the Roots of Regional Identity
(1992), presents the Mississippi Delta not so much as a place, but
as an idea — a mythology stemming from the monoculture of “King
Cotton”. Often compared to the Nile River Valley, also famous for
cotton production, the Mississippi Delta is actually the delta of
the Yazoo River rather than the Mississippi River. Quoting from
the Greenville, Mississippi man-of-letters David L. Cohn, Cobb
asserts that “The Yazoo Delta, ‘was the land of the loins of the
river... pure soil, endlessly deep, dark, and sweet.””” (Cobb 1992: 5)
This alluvial valley is shaped like a diamond and stretches from
Memphis, Tennessee (the Delta’s Egyptian namesake) to Vicksburg
in the South. According to Cobb, “Nowhere but in the Mississippi
Delta are antebellum conditions so nearly preserved.” (Ibid.: 39)
Indeed, the vast cotton farms of the Delta are still referred to
as “plantations”, and for much of the twentieth century, the tenant
farmers who worked the land made their owners wealthy as they
endured through a form of wage slavery. Cobb writes, “The blues
made their appearance almost simultaneously on the plantations
and in the logging and levee camps... Given this reality, it is hardly
surprising that the blues tradition developed so fully and rapidly
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The Mississippi Delta.

in the Mississippi Delta, which... was clearly the principal source
of blues performers during the music’s formative years.” (Cobb
1992: 279) Inside the blues tradition Cobb detects a black resistance
movement, as “[t]he emergent musical tradition of the blues became
the primary emotional outlet for their feelings of alienation and
disaffection” (Ibid.: 124), ultimately judging the blues to have “an
ethos of revolt” (ibid.: 283), as black people of the turn-of-the-
century generation sought personal freedom, social mobility, and
better wages.

This is the Mississippi Delta where Howlin” Wolf sojourned at
the age of thirteen, and this is the milieu in which he would come of
age. Deeply racist and unfair (fear of lynching a constant anxiety),
but with the “emergent” music of the blues to give voice to this
injustice as well as provide an outlet for an “ethos of revolt”. On
January 15, 1928, Wolf was able to save enough money to buy
his first guitar. Wolf committed the date to memory because the
purchase changed his life. According to Wolf’s biographers James
Segrest and Mark Hoffman in Moanin’ at Midnight: The Life and
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Times of Howlin’ Wolf (2004), Wolf became apprentice to the most
famous bluesman of the early generation, Charlie Patton: “Wolf
learned his first chords from his father, but it was Charlie Patton who
taught him to be a performer.” (Segrest—-Hoffman 2004: 26) Wolf
travelled miles to see Patton at every juke joint, fish fry, or dance
where the legendary bluesman would play songs he popularized like
“Pony Blues”, “High Water Everywhere”, “A Spoonful Blues”, and
“Banty Rooster Blues.” The influence of these songs would help
Wolf develop his own repertoire in later years that would include
“Spoonful”, “Little Red Rooster”, and “Smokestack Lightnin’”.

Eventually, “Patton would let Wolf carry his guitar or sit close
while he played, and from those nights Wolf soaked up the Delta
blues at its source.” (Segrest—-Hoffman 2004: 27) This is to say, Wolf
began to absorb what later generations of critics and fans would
come to see as the authentic blues, not only musically, but also in
terms of attitude, emotion, and showmanship. Segrest and Hoffman
attest that, “Patton gave Wolf more than songs; he gave him a model
of how to command a crowd, stamping his feet and throwing his
guitar behind his back.” (Ibid.: 28) In later years, Wolf’s dynamic
stage presence was clearly inspired by Patton’s jester persona.
Though Wolf lacked the virtuoso ability of Patton (Wolf’s giant
hands couldn’t match the dexterity of Patton’s slender fingers), Wolf
could employ the pathos and charisma Patton could wield to charm
an audience: “Though he was never Patton’s equal as a guitarist,
Wolf’s growling voice and physical presence gave him something
just as compelling.” (Ibid.: 29) It is probably Wolf’s ability to move
an audience emotionally with his smoke and gravel voice that was
perhaps his greatest gift: “Wolf would later say, ‘I wasn’t no good
on the guitar, but I could make the people understand what I was
singing about.”” (Ibid.: 31) Indeed, it was Wolf’s voice that rang out
through audiences in the juke joints and fish fries that boasted no
microphones or other means of vocal projection.

According to Segrest and Hoffman, slide guitar was an invention
that anticipated electrification as a means of holding the attention of
crowds: “This was before they had electric guitars and amplifiers;
acoustic guitars were all they had. And the way the blues players
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would do, they would take a bottleneck, break the neck off a bottle,
and put that on their finger.” (Ibid.: 33) After Charlie Patton’s death,
Wolf would eventually pick up an apprentice of his own, Johnny
Shines, and the two would travel up and down the Delta playing
together: “There were no microphones or P.A. setups in the juke
joints then, you just sing as loud as you can. Shines and Wolf were
both blessed with powerful voices, and they could cut through the
noise.” (Ibid.: 34.) Indeed throughout the decade of the 1930s, Wolf
was an iterant musician, travelling up and down the Delta, often
collaborating and competing with every significant bluesman of his
generation: Son House, Robert Johnson, Honeyboy Edwards, and
perhaps most significantly to Wolf’s development as a musician,
Sonny Boy Williamson II (Rice Miller) who taught Wolf how to
play the harmonica after Williamson married Wolf’s half-sister.
Wolf’s soulful harmonica became an extension of his own voice,
allowing him to express himself in a wide range of emotions, as
well as providing a sonic call-and-response. Wolf would make the
harmonica sound something like a musical train, and Wolf would
answer back in his baleful wolf howl. Could there be any purer
expression of the Delta Blues? But wait, wasn’t Wolf’s voice and
his wolf’s howl partially inspired by the white Jimmy Rodgers,
whose country/folk twang lies solidly outside the parameters of the
mythic “pure” Delta?

According to music historian Elijah Wald, reviewing the life of
Wolf’s contemporary Robert Johnson, Escaping the Delta: Robert
Johnson and the Invention of the Blues (2004), the myth of “purity”
is a romanticized and constructed narrative: “The Delta style came
to be seen as the ‘purest’ blues, but that was largely because of
the accident of who got recorded, rather than because of what
most people were actually playing.” (Wald 2004: 6) Musicologist
Alan Lomax would famously record a young Muddy Waters (later
Wolf’s arch-rival in Chicago) play his acoustic guitar on the porch
of his plyboard tenant shack with a recording device powered by
a car battery. As one can imagine, the sound of this recording can
only be described as primitive, and this kind of recording has come
to be regarded as “pure”. Wald asserts it is a mistake to confuse
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primitive recordings with timeless music: “The purist’s myth of
a timeless, unchanging Delta tradition ignores the fact that blues
musicians were restless innovators, eager to pick up new ideas.”
(Ibid.: 13)

Blues musicians did not only play at home alone, nor only for
juke joints, they played for white audiences as well as black, at
plantation balls and private parties. They busked at train stations
playing the popular hits of the day as well as the gut-bucket blues
for black-only crowds, so it is a mistake to think of the Delta
as a walled garden. Waltzes, radio crooners, and folk singers
like Jimmy Rodgers were just as crucial to the development of
a bluesman like Wolf as any other contemporary artists, white or
black, outside the Delta. Wald goes on to identify a “great paradox”
that insists “the blues has been canonized as a ‘folk’ music of rural
purity, when in fact its creators were professional entertainers who
eagerly adapted to audience demand.” (Ibid.: 19) In addition, it is
important to keep in mind that the famous Delta bluesmen of their
generation, like Howlin® Wolf and Muddy Waters, were pioneers
in their field. According to Wald, “What we now call Delta blues
was not the common, everyday music of the Delta. It was the music
of a handful of individualists who wanted to stand out from the
crowd.” (Ibid.: 7)

To return to Cobb’s original premise that the Delta is more a state-
of-mind than an actual place, a mythology of “pure soil endlessly
deep, dark, and sweet,” Wald accurately points out that we are
credulous to these mythologies at our peril. Indeed, by the 1940s,
after more than a decade of enduring journeyman status in the what
was not only the most southern (in the US sense) place on Earth, but
also the most dangerously racist, “Muddy Waters and Howlin” Wolf
had moved north, amplifying their guitars and voices to fill noisy
clubs, reshaping the blues for a new environment.” (Ibid.: 255)

Memphis: Where the Soul of Man Never Dies

We do not know precisely when Howlin” Wolf “went electric”,
only that it occurred in line with the country’s general electrification.
To put it another way, Wolf’s decision to go electric would not
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be considered a betrayal of his purist credentials, unlike Bob
Dylan’s infamous 1965 Newport Festival appearance when he
“went electric”.? Indeed, we must embrace the fact that Howlin’
Wolf and his blues contemporaries went electric in the general hope
that amplification would make them better heard. Soon, the electric
guitar would become a new sort of musical instrument altogether,
in which musical innovators would experiment with power chords,
feedback, and distortion — but these possibilities were not readily
apparent to the first musicians who “plugged in” to electric. We
have no exact date to commemorate Wolf’s first electric guitar,
the way we do his first acoustic, it is safe to say that by the time
he moved to West Memphis, Arkansas, after World War II, he
was already making use of electrical equipment to amplify both
his voice and his musical chops. West Memphis in those days was
not so much a city as an outlaw outpost across the Mississippi
River from Memphis. Run as a collaboration between organized
crime and a corrupt sheriff’s department, West Memphis featured
an endless variety of bars, gambling houses, brothels, and other
various dens of iniquity. All of these places were venues for music,
and Wolf, now supported by a backing band featuring amplifiers
and electric instruments, could easily secure employment, but only
in the rowdiest environments. It was rare that anyone attempted to
rob him or withhold payment for his services, though it happened
on occasion. Wolf was a big man; as a young man, he was not only
called Wolf but also “Big Foot Chester” or “Bull Cow”: he was
6 feet 3 inches (191 cm) tall and weighed 275 pounds (125 kg),
and woe be unto petty thieves or bar owners who tried to swindle
him. (Segrest—Hoffman 2004: 5,13) Still, Wolf could not make
enough money to quit farming, his main form of subsistence, so
he contrived a way to amplify his talent even further, eventually
getting a job as a singing DJ on a local radio station, KWEM, and
this amplification via radio waves would allow him to be heard by
the man who would help him become a recording artist.

2. See Eljiah Wald’s Dylan Goes Electric!: Newport, Seeger, Dylan, and the Night That
Split the Sixties (2015) as counterpoint to criticism of Dylan’s musical purity.
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Sam Phillips was a twenty-eight-year-old DJ and sound engineer
with anewly opened recording studio, Memphis Recording Service,
soon to become Sun Records. Sun Records gave the world rock 'n’
roll in the form of Elvis Presley, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, and
Johnny Cash. But before Elvis, Phillips discovered Howlin’ Wolf.
This story is lovingly recorded in Peter Guralnick’s biography,
Sam Phillips: The Man Who Invented Rock n’ Roll (2015). In
an interview with Fresh Air’s Terry Gross on National Public
Radio, Guralnick recounts how Wolf’s radio broadcasts fell into
Phillip’s ears:

What Sam said when he first heard Howlin” Wolf, a friend
of his, an engineer over at KWEM in West Memphis, said,
“We got this guy on the air every day at noon, around noon,
selling farm implements, farm tools, and he plays the kind
of music [ think you’d be interested in,” which I don’t think
was intended as a compliment by this friend of Sam’s [...] but
Sam always said he tuned into the program on KWEM. It
was a weak signal, it came through crackling, it was a terrible
connection, and he said from the first moment he heard
Howlin’ Wolf’s voice, he said, “This is it for me. This is where
the soul of man never dies.” (Gross 2015)

Here Phillips was invoking a popular hymn in the Baptist
church, “Where the Soul (of Man) Never Dies,” composed by
Arthur M. Golden in 1914. The hymn is about spiritual transport
and transcendence: “To Canaan’s land I’'m on my way/Where
the soul (of Man) never dies”. That these words must have been
resonating in Phillips’ head after hearing the Wolf sing for the first
time indicates the spiritual force Wolf’s voice must have had over
this young engineer of sound. Segrest and Hoffman tell a similar
version of the story in Moanin’ in the Moonlight, “When I heard
Howlin” Wolf, I said to myself, ‘This is it for me. This is where the
soul of man never dies.’ [...] Wolf had such power in his voice that
the effect was almost electrical by itself.” (Segrest—Hoffman 2004:
100—-101) This demonstrates the almost religious reverence Phillips
had for the purity of Wolf’s talent, as well as his innovator’s keen
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insight into its “electric” quality and how that could be captured and
translated in a recording studio.

Phillips recounts his furtive initial encounters with Wolf in his
studio in his own 1997 Fresh Air interview with Terry Gross on
National Public Radio:

The Wolf, as I’ve said so many times, is one of my favorite
artists. He was so individual in the things that he did. He had,
No. 1, a voice that was so distinctive that there is — nobody
could mistake it for anybody else. That intrigued me. It was so
absolutely untrained in so many ways, but at the same time,
it was so honest that it was just — it brought about a certain
passion just by listening to him to sing.

But more than that, though, I think that his ability to get lost in
a song for two or three minutes or ever how long the song was,
was certainly as good as anybody I ever recorded. And when
I say get lost in a song, I simply do mean that. And I think that
is a good, unsophisticated term of saying that we all tried to
get lost in what we were doing. And I think that was part of the
success. (Gross 1997)

After Phillips finishes recounting this solemn recording
experience, Gross offers to play Wolf’s most famous Memphis
recording “Moanin’ at Midnight”, released in 1951. Phillips readily
agrees to listen, saying, “I am anxious to hear that” (Gross 1997).

This is a telling choice of words, to use “anxious” when one
might just as well use the word “eager”. “Moanin’ at Midnight”
is a short but powerful song, with Phillips’ A&R man Ike Turner
on piano and Wolf’s bandmate Willie Johnson on electric guitar:
“Phillips had never heard anything like Wolf before. His electric
band sounded raw and overpowering, and Wolf’s voice cut through
everything with an elemental force.” (Segrest—-Hoffman 2004: 101)
For Phillips, “Wolf was proof of concept — that the music he had
dreamed about, the sound that combined raw country blues with
electric amplification and sheer force of personality, was real and
recordable.” (Ibid.: 102) Butin particular on “Moanin’at Midnight”,
there is something in Wolf’s signature howl that becomes a howl of
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desperation, and the force of personality captured on the recording
is that of a man in the middle of a panic attack.

Well, somebody knocking on my door
Well, I’'m so worried, don’t know where to go*

The words may seem rather comical to read, but anyone who
listens to the song can hear strain and genuine paranoia emanating
from the worried persona’s voice. Though most of us can identify
with the sudden stress caused by an unexpected knock on the
door or a late-night phone call, “Moanin’ at Midnight” is a song
that is informed emotionally by 40 years of trauma and abuse,
beginning with Wolf being abandoned by his mother, and abused
by grandfather and great uncle, to the everyday strain of being
a tenant farmer and black man in the Most Southern/Racist Place
on Earth: the Mississippi Delta. Often, the blues is characterized
as a music of wistful melancholy, or “my-woman-done-left-me”
heartbreak, but just as often, the blues is a musical manifestation
of mental breakdown, a post-traumatic stress response organized
into verse and chorus. Wolf’s howl of desperation vibrates with
anxiety on the record, as if through the knock of the unknown
visitor, and the ring of the unknown caller, what do they want from
me? Is it the police, the tax man, the Ku Klux Klan? Though a giant
of a man, Wolf was all too familiar with debilitating panic and
anxiety. He was driven to a nervous breakdown when serving in
the US Army during World War I, institutionalized, and eventually
given a medical discharge and sent home. Similarly, Phillips must
have been specially attuned to receive such a desperate emanation
vibrating in Wolf’s music, as he himself would suffer a nervous
breakdown in that same year of 1951 (his second) and received
a series of experimental electric shock treatments to regain control
of his nerves and his ability to work again (Guralnick 2015: 111).

3. Howlin’ Wolf, Moanin’ at Midnight (Chess cat. no. 1479, 1951) [10” 78 rpm disc].
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Though unusually sensitive to Howlin® Wolf’s quietude and
emotional complexity, the Phillips collaboration would be brief, as
the recording of “Moanin’ at Midnight” was pressed and released
by Chess Records in Chicago, who would soon lure Wolf up North
with promises of wealth and fame. Phillips would be critical of
Wolf’s future recording with Chess, saying the label did not always
give Wolf the best production or that sometimes they did not know
what to do with his tremendous talent, but openly admitted these
opinions might stem from his deep regret at losing Wolf. Indeed,
he founded Sun Records after Wolf’s departure to ensure his artists
could never be stolen away again by other record companies.
Phillips later said that recording Wolf was the biggest event in his
life. He told interviewers that if he had “never done anything else
but record Wolf, ‘I would be happy’” (Segrest-Hoffman 2004: 101).

Chicago: Smokestack Lightnin’

Howlin” Wolf’s decision to relocate to Chicago put him at the
forefront of electric blues innovation. In Rosalind Cummings-
Yeates’ book Exploring the Chicago Blues (2014), the author begins
her exploration by telling the story of the black diaspora from the
South to the North, and the importance of the railroad in bringing
black people to Chicago, especially those from Mississippi. In
her first chapter, “From Mississippi to the Windy City, The Great
Migration and the Blues,” the author writes:

But from 1893 to 1974, all the activity was centered just
across the street from the sign, where the Illinois Central
(IC) Railroad station stood. The railroad would stop at the
lively station, dropping off hundreds of African Americans
who left the South for the North during the Great Migration,
spanning from 1915 to 1970. And what has that got to do
with the Chicago blues? Everything. This was the spot where
thousands of Mississippians arrived, including Muddy Waters,
Jimmy Rogers, Howlin’ Wolf, Willie Dixon and Elmore James,
bringing with them the Delta blues that they would transform
into the Chicago blues. (Cummings-Yeates 2014: 59)
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According to Cummings-Yeates, it is estimated that half the
African-American population in Chicago can trace their roots to
Mississippi, and most of these were conducted there by the IC.
Though the author seems to indicate that Howlin” Wolf arrived in
Chicago via the IC, this is not accurate.

Wolf often remarked he was the only bluesman to have driven
himself to Chicago with his own money, rather than being lent the
fare by a record company executive or by hopping a train: “...unlike
many bluesmen who arrived in Chicago broke and dependent on
record men, Wolf financed his own move north—a station wagon,
trailer, gear, and money of his own. [...] The Pontiac station
wagon barreled up Highway 61 at dawn, pulling a small, two-
wheeled trailer emblazoned with ‘The Original Howling Wolf
and His Orchestra.”” (Segrest—-Hoffman 2004: 279) Originally,
Wolf rented a bedroom from the only person he knew from his
Delta days, Muddy Waters, until he could find a place of his own.
This relationship would grow into a fractious rivalry over the next
decade. Wolf and Waters were two very different people and their
personalities were projected into their music.

Muddy Waters was a carefree spendthrift, always magnificently
dressed and stylish, which was reflected in his smooth R&B-style
music with polished arrangements. Wolf, who worked as a farmer
well past the age of 40, was careful with his money and had
a working man’s attitude toward music, which resulted in a version
of the electric blues that was more stripped-down, raw, and always
anchored by his thunderous voice. They were foils. Over the years,
Wolf and Waters would steal musicians from one another, have
formal labour union disputes over the right to play certain gigs,
and in general goad one another into crafting their own personal
competing visions of the blues. Engineer Malcolm Chisholm
observed that Wolf “was an unbelievable talent! Frankly, he was
more talented than Muddy. It’s just that Muddy was a more civilized
man [...] What Wolf did was [...] extremely sophisticated blues
in that there wasn’t anything in it except Wolf” (Segrest—-Hoffman
2004: 150). Each had their own following. In Moanin’ at Midnight,
harmonica player Billy Boy Arnold recounts how he played with
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both Wolf and Muddy for nine months in a club called Silvo’s in
1957, “which allowed Billy Boy to observe the two top bands in
Chicago for a long time. He formed distinct impressions. ‘Muddy
Waters didn’t necessarily have his own sound [...] When you took
[his sidemen] away from Muddy, Muddy’s sound was gone. But
Wolf had his own sound [...] He was unique in every sense of
the word. He was truly an artist.”” (Segrest-Hoffman 2004: 145)
“‘Those guys really loved one another, man,’ said Eddie Shaw, who
had played saxophone with both. Though they had many disputes
over the years, “‘they always respected one another.” Onstage, Wolf
and Muddy played up their rivalry; offstage, they sometimes drank
and dined together. Muddy came over to the Burnetts’ house several
times for dinner during the late 1960s and early 1970s.” (Ibid.: 243)

Wolf’s partnership with the Chess Brothers was equally
fraught. Polish immigrants Lejzor Czyz, aka Leonard Chess, and
Fiszel Czyz, aka Philip Chess, came to Chicago in the 1920s and
were equal parts pushy and passionate when it came to the music
business. As Sam Phillips had predicted, they didn’t know quite
what to do with an original commodity like Howlin” Wolf once they
had lured him North with promises of wealth and fame. According
to a music distributor from Louisiana who knew the brothers well,
“Leonard was a businessman all the way... Phil was more open
and a gentle guy and a much easier fella to deal with. Neither one
of them knew nothing about the blues.” (Segrest-Hoffman 2004:
149) Despite knowing little about the blues itself, according to the
New Yorker’s profile “Foot Stomping” by John Seabrook, “Leonard
Chess and his brother Phil recorded some of the greatest Mississippi
Delta musicians who rode the Illinois Central Railroad from New
Orleans to Chicago” and Leonard was noted for “his insistence
on a strong backbeat,” a production preference that helped shape
the amplified Chicago sound and its jump toward rock 'n’ roll.
“‘My dad was called the Foot Stomper,’” recalled Marshall Chess,
“‘He wanted a big backbeat’” (Seabrook 2023). Production choices
at Chess were part of what made Chicago blues sonically innovative.
But often as not, a day of recording would end in either Leonard
or Wolf storming out of the studio, shouting curses. Regardless,
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Chess studios captured one of the most enduring iterations of the
blues when the Chess Brothers recorded “Smokestack Lightnin’”,
a song Wolf had already been playing in one form or another for
two decades. The Library of Congress preservation entry dedicated
to “Smokestack Lightnin’”, also written by Segrest and Hoffman,
describes the song this way:

‘Smokestack Lightnin’ is the perfect distillation of what
made Howlin” Wolf such a powerfully unique artist. Built on
a driving, hypnotic, one-chord vamp that subtly accelerates
like a steam locomotive, Howlin’ Wolf sings an intense field
holler vocal, interspersed with falsetto howls and blasts of raw
country blues harmonica. The lyrics, a pastiche of traditional
blues lines pared to the bone, are dark and cryptic, conveying
a mood of metaphysical agony. (Segrest-Hoffman 2023)

Whoa, smokestack lightnin’ shinin’ just like gold
Why don’t you hear me cryin’? A-whoo-hoo, a-whoo-hoo,
whoo™

In Moanin’ in the Moonlight, Segrest and Hoffman dig deeply
into the history of the song, saying “Smokestack Lightnin’” lifts its
first line from Charlie Patton’s “Moon Goin’ Down” and also draws
from the Mississippi Sheiks’ “Stop and Listen Blues.” According
to Wolf’s biographers, “In ‘Smokestack Lightnin’, Wolf distilled
the essence of Delta blues into one hypnotic riff and a howl that
seemed to come from the bottom of the earth” (Segrest-Hoffman
2004: 163). The song has “no narrative in the conventional sense —
it was a moan, a cry, a rhythm, drawing directly from Patton’s and
Son House’s one-chord drones” (Ibid.: 164).

Lines and images like the smokestack/train references draw on the
call-and-response structure of many blues songs. This organizational
pattern is of course part of many Christian worship services, where
the priest, minister, or preacher invokes a prayer or reading of
scripture that prompts the audience to complete the line or phrase
or answer with “Amen” or “Hallelujah” or some other response that

4. Howlin” Wolf, Smokestack Lightning (Chess cat. no. 1618, 1956) [10” 78 rpm disc].
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acknowledges the call. Call-and-response moans appear in Patton,
the Mississippi Sheiks, and other early Delta sources. As previously
discussed, Wolf utilized the interplay of his voice and guitar, and,
more importantly, his harmonica and signature wolf howl mirror this
call-and-response motif, as well as intermix traditional blues lines
into his own phrasing and performance. Of course, the song is rooted
in Wolf’s life experience, as well as the greater understanding of
many exhausted and discouraged field hands who worked to despair
in Mississippi and the rest of the Jim Crow South, dreaming of the
IC or some other locomotive taking them away from their troubles.
In their Library of Congress entry, Hoffman and Segrest attest:

“Smokestack Lightnin’” was Wolf’s single greatest recording
in a career full of amazing recordings. It had been a part of
Wolf’s repertoire as far back as the early 1930s. [...] Wolf
said, with characteristic understatement, “Well, Smokestack
Lightnin’ means it’s a train ... that, uh, runs on the rails, you
know.” Saying “Smokestack Lightnin’” was a song about
a train is like saying “Citizen Kane” was a movie about a sled.
It was not so much a song as a mood: insubstantial as a smoke
ring melodically and lyrically, yet gigantic as a gathering
storm in rhythm and power. (Segrest—-Hoffman 2023)

In Moanin’ at Midnight, Segrest and Hoffman recount
Wolf’s personal memory of watching the IC train make its way
northwards: “We used to sit out in the country and see the trains
go by, watch the sparks come out of the smokestack. That was
smokestack lightning.” (Segrest-Hoffman 2004: 86) Johnny Shines
recalls first hearing Wolf play “Smokestack Lightnin’” while busking
as far back as 1931: “Wolf had been doing a version of ‘Smokestack
Lightnin’’ for years before he recorded it. By the time Wolf cut it for
Chess in 1956, it had become a showstopper, with Wolf howling,
moaning, and mimicking a train whistle.” (Ibid.: 86) In their final
summation, Wolf’s biographers write of “Smokestack Lightnin’”:
“The song was really more of a performance piece than a conventional
blues. [...] it showcased Wolf’s ability to turn the simplest material
into a mesmerizing, almost ritualistic performance.” (Ibid.: 86-87)
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Though Sam Phillip could be somewhat critical of the work Wolf
did with the Chess Brothers, even he had to admit Chess captured
Wolf’s genius in “Smokestack Lightnin’”: “Sam Phillips later said
that if he had to pick one record that captured the soul of the blues,
it would be ‘Smokestack Lightnin’.”” (Ibid.: 165) The song had
a cultural impact even outside the music world: “The English poet
Philip Larkin, usually scornful of American popular music, called
Howlin” Wolf his favorite singer.” (Ibid.: 187) “For Larkin, Wolf
embodied a purity and gravity that set him apart from the frivolity of
most postwar music.” (Ibid.: 188) Literary critics such as J.B. Leggett
have written amply about the influence of the blues on Larkin’s work;
for example, in his poem about desperation, “Aubade,” which may
indeed invoke the desperation of the forlorn voice in “Smokestack
Lightnin’” that dually feels a longing for where the train could take
him and the despair of losing the place where he has lived “since
a little bitty boy”. Countless other writers and artists have found
inspiration in Howlin” Wolf and the blues, as both world music and
world literature continue to grow from the fertile alluvial soil of the
Delta, “endlessly dark, deep, and sweet”, as its muddy electric current
that rolled backward toward Memphis and then Chicago.

Conclusion: Legacy Beyond the Delta

Howlin’ Wolf was not just an authentic bluesman; he was an
innovator, dedicated to lifelong self-improvement. This was not
only true musically but in many aspects of his personal life. Indeed,
self-improvement was a constant theme that ran throughout his
life’s story. As a soldier in the US military during World War 1I,
when institutionalized by the army for his nerves, Wolf endeavoured
to write simple letters home to his family in the Delta, even though
he was almost functionally illiterate. After leaving the army, he
never abandoned his pursuit of learning to read and write, and
would eventually get a high school diploma equivalent, GED, well
into middle age. Later in life, he pursued a certificate in accounting
through a community college to better manage his financial affairs.
As aresult, he helped many blues musicians who played for him sign
up for the newly instituted Social Security system, allowing them
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to access government pensions in their old age (Segrest-Hoffman
2004: 63, 80, 162; and authors’ interviews cited in Notes, 326-350).

It was this dedication to self-improvement that ultimately led him
to be the dual progenitor to both the Memphis rock’n’roll sound and
the electric Chicago blues sound. The tenuous connection between
the Memphis/Chicago legacy is reflected upon in Ted Gioia’s Delta
Blues: The Life and Times of the Mississippi Masters (2008), and
Howlin” Wolf'is correctly identified as the connective tissue joining
the both together. Indeed, Gioia argues that both the Mempbhis
sound and the Chicago sound, as practiced by Wolf, might more
accurately be called the West Memphis sound:

After arriving in West Memphis, Wolf acquired an electric
guitar, and his group relied heavily on amplification in forging
their hard-edged sound [...] While Muddy Waters was tearing
up Chicago with his modernized and electrified Delta blues,
Howlin” Wolf was doing the same on the smaller stage of West
Memphis [...] ‘Between 1948 and 1950, in the words of critic
Robert Palmer, ‘Wolf molded his musicians into the most
awesome electric blues band the Delta had seen.” The band
had a mean streak, a roughshod sound far more primitive than
anything the Chess brothers would have let Waters attempt at
the time. (Gioia 2008: 276-277)

This “primitive and roughshod” attitude, as well as sound,
was attractive to the next generation of white rock ’n’ rollers as
well as a specific branch of the blues community that became
Wolf’s successors. Though Gioia’s book is dedicated to Mississippi
Blues masters, he singles Wolf out as a sort of proto-rocker who
used volume, distortion, and raw aggression before it became the
dominant force in rock.

In this way, historically speaking, Memphis became an incubator
through Sam Phillips, while Chicago and the Chess Brothers
ultimately became the consolidator of the much-imitated Howlin’
Wolf sound: “The migration of the blues from Mississippi to
Chicago has often been celebrated as a coming-of-age for this
simple folk music. [...] above all, Memphis can stake a valid claim
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as the pathway by which this country-bred music was channelled
into the wider streams of global pop music. [...] Indeed, the final
destination of this tradition is more the world-conquering beat of
rock and roll rather than the urban blues of Chicago, the journey
moving from Son House to the house of Sun Records then on to the
great globe itself...” (Gioia 2008: 274)

Young white blues aficionados like the Rolling Stones, who had
one of their first hits with Wolf’s “Little Red Rooster”, would insist
that when they appeared on the popular television music show of
the early sixties, Shindig, the producers would invite the ageing
bluesman to play alongside them. He would be a favourite at the
1966 Newport Folk Festival, where scores of the younger generation
would cheer and shower him with adulation. A year later, the Doors’
Jim Morrison would adopt the Wolf’s sexualized stage persona
and cover “Back Door Man” on the band’s first album. Though
Wolf’s record sales would never match the success of his imitators,
his influence reached far beyond the blues market. His voice, stage
presence, and persona became templates for later generations: “Yet
Wolf’s indirect influence would prove incalculable, [...] British
rockers, Seattle grunge bands, on-the-fringe experimentalists like
Captain Beefheart, singer-songwriters like Tom Waits, even Wolfman
Jack... would all partake in the lupine legacy... Many of the most
distinct and original stylists of the last several decades [drew]
inspiration from Howlin’ Wolf in shaping their own original musical
personas.” (Gioia 2009: 293-294) Howlin’ Wolf was inducted into
the Blues Hall of Fame in 1980 and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in
1991. The Howlin’ Wolf Blues Museum is located outside the Delta,
in West Point, Mississippi, near Wolf’s birthplace, White Station.
These are testaments to Wolf’s “lupine legacy”. His career, which
started in the Mississippi Delta, created the continuum from blues to
rock. Howlin” Wolf is not simply a transitional figure, a scion of the
Delta originals like Charlie Patton, but also the progenitor of a dual
legacy between Memphis and Chicago. His howl can still be heard

in the voices of many generations since his passing.

*This article was supported by the University of West Bohemia’s GRAK25 grant.
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Summary

Howlin” Wolf, born Chester Burnett in East Mississippi, a couple of hundred miles away from
the Mississippi Delta — the part of the state historian James C. Cobb has called in his book
about the region, The Most Southern Place on Earth, and blues purists call the “home” of
the blues. In this article, I bring context to the life and narrative arc of Howlin” Wolf’s career
and how he became an apprentice to one of the Delta’s most influential bluesmen, Charlie
Patton, how Howlin” Wolf electrified his acoustic education and helped innovate both
Chicago Blues alongside his rival Muddy Waters, and how he virtually invented rock ‘n’
roll in Mempbhis, Tennessee along with A&R man Ike Turner and producer Sam Phillips.
Inducted into both the Blues Hall of Fame in 1980 and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in
1991, Howlin” Wolf’s music not only innovated two new genres of music, but his unique,
“pure” persona was the model for Jim Morrison and Mick Jagger, and as well as the vocal
model for performers in different genres such as DJ Wolfman Jack and balladeer Tom Waits.
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