
MUDDY WATERS 1915-1983 

Muddy W a t e r s ,  a  m a j o r  i n f l u e n c e  i n  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  
o f  e l e c t r i c  b l u e s  a n d  r o c k  a n d  r o l l ,  d i e d  i n  h i s  s l e e p  
i n  t h e  e a r l y  m o r n i n g  h o u r s  o f  A p r i l  30,  1983. He was 68 
y e a r s  o l d .  W i t h  t h e  p a s s i n g  o f  Mr. W a t e r s  goes  an  i m p o r t a n t  
l i n k  w i t h  t h e  r u r a l  b l u e s  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  h e  b r o u g h t  t o  
C h i c a g o  i n  1943.  

Mr .  W a t e r s  was b o r n  M c K i n l e y  M o r g a n f i e l d ,  t h e  s o n  
o f  a  s h a r e c r o p p e r ,  on A p r i l  4, 1915  i n  S u n f l o w e r ,  M i s s i s -  
s i p p i .  He began  p l a y i n g  h a r m o n i c a  a t  an e a r l y  age a n d  
b y  t h e  t i m e  he  was 12 o r  13 was p e r f o r m i n g  a t  c o u n t r y  p i c -  
n i c s  a n d  f i s h  f r i e s .  H i s  e a r l y  p e r s o n a l  c o n t a c t s  i n c l u d e d  
t h e  l e g e n d a r y  R o b e r t  J o h n s o n  a n d  Son House. ~ h ~ ~ ~  influ- 
e n c e s  s u r f a c e d  when h e  r e c o r d e d  f o r  A l a n  Lomax and  t h e  

L i b r a r y  o f  C o n g r e s s  i n  1941. P l a y i n g  v e r y  much i n  J o h n s o n ' s  
s t y l e  o f  l l b o t t l e n e c k l l  g u i t a r ,  W a t e r s  r e c o r d e d  t h e  now h i s t o -  
r i c  l t C o u n t r y  B l u e s 1 !  a n d  111 B e ' s  T r o u b l e d . "  F o r  a  s h o r t  
p e r i o d  o f  t i m e  t h e r e a f t e r  he  p l a y e d  h a r m o n i c a  w i t h  a  com- 
p a n y  o f  I 1 S i l a s  G r e e n ' s  f rom New O r l e a n s l l  
m i n s t r e l  show. Upon r e t u r n i n g  t o  C l a r k s d a l e ,  M i s s i s s i p p i ,  
h e  d e c i d e d  t o  j o i n  t h e  f l o w  o f  m i g r a n t s  a n d  move t o  C h i c a -  
go. Once t h e r e  he  came u n d e r  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  B i g  B i l l  
B r o o n z y  who h e l p e d  h i m  change  h i s  s t y l e  f r o m  i m i t a t i n g  
J o h n s o n  o r  House, t o  d e v e l o p i n g  t h e  s o u n d  t h a t  was t o  be- 
come known as t h e  C h i c a g o  b l u e s .  

Mr. W a t e r s 1  work  was now more  a g g r e s s i v e  t h a n  any  
o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  b l u e s  s t y l e s ,  b u t  h i s  themes  s t i l l  r e f l e c t e d  
t h e  s o u t h ,  m a k i n g  h i m  a  g r e a t  f a v o r i t e  w i t h  t h e  n o r t h e r n  
B l a c k  c o m m u n i t y .  One o f  t h e  m o s t  r e m a r k a b l e  a s p e c t s  o f  
h i s  c a r e e r  was h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  s u r r o u n d  h i m s e l f  w i t h  e x t r a -  
o r d i n a r y  s idemen.  H i s  b a n d s  h a v e  i n c l u d e d  a  v i r t u a l  w h o ' s  
who o f  b l u e s  g r e a t s ;  S u n n y l a n d  S l i m ,  J o h n n y  J o n e s ,  O t i s  
S p a n n ,  L i t t l e  W a l t e r ,  llBigll C r a w f o r d ,  a n d  W i l l i e  D i x o n .  
H i s  m o s t  a m a z i n g  t a l e n t ,  t h o u g h ,  was h i s  c r e a t i o n  o f  s t a r s .  
R e l a t i v e l y  unknown m u s i c i a n s  w o u l d  j o i n  h i s  band,  a n d  
t h r o u g h  h i s  i n f l u e n c e  and  e n c o u r a g e m e n t ,  l e a v e  a s  s t a r s  
t h e m s e l v e s .  J u s t  a  f e w  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  l u m i n a r i e s  t h a t  
s t a r t e d  w i t h  W a t e r s  a r e  J u n i o r  W e l l s ,  James C o t t o n ,  and  
Buddy Guy. 

H i s  r e c o r d i n g s  were  c l a s s i c s  o f  t h e  C h i c a g o  b l u e s  
s t y l e .  " L o u i s i a n a  B l u e s I 1  d i s p l a y e d  h i s  e x c e l l e n t  work  



as  an a c c o m p a n i s t  w h i l e  h i s  r e c o r d i n g s  o f  " H o o c h i e  K o o c h i e  

Man," " I ' m  a  Man," a n d  l r R o l l i n '  a n d  T u m b l i n "  became s t a n -  
d a r d s  n o t  o n l y  o f  t h a t  s c e n e ,  b u t  o f  r o c k  a n d  r o l l  a s  w e l l .  
I n d e e d ,  t h e  R o l l i n g  S t o n e s  t o o k  t h e i r  name f r o m  h i s .  " R o l -  
l i n g  S t o n e  B l u e s . l r  

Mr. W a t e r s  was a consummate p e r f o r m e r ,  e v e n  a f t e r  
age a n d  a  c a r  a c c i d e n t  i n  1 9 6 9  s l o w e d  h i m  down. He o n c e  
s a i d :  "When I s i n g  t h e  b l u e s ,  when I ' m  s i n g i n g  t h e  r e a l  
b l u e s ,  I ' m  s i n g i n g  w h a t  I f e e l .  Some p e o p l e  maybe w a n t  
t o  l a u g h ;  maybe I d o n ' t  t a l k  s o  g o o d  a n d  t h e y  d o n ' t  u n d e r -  
s t a n d  y o u  know? B u t  when we s i n g  t h e  b l u e s - - w h e n  I s i n g  
t h e  b l u e s  i t  comes f r o m  t h e  h e a r t .  From r i g h t  h e r e  i n  
y o u r  s o u l ,  a n '  if y o u '  s i n g i n g  wha t  y o u  r e a l l y  f e e l  i t  

comes o u t  a l l  o v e r .  I t  a i n ' t  j u s t  wha t  y o u  s a y i n g ,  i t  
p o u r s  o u t  o f  you. ' !  Muddy W a t e r s  a l w a y s  p o u r e d  o u t  e v e r y - '  
t h i n g  h e  h a d .  He w i l l  b e  g r e a t l y  m i s s e d .  

B r u c e  H a r r a h - C o n f o r t h  


