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Lonnie Brooks Interview.
At his house, 6810 S. Union, Chicago.
13 September 1982, afternoon.

You're an important bluesman in my e¢pinion, because you
write your own songs.
Well, that's most of my thing, you know. I like to 'create things, and it makes
me feel good to do my own tune, and be able to write my own tune. It's great. I'm
my biggest fan.
I was talking to Bruce Iglauer, and he says that you're
always phoning him up with ideas.
Oh, yeah.fﬁvlot of time, what I do, I let him hear it, and if he like it, I keep
on doing it, or if not I'll finish it and put it aside, because I know he don't
like tha?LASo I only work on the stuff for him that he feels is a good song. And
if I feei the one that he refuse, whatever, I keep on writing but I put aside,
I don't let him hear that. Just keep it and save it, you know. Maybe somebody
else might like it. One of these days maybe I might give a song out there, and
maybe somebody'll come and make it a tune. There's a lot of times, certain tunes
that maybe he don't like, maybe somebody else will like.
You mean another musician?
Yeah, anybody who want to cut it. I'll let 'em hear it, if they want to cut it,
I'1l let 'em cut it. So that's what I do. I take the ones he don't like and
keep 'em. I've got about three or four. I bank 'em.
So his opinion is important to you?
Ch, yes.(;éll, he know more or less what he wants on his records - what he think
he can sell. You know. I'm not just a blues writer, I can write country, I can
write soul music, rock'n'roll, I can write blues;J
Yes, you can hear a lot of influences on your records. There's
country, and then there's that Zydeco.
Oh, yeah. That's where I been raised around. See, where I was raised up at, we
didn't get a chance to hear any blues until on a Saturday night. You would hear
country and western, and zydeco music. And on a Saturday night, you could hear
blues on WLAC, Nashville, at twelve o'clock. And that's where I got a chance to
hear Muddy waters for the first time, and John Lee Hooker, and Lightning Hopkins.
What was your reaction?
Oh, I love it, man. They used to, like these guys with ice cream trucks, they used
to play music, and they would play Lightning Hopkins, or John-Lee Hooker, or
Muddy Waters, and that's how I got attached to it when I was a little kid, running
out to meet the ice cream truck.
wWhere T come from, the ice cream trucksplay really lousy
music.
well, the people out here, they keep playing the thing that atiract the people
to come out and buy the ice cream. That's the way we heard our blues back then.
1


TQ Print & Design
Text Box
Copyright ©2016 Alan Harper 


There wasn't no big blues show till I was about eighteen, nineteen years old.
And I grew up on that other music first, so I gues that's why you can pick out
the country in me.

Blues was a part of the culture then - just one part.
Yes. People get a chance to tell their troubles to the blues. And happiness too.

How do you go about writing a song?
Well, if I hear a word that attract my attention, then I build a song from it.
And sometimes it just come from the experience of my life.

A lot of your songs are quite funny.
Yes, well, you could say I've had a little fun in my life!

What about the music?
Oh, that's just natural, you know. I just get to banging on the guitar and get
something that'll fit it. A lot of times I'll write a song, and I'l change it
two or three times with the music, you know, one that'll make it sound better,
make it tell the story better.

Interesting about Bruce. Stuff he doesn't like, you don't do...
Oh, no, no,. @El depend. One song I had, he wasn't too fond of it, but I kind of
pushed the issue a little bit, you know. And he'll agree, as long as he know he
got something on there that satisfy g%§;JSo half of the song on the Bayou Lighting
LP was one that he didn't really was fond of, You Know What <y Body Needs, and
that was one of the biggest records in Chicago.

And he didn't like that one?
He didn't say he didn't like it, but he wasn't as fond of it as he was of the
others. Decause|[I'm pretty sure that if he didn't like it at all, he wouldn't put
it on the record.)|(Telephone. Chicago Tribune reporter, arranging an interview).

You're a big star, Lonnie.
That's every musician's dream, but I don't even worry about it. If it come, I
appreciate it, as long as I can make a living at it, you know, that's OK. If T
do well enough to make a living, that's no being a big star; but if it come,
I'11l be thankful for it.

I've been looking you up, and you've recorded a lot before

Alligator.
Oh yes. I go back to Gold Band records, my first recording was with Gold Band.
My first recording with them was in '56, kind of a Louisiana rock'n'roll sound.
And 1 did about two or three of them went real good.

You had a pretty gocd career down there,
Yes, in the rock'n'roll. But all my feeling was I wanted to be 2 blues player.
But I dealt with what come first, what I felt first at the moment. And I got a
chance to move to Chicago, I got a chance to listen to, be around the old blues
musicians. And it took a long time for me to get it, but it happened, so now I
Feel it, and I can play it.

So even from Louisiana, Chicago was seen as a blues centre?
The reason I came to Chicago, I was on the road with Sam Cooke, LC Cooke, and mny
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last engagement was in Atlanta, Georgia, and that's where 1 met up with them,
andﬁf—éot to talking with him about Chicago, and he said why don't you come to
Chicago and cut some records? He say, I'll try to help all I can. But, you know,
I came to Chicago, and it didn't happen like I dreamed it would hapven.|I had to
just hang here for a while, and keep hanging. EWEhought since I had made records
it would be easy for me, but after changing into a different type of music, it
took a while to get a foothold. But I'd say after about five or six years things
began to start happenin%;}
To white audiences, you're really only known from your Alligator
stuff, and a thing for Black and Blue.

Well see, what happened, when I came to Chicago, I changed the name, because I
was going under the name of Guitar Junior, and when I got to Chicago, ﬁr}ound out
they had another Guitar Junior, so it was kind of messin' up, you know. I was
playing on the South Side most of the time, and he was playing on the West Side,
and a lot of people didn't know which one of the Guitar Juniors to go see, So I
said, well I'll go and change my name, and start all OVeELJ

There was still a lot of blues and K&B down south, wasn't

there? Guitar Slim...
Yes, that's one of my favourites. Guitar Slim, 8B King. At the time I moved from
Louisiana to Port Arthur, Yexas, and I got a chance to see BB King, Gatemouth
Brown, T Bone ‘alker. 'Cos they used to have a club, something like a hall, down
on, I think it was 7th Street, and they used to have something going on every
Friday #nd Saturday.ind one week they'd have BB King, maybe next week they'd have
Guitar Slim, naybe next week they'd have 1 Bone Walker, or either Little Yaltery,
who was real popular in that area. Oh, a lot blues acts come to that area, and
I went to see 'em all.

Had your records come to Chicago?
They had a radio station that was playing them, but I didn't know who to contact
when I got here. If I'd of made the righ: contacts, if they'd 've known I was
in town they at least would have put me in places where people knew about my
records. But.ﬁ?@as just hanging in all the blues clubs, I wasn't hanging in no
rock'n'roll clubs. Because that was the direction I had picked out to quj

Could you see at that time how much higher rock'n'roll was

going in terms of money?
Yeah.qE; wasn't the money. I like to play my feelings. I like to do what I like
to do, and I think that I can do a better job if I do what I like to do. And if
I can do something that I like to do, and make other people like it, then I think
I can go much further. 'Cos I feel if:f

You were never trying to be Chuck Berry, then.
No, no, no. I like his music, and I can play it, you know. But Chuck Berry, that's
what made him, because he's Chuck Berry. Eﬁm tryine to identify myself, you knogij
/ggé, you can't be a Chuck Berry, You can't be a BB King. You can't be any of those
stars. I mean, you can probably play like ‘em, and sing like 'em, but people know
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that they've come out with their style. If you really want to make it, you have
to lean more to what you can do best. And that's yoursel{ﬁ)

I've got you down as part of a Luropean Festival tour in 1975.
Yes, E%ét's what really influenced me again. I got a chance to go in front of a
lot of peosle who really liked the blues, when I made that trip in '75, left me
more deeper involved with what I want to do, after I seen there was a market for
it, you knoi;j

Were you in any doubt?
Well, it was kind of hard for a young blues player to zet a break. And after I
went there, they started writing about me, the people started knowing I can play
the blues. Becausecg;st of the people that interviewed me, they knew about my
backtrack,you know, and L guess a lot of blues recording conpanies were kind of
scared, saying well, he plays too much rock'n'roll. I know he's going to come in
with a rock'n'roll tune. So it was a little bit kind of rough on account of my
back record, you know. But after I proved it, you know, after I went to Europe
and they started writing about me and proved that I can play the blues all night,
then a few companiesd got interesteiﬂ

And you did an album for Black and 3lue. I've heard bad things

about them, but I don't know any thing about them.
Well, I don't know anything about them either, all I know is I cut a record, and
I did a tour, six weeks for 'em, and they treated me nice. They cut a record on
me, they give what they said they was going to give me, So if anything bad about
them, I don't know it,

Seems to be about the most professional blues record producer

that there's been, Bruce Iglauer.
Yes,(ﬂg's very careful with what he put on his records. He careful about the music,
and how it's played. He like for it to be played well, and he worried about the
lyrics. Other words, I think he's the type of guy that can get the 'best out of
a musiciag;jﬁp can correct you, you know, and straighten things out, when you
really didn't think that it could happen. He ca%;)And I think that's why he's
successful, because before he got into it he learned a lot about it, and he's
still learning. You come up with something, he'll ask you::'How did you play this?!
He'll ask you cuestions about it. I think he's got a little computer in his head,

because he remembers everything;l
He's ot an important talent that way. He can listen, and...

Ch yeah. There's few people can do that.
He was telling me about the recording of Voodoo Daddy, it
sounded cguite amazing.

Right. wéll, the group that I cut the record with, they work with me, and they're

the type of musicians, the harder you work, the harder they worEﬁ}So I just went

on and worked like I work on the bandstand, and give it a little bit more enthusiasqu
Can you do that, cold, in a studio?

Oh, {you work up to it, you don't just jump right up there and do it all at once.

You get into it, and get the feeling, kifp in hamiering at it until you get the



feeling. It'll come, it don't matter, once you get a groove going;J@pu close
your eyes, and you can see a thousand people - so it just like playing for three
thousand people when I'm in the studio:jThere's maybe a few songs don't hit me
thataway for some time. Most of my fast tunes, I can just picture the pe0p1e.(f§'s
a beautiful feeling, man, when you get a groove in the studiqLSThat's very hard
to do, because they got to fix the sound and everything so it don't be ringing
back at you like you was on the bandstand. A song is good when you can do that.
And it take a good song to do that, too.

He had about twelve minutes of tape for that, and he cut it

down to about four.

Yeah, (he see that we had the feeling coming, so he just let the tape roll. I
noticed that everybody was feeling good, so I stopped it, and started back over
again. And that's when it happeneélﬁ

A lot of recording used to be done by people who would just

get a band in a studio for a couple of hours, maybe after a

gig, and say, 'Let's do an album.'
Well,(gg;se people are more interested in money than in the artist or the music.
Because it do cost a lot of money here in the United States to put out a record.
And if you go in there thinking about how much you're going to spend, you ain't
gonna come out with nothin%;jWhat you do is go in, and don't worry about the money,
worry about getting a good record. Don't care how long it take. And I think that's
what makes a good record. 3But you go a-pinchin' the pennies, then you in trouble
'fore you get there.

Yeah, that's what makes Alligator.
I think he's about the best blues producer in Chicago.

These other labels you were on, what were they like?
I1'd say they rushed it.qﬁicept one of the companies, when I had all the time I
wanted, when I did a record for MercuryéJSee, 'cos the guy that I used to cut with
before, he was co-producer, or producer for it. So, you know, we went in there,
didn't have no problems about the time or anything like that, plus we had an
arranger, a musician who could read music. So that make it a little bit easier,
when you get a studio band, guys that work in the studio, that can read. But most
of the others was kind of a rushed deal.[TaK, we got about an hour left.' Once
you tell that to a musician, that throws him clean off, 'cos that make him push
harder, and he's not going to get i§;£80 you just take the best thing you can do,
take the best and put it out, you know. But I think you lose it when you go on
thinking about the money.

You hit Chicago, and started playing blues in 1959.
Yes. Well, at the time,qfhwas sitting in with a lot of guys, and I got tolearning
blues tunes. But I was mixing it up. I was doing a little soul, rock, and blueé;k

(Kﬁd at that time your audiences were mostly black.
Mostly. Up to about '67, '68, '69. Then that record was out, Let it all Hang Out,

was kind of a soul thing, and I met a booking agent down on State Street named
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Jack Harler (?). Well he introduced me to white clubs. He was a booking agent,
and he had four or five groups he was booking, and it happened he seen me in a
club one night, and I rehearsed with one of his bands, and he started booking me.
So I'd say for about two years, I plyyed a lot of rock'n'roll clubs, you know. I
was doing more or less my own thing working these rock'n'roll clubs. But I had
enough rock'n'roll for them to be interested enough to come and see me, and all
the other time I was serving a little blues on 'em;j
Now in Chicago the successful blues clubs are mostly white.
Was that then, were there white blues clubs?
No, I'd say it had a few of them. But most of the white people would come to
the South Side to hear the blues. There wasn't that many white blues c¢lubs. I think
the first blues place I played, they didn't just say it was all blues, they had
blues nights, it was on Lincoln Avenue. One of the clubs was Wise Fools, I think
it was carrying more blues over there than anybody else, one of the first clubs,
I think. And they had another club called Ratso, they'd have a blues night, I
think Wednesday or Thursday night, or something like that, and then they'd have
a jazz night, and they'd have a rock night, it was something like a restaurant.
And then the blues started catching on, and the other places started moving the
blues in, and now it's all over the North Side. A lot of blues clubs.
Which is good.
It's really supporting the blues players here in Chicago.
What's it like for you, to have started off playing black
audiences, and now to be playing almost all white? Is it
different?
No, not really. It didn't make any difference, who I play to, long as I can get
the people to enjoy what I'm doing. (Telephone).
Sorry about all the interruptions, I really ought to take the phone off the hook.
Not at all. Do you get a.lot of interviews? I suppose you do.
Yes, especially when I'm out playing. Most of 'em live on radio stations.
Have you got anything lined up in Europe?
We just left Europe in May. Not that I know of now. We went to France, Holland,
Switzerland, Spain, Belgium.
These tours never seem to go to England.
Do they like the blues over there?
Yes, but I suppose it's not as big a market.
I'1ll go anywhere, I wish I could be there now, I've heard so much about it. I
thought that's where I wanted to go first, 'cos I've heard of those English groups
coning over here, and I'd love to p ay there and get a chance to meet some of then.
I think you'd have a good time.
I do have a good time. I love to fly. Oh boy. I be so relaxed on the plane, I feel
real good about it, you know. & lot of time, if I got five or six hundred miles
to go, something like that, if I get a chance, I fly. I just love to fly. I did
more flying than 1 ever did in my life when I went on this last trip. Seventeen

days, nothing but planes. Last ten days, we caught the train, but the first
c



seventeen days was all plane travel, and it was very nice.
1 saw you last night at On Broadway, in a sort of Alligator
blues package, which seems a good idea. Is that Bruce's idea?
That's the third time we did this in Chicago, this packaging thing. And it happens
that we do pretty good.
Do you like the idea?
Yes! Oh man, do I like it? I get a chance to listen to some good blues, listen
to somebody else, and then I can go up and can do some of my acts, you know. That's
where the fun is. Now when you got to go to a club and play four or five sets -
I mean, you enjoy it, but it's more exciting to have somebody else, and you know
you got to go up behind them, or they come up behind you. That's the exciting thing.
From my point of view, it seems to be Alligator that's made
you take off.
r;.tell you, 1 think I should have met him a long time ago. Because I guess he's
steered me in the right direction, into what I wanted to do, See, this is one of
the things that he can do, he can see things that you don't see in yourself, and
get it out of yo%;{And probably the things that needed to come out when I was
cutting records before, I needed somebody like him to bring it out of me.qg;cause
you see, a artist, you can get so tied wup in yourself that you don't really know
the limit how far you can go. And the best part of you. You know, it takes somebody
else sometimes to point that out. They can hear what you're doing, and get an
get an idea where you really want to go, but you haven't found it, then they can
bring it to your attention, and there it is. So I think Bruce is real responsible
for me and where I'm at todax;laecause I've been trying for a long time with the
blues. With rock'n'roll I guess it was a little bit different, in that it was a
natural thing. But for the blues, I'd been trying, and playing, but Iguess it took
some of his ideas to bring out the realness in me.
No one else did that for you, before?
No. No more than when I was in the rock'n'roll, that was Eddie Schubert, he was
kind of like that too. But I'm playing rock'n'roll, and I really want to play the
blues, and there's kind of a mix-up in my brain. I always used to say, they're
not going to cut me playing blues, so I'll wait till I get tired of playing
rock'n'roll, or make a lot of money playing rock'n'roll, and I'll produce my own
blues LP. But I got a chance to get to Chicago, and talk to a lot of producers
here in Chicago, but like I say, they didn't find me, and I hadn't found myself
in the blues field.
How did Bruce find you?
Well, 1 was playing in a lot of clubs in Chicago. Bruce been knowing me for a
pretty nood while, ever since he came to Chicago. Because when he came to Chicago,
he started working in Delmark, I think, and a lot of people say from Europe, they
come over and want to hear the blues, so Bruce Iglauer, or Bob Koester, would take
'em out, and they'd come where I'm playing at.rEE% it's a funny thing: when Bruce
got his label together and start recording, every time he would come where I was

playing, he'd catch me playing soul music, or rock'n'roll - so he never knew that
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I could play the blues. And then it happened that I talked to him about it, about
cutting records, you know, I tell him, I can play the blues. But in the back of
nis mind, you know: 'I don't know how well he can play the blues.' So he didn't
worry about recording me. And this happened after I went to burope, and did that
blues LP for 3lack and Blue, and I guess he kind of listened to me alittle bit
more, then:'Well, he can play the blues, even if I didn't hear it at first.' So
he came in one night, I was playing at the Wise Fools Pub on the North Side, and
he asked me if I had any tunes, he had an opening for about six tunes on a record;
he was putting this series together. I told him yeah, and what I did, I went home
and picked out some tunes, and brought them to him, and let him listen, about ten
or twelve tunes, and he picked the foqE;ISo I went in and rehearsed it and recorded.
At the time I was working a day gig, working at a die-casting plant. But I could
play on weekends, and sometimes I could talk my boss into letting me go out of
town.

Did your boss know what you didg?
Yes, he knew I was a musician before I went to work. This was funny. This Fuy
walked into the club, it happened I played a tune that reminded him of when he
was in college, so he walked up and asked me, say, 'You look like you're pretty
fond of playing your music, you look like you're happy when you playing.' I said
I am, you know. So he say how good is it for making a living? I say I can make
a living, but I ain't getting where I want to get with it, you know. Sometimes
it make you disgusted, you know, you try so hard. And I said, if I could get a
job paying me three hundred dollars a week, I'd put this down in a minute. 8o
he said, you wanna job? I got a plant, come on out, I'll give you a job. So, you
know, 1 had to think about it for a couple of weeks, I said well, maybe I'11l try
work for a while. S50 I went up and he gave me a job, and after everybody in the
company got to know that I was a musician, so they gave me a few breaks. Like I
could go out of town, if it would take me a day to get there, I could take off a
day or two days, and go out of town and play. Long as I'd be back there Monday.

When did you give it up?
After I cut this record, Bayou Lightning.

Oh. Quite late.
Yeah. Bayou Lightning was the next record. I did the first one, the series, Living
Chicago blues, they had three artists on there. They was playing it, but it wasn't
enough to where I could put the job down. And then when Bayou Lishtning came out
then I started pgetting gigs, going out of town, and it started getting better for
me, so 1 just cut the job.

And before that, had you been just a pro musician?
All the time. I hadn't worked in 20-some years, about 23 years.

Not many musicians can say that. You were pro for a long time,
Oh yeah. I didn't really have to go to work. I was making a living playing music.
EE% my ideal was to, after it was kind of hard to get me a record, I said well,

I'11 get a job, and try to get some money, and try to produce my own record, or
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make some demos and start sending them out. So I needed money for that, and at
the moment I wasn't making enough money for that, just making enough money to pay
my car note, and buy food, and bills. 3ut to put some money up to do a session,
it was kind of hard, so I said well, 1'll work a couple of years, and then
haprened I found out I didn't have to spend no money.|

Must've been a drag doinr a day job after all that time.

fgell, I didn't really have to, but when you want to do something, you do it,

whatever it take, and that was my idea, to produce a record on myself, and at the
moment, I know I had to do something else to get the money together. But thank
God, I didn't have to spend it. Here Bruce come along, and he spent the money.

Would you say that was the best thing that's happened to you?
I guess when you want to do something, you have to really try, and it come much
easier when you try, than just waiting, hoping.(ﬁiobably if I hadn't went to
work, with this on my mind, maybe he wouldn't have said nothing to me.rgg that's
how things work. When you try something, and go that direction, there's all kinds
of little avenues start falling in then, you know, when you got your direction
you want to go, and know what you hawe to do. I don't give up at anything. ¥Might
take me a little longer than the others, but I'm going to keep on fighting till
I do what I want to d?;J

www.waitingforbuddyguy.com
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