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Howlin' Wolf

b. Chester Arthur Burnett, 10 June 1910, West Point, Mississippi, USA, 

d. 10 January 1976, Hines, Illinois, USA. 

Howlin’ Wolf was one of the most important of the southern expatriates who created the post war blues out of their rural past and moulded it into the tough ‘Chicago sound’ of the '50s. He was one of six children born to farmer Dock Burnett and his wife Gertrude and spent his earliest years around Aberdeen, Mississippi, where he sang in the local baptist church. In 1923 he relocated to Ruleville, Mississippi, and 10 years later moved again to work on Nat Phillips’ Plantation at Twist, Arkansas. By this time he was working in music, appearing at local parties and juke joints. He had been inspired by performers like Charley Pattonand Tommy Johnson, both of whom he had met, and he took much of the showmanship of his act from them, although his hoarse, powerful voice and eerie ‘howling’ were peculiarly his own. Other seminal Mississippi figures, Robert Johnson and Son House, also proved influential. 

During this period he enjoyed many nicknames such as "Big Foot" and "Bull Cow" but it was as Howlin’ Wolf that his fame grew. He was a huge man of commanding presence and threatening aspect who contemporary Johnny Shines once likened to a wild animal, saying that he (Shines) was scared to lay his hand on him. 

Throughout the '30s Wolf combined farming with working in music, sometimes travelling in the company of people like Shines, Robert Johnson, and Sonny Boy Williamson. Sonny Boy , who courted and married Wolf's half-sister Mary, taught his new brother-in-law to play some harmonica and Wolf also fooled around with the guitar. Wolf's first marriage had been to a sister of singer Willie Brown and it was during this time that he married his second wife, Lillie Handley. It was a union that lasted until his death. During 1941-44 Wolf was drafted into the army but once he got out he formed his own group and gained sufficient fame to be approached by KWEM, a west Memphis radio station, which was involved in competition for the local black audience and saw Wolf's potential. For KWEM, Wolf worked as a disc jockey as well as performing himself and this brought him to the attention of Sam Phillips, who was recording material in Memphis and leasing it to others for sale in the black communities of the north and western areas of the USA. Phillips, who considered Wolf to be one of the greatest talents he knew, originally made separate deals with the Bihari Brothers in California and theChess Brothers of Chicago to issue Wolf's recordings. The success of Wolf's early recordings led to something of a war between these two camps, with each trying to attract him under their own aegis. On the evidence of some of the songs that he recorded at the time, it seems that Wolf was tempted to take a ‘stroll out west’, but in the event he went to Chicago ‘the onliest one who drove out of the south like a gentleman’. 

In Memphis, Wolf, whose recording sessions were often under the command of Ike Turner, had been lucky to employ the talents of guitarist Willie Johnson, who refused to move north, and in Chicago that good fortune held as he worked first with Jody Williams and then the unique Hubert Sumlin. The raw delta sound of Wolf's earlier records assured him of a ready made audience once he reached Chicago and he quickly built a powerful reputation on the club circuit and extended it with such classic records as "Smokestack Lightning" and "Killing Floor." Like his great rival Muddy Waters he maintained that audience, and a Chess recording contract, through the lean times of rock ‘n’ roll and into the blues boom of the '60s. He came to Europe with the AFBF in 1964 and continued to return over the next ten years. The Rolling Stonesand the Yardbirds did much to publicize Wolf's (and Muddy's) music, both in Europe and white America and as the '60s progressed, the newer artists at Chess saw their audience as the emerging, white, ‘love and peace’ culture and tried to influence their material to suit it. Wolf's music was a significant influence on rock and many of his best-known songs—"Sitting On Top Of The World," "I Ain't Superstitious," "Killin" Floor’, "Back Door Man" and "Little Red Rooster"—were recorded by acts as diverse as the Doors, Cream, the Rolling Stones, the Yardbirds and Manfred Mann. Few, however, rivalled the power or sexual bravura displayed on the originals and only Don Van Vliet ( Captain Beefheart) came close to recapturing his aggressive, raucous voice. A compelling appearance on the teen-oriented Shindig television show (at the behest of the Rolling Stones) was a rare concession to commerciality. His label's desire for success, akin to the white acts he influenced, resulted in the lamentable THE HOWLIN’ WOLF ALBUM, which the artist described as ‘dog shit’. This ill-conceived attempt to update earlier songs was outshone by THE LONDON HOWLIN’ WOLF SESSIONS, on which Wolf and long-serving guitarist Hubert Sumlin were joined by an array of guests including Eric Clapton, Steve Winwood, and The Rolling Stones members Bill Wyman and Charlie Watts. 

Wolf, along with others like Muddy Waters, resisted this move but were powerless to control it. They were, of course, men in their '50s; set in their ways but needing to maintain an audience outside the dwindling Chicago clubs. Fortunately Wolf outlived this trend, along with those for piling well known artists together into ‘super bands’. Wolf continued to tour but his health was declining. After a protracted period of illness Howlin’ Wolf died of cancer in the Veterans Administration Hospital in 1976. His influence has survived the excesses of the ‘swinging '60s’ and is to be seen today in the work of many of the emerging black blues men such as Roosevelt Booba Barnes.  
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BLUESMASTER (1996)

Primary Artist

Performer

VINTAGE BLUES VOL. 1 (1996) by Various Artists

Performer

THE LEGENDARY MASTERS SERIES (1995)

Primary Artist

CHICAGO BLUE (1995)
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Guitar

Vocals

Harmonica

AMERICAN FOLK BLUES FESTIVAL 1962-1965 (1995) by Various Artists

Performer

Guitar
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AIN'T GONNA BE YOUR DOG: CHESS COLLECTIBLES, VOL.2 (1994)

Primary Artist

THE BLUES: A SMITHSONIAN COLLECTION OF CLASSIC BLUES SINGERS (1993) by Various Artists

Performer

HOWLING WOLF RIDES AGAIN (1991)

Primary Artist

THE CHESS BOX [BOX] (1991)

Primary Artist

HIS GREATEST SIDES, VOL 1 (1986)

Primary Artist

CHANGE MY WAY (1977)

Primary Artist

THE BACK DOOR WOLF (1973)
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LIVE AND COOKIN' AT ALICE'S REVISITED (1972)
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Performer

Vocals

Harmonica

THE LONDON HOWLIN' WOLF SESSIONS (1971)

Primary Artist

LONDON SESSIONS (GOLD DISC) (1971)

Primary Artist

THE SUPER SUPER BLUES BAND (1968) by Bo Diddley/Waters/Howlin' Wolf

Performer

Vocals

Harmonica

Acoustic Guitar

MORE REAL FOLK BLUES (1967)

Primary Artist

THE REAL FOLK BLUES (1966)

Primary Artist

LIVE IN EUROPE 1964 (1964)

Primary Artist

MOANIN' IN THE MOONLIGHT (1964)

Primary Artist

MOANIN' IN THE MOONLIGHT/HOWLIN' WOLF (1959)
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Performer

Guitar
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CROSSROADS: TEXAS COUNTRY BLUES by Various Artists

Performer

KINGS OF THE BLUES by Various Artists

Performer

BEST OF HOWLIN' WOLF

Primary Artist

CADILLAC DADDY: MEMPHIS RECORDINGS 1952

Primary Artist

CHICAGO - 26 GOLDEN YEARS

Primary Artist

HOWLIN' FOR MY BABY

Primary Artist

KILLING FLOOR

Primary Artist

LIVE IN CAMBRIDGE, MASS. 1966

Primary Artist

MEMPHIS DAYS: DEFINITIVE EDITION, VOL 1

Primary Artist

MEMPHIS DAYS: DEFINITIVE EDITION, VOL 2

Primary Artist

THE WOLF IS AT YOUR DOOR

Primary Artist

MUDDY & THE WOLF by Muddy Waters/Howlin' Wolf

Performer

THE REAL FOLK BLUES (GOLD DISC)

Primary Artist
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